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Chapter 1 Sisters
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‘Zoe, just think about it. Every single artist signed by SilverSound Records—the King of Pop, Jaxon, the Queen of Pop, Celeste Camden, not to mention all those Oscar-winning actors—what do they all have in common? They’re drop-dead gorgeous. Doesn’t matter if it’s a record label or a talent agency, the first thing they care about is looks. Looks. LOOKS. You getting this? You walk in there looking like... well, yourself, and they’ll spin on their heels so fast they’ll leave skid marks. But if I go instead? Maybe there’s a shot.

Zoe, I know you wanna be a singer. You wanna be a star. And I swear when I make it big and get all the right connections, I’ll hook you up too. But for now, let me at least try. Otherwise, we’re just throwing this opportunity down the drain. And that would be a real shame, don’t you think?’

That voice belonged to my half-sister, Iris Fenton—21 years old, fresh out of a third-rate college with no job, no prospects, but a face that could make a billionaire forget his prenup.

Me? I was Zoe Fenton. The girl who used to be her dad’s pride and joy... before I became his biggest disappointment.

My mum, Melissa, died when I was twelve. A year later, my dad, Felix Fenton, went and married her—Jennifer Cohen. 

Oh, and fun fact: Dad and Jennifer were childhood sweethearts who lost touch, married other people, then somehow found their way back to each other like some sappy second-chance romance novel. 

Only problem? I wasn’t exactly the supporting character in their love story.

When I was born, Dad had been all smiles (at least from what he told me), cradling me in his arms and naming me Zoe—which, in Greek, means ‘life.’ Back then, I was his everything. I was smart, I was talented, and even though my parents’ marriage had all the warmth of a tax audit, at least I was the one thing Dad was proud of.

Then Mum died. And a year later, Dad remarried.

And suddenly, I wasn’t his ‘brilliant little girl’ anymore. I was his lazy, reckless, constantly-in-trouble embarrassment of a daughter. I got into fights. I started flunking school. I binged TV shows, obsessed over celebrities, and ate my feelings like I was training for an Olympic event in self-destruction. And, of course, I got fat.

The more I changed, the more Dad wanted nothing to do with me. It got to the point where he could barely stand to look at me.

Iris, though? Oh, she could do no wrong.

At first, Dad didn’t feel much for her either. I mean, he didn’t even know she existed until he married Jennifer. Turns out, Iris was the result of a drunk one-night stand between them back in the day—conceived by accident, raised by Jennifer, and completely unknown to Dad until they got hitched.

At first, he just felt guilty. He spoiled her out of obligation, but the emotional connection was not really there.

But Iris was smart. She was cute. She had dimples and this sickeningly sweet voice, and she knew exactly what to say to make him laugh.

Meanwhile, I was just making his life harder. One screw-up after another, one bad decision after the next. And the more I crashed and burned, the more he started seeing Iris as the daughter he actually wanted.

Now? I might as well not exist. Because as far as Dad’s concerned, there’s only one Miss Fenton in this family, and her name sure as hell isn’t Zoe.

While Iris kept rambling on about her brilliant plan, I was lost in thought—thinking about Dad, about Jennifer, about Iris herself, and about how fucking stupid I’d been all these years.

Why did I ever think she was being nice to me?

Iris let out an impatient sigh when I didn’t answer. She grabbed my wrist, squeezing just a little too hard. ‘Well? Zoe? Are you in or not?’

I pulled my hand away. ‘I want this opportunity too, Iris. You know how much I idolise Kairos Vayne. And he personally invited me to meet him. Why the hell would I give that up?’

The words surprised even myself.

Old Zoe never said no to Iris. Not once. Because it wasn’t just Dad who loved her—I did too. I trusted her. Relied on her.

But that was before.

Before I realised the people I called ‘family’ saw me as nothing more than a joke.

So this time, I didn’t hesitate. ‘No, Iris. You’re not taking this from me.’

The look on her face was pure disbelief. Like she genuinely couldn’t compute what had just happened. Because in her mind, I was a certified idiot—the kind who’d get scammed and thank the scammer for their time. The kind who handed over whatever she wanted, no questions asked.

And the truth was, that’s exactly who I’d once been.

Iris had always despised me for it. She thought I was pathetic. Disgusting, even. But Jennifer had drilled it into her head that she had to pretend we were close. So she smiled. She played the part. But deep down, the sight of me made her want to hurl.

And honestly, I couldn’t even blame her.

I was fat. Not the cute, curvy, plus-size model kind of fat. No. The three-chins, out-of-breath-after-two-steps, can’t-find-a-single-bone-in-my-body kind of fat. I weighed twice as much as Iris—probably more. And when we were out in public, she pretended she didn’t know me.

And now, I was supposed to believe she was helping me?

Bitch, please.

‘Zoe, you can’t be serious!’ Iris scoffed, crossing her arms. ‘This is an amazing opportunity, and you’re just gonna throw it away?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s my opportunity.’

‘Yeah, but come on—’ She gestured at me like she was explaining something painfully obvious. ‘You want to be a singer, a star, you wanna work with Kairos Vayne, I get it. But have you seen yourself? You walk into that meeting looking like... this, and they’ll be too busy wondering if you ate the last contestant to care how well you sing.’

There it was again. She didn’t exactly call me fat, but the implied meaning was between every line.
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Chapter 2 Dreams
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Iris had been taking casual shots at me for years. Little jabs, backhanded compliments, the kind of digs that were disguised just enough to make me wonder if I was being too sensitive. And back then, I let her. Because I was insecure, and she was the only person who even pretended to like me. Hell, she was the only person my age who even spoke to me.

But not anymore.

Not. Fucking. Anymore.

‘I’m not giving up this opportunity,’ I said firmly, looking her dead in the eye. ‘Kairos Vayne cares about music. He’s not gonna turn me down just because I don’t fit the industry’s cookie-cutter beauty standards. And anyway, you’re gorgeous. You’ll have a million chances like this. This might be my only shot.’

Iris was pissed. Like, boiling with rage. I could actually see her internal meltdown happening in real time.

And then—boom. She lost it.

With a furious swipe of her arm, she sent my entire late-night snack flying off the table. The plate crashed onto the floor, food splattering everywhere. ‘Fine!’ she shrieked. ‘Go meet him, then! See if he doesn’t throw up his lunch the second he lays eyes on you! You really think he’s gonna sign you? With that face? That body? No real label would be caught dead signing someone like you!’

She stormed out, leaving me staring at the mess she’d made.

For a second, I just stood there. Then, sighing, I grabbed a broom and started cleaning. Because, of course, I was the one stuck cleaning.

By the time I was done, I was sweating like I’d just run a marathon—which, let’s be real, would never happen. I plopped into a chair, and the poor thing creaked under my weight.

I was that fat.

Fat enough that normal, everyday things—like sitting—had become a goddamn workout.

But here’s the thing. Ever since my mom died, nobody in this world had actually cared about me. My dad was ashamed of me. My stepmom manipulated me. Iris humiliated me every chance she got.

And yet, somehow, I still had this ridiculous, pathetic little dream.

I wanted to sing. I wanted my voice to matter.

...Even if I looked like a human-sized marshmallow.

Because dreams shouldn’t just belong to the pretty people.

And right now, the biggest opportunity of my entire life was right in front of me.

A few days ago, Kairos fucking Vayne—one of the most legendary producers in the business—had somehow stumbled across the demo I sent SilverSound Records. And instead of tossing it in the trash like every other record label had, he called.

Me.

He wanted to meet me.

Which would’ve been great... if I actually had a phone.

Yeah. You heard that right. I was twenty-two years old, still living at home, and didn’t even have my own damn phone. Because why would my dear old dad waste money on a phone for his embarrassing daughter when she never left the house anyway?

So Kairos called the house phone.

And Iris picked up.

The second she heard his name, oh, she damn near levitated.

Because let’s be real—every wannabe pop star in Metropoint knew who Kairos Vayne was. Every single album he touched turned platinum. Every artist he worked with became the next big thing. The man was basically a one-man hit factory, cranking out chart-toppers like he had a cheat code for the industry. If Kairos so much as sneezed on a track, it’d trend for weeks.

And Iris, well, she fancied herself a star in waiting. She was the self-proclaimed queen of karaoke nights, the kind of girl who hijacked the mic and belted out Adele like she had something to prove. She was hot, she knew it, and in her mind, all she needed was someone like Kairos to package her up, slap a brand on her, and launch her straight into A-list territory.

So yeah, when she realised I was the one Kairos wanted to meet, she lost her damn mind. 

Hence the trip to my little attic.

She probably thought I’d roll over like I used to. That I’d do what I always did—let her take whatever she wanted while I faded into the background, like a side character in my own life.

Not this time.

Not anymore.

I sat in my chair, catching my breath, laughing bitterly at the thought. If this had been a year ago—hell, even six months ago—maybe she would’ve talked me into it. Maybe I’d have let my self-doubt swallow me whole, convinced myself I wasn’t good enough, and handed over my shot like some pathetic, self-sacrificing idiot.

And then what?

Well, I already knew what.

Because I’d dreamed about it. 

A lot.

I wasn’t sure if it was just some weird recurring dream, or if it was a glimpse into some alternate universe—like Spider-Man’s multiverse, but with less spandex and more emotional turmoil. 

The dream kept coming back, every other night, always ending the same way. Over time, as some of the things I saw in that dream started happening in real life, I couldn’t help but think it was more than just a random series of events. 

Maybe it was prophetic, a chance to rewrite my life and change the fate of the ‘me’ in that dream.

In that dream, Iris got exactly what she wanted—she met Kairos, used her charm, her big doe eyes, her ‘I’m-just-a-cute-girl-who-loves-music’ act, and somehow landed a deal.

Except there was one tiny little problem:

Iris couldn’t actually sing.

Not like me.

She and I weren’t even in the same league. She had a decent enough voice for karaoke nights and drunk sorority girls hyping her up, but in a real recording studio, she’d crash and burn. 

And that’s exactly what happened in my dream. The moment she stepped into the booth, she flopped—hard.

Kairos was pissed.

He ripped up the contract right in front of her, stormed out, and never looked back.

But Iris didn’t go home crying. Oh no. She had other ways of working the system.

By the time the dust settled, she’d wormed her way into SilverSound Records anyway. Not as Kairos’s artist, but someone else’s.

And the rest was history.
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Chapter 3 Waking up
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That dream—my own personal nightmare—played out in perfect detail. Iris released her debut single, Honeysuckle, a manufactured piece of radio-friendly fluff with a ridiculously catchy hook. The music video was a masterpiece of thirst-trap energy. Fire-engine red lips, endless legs, a dangerous amount of hip swaying.

It killed.

The song shot straight to number one, the MV turned her into a viral sensation, and just like that, Iris wasn’t just someone anymore. She was somebody.

And that was just the beginning.

Off the back of that success, she landed a role in a TV drama. A terrible, truly awful drama, the kind critics ripped to shreds and Twitter memed to hell—but it didn’t matter. The show was a hit. It launched everyone in the cast—lead actor and actress, secondary characters, even the random-ass extras who had two lines—into overnight stardom.

And Iris rode that wave like a pro.

With fame came money. With money came influence. And with influence came a whole new reality—one where she conveniently forgot about me.

Me, still up in my tiny attic room, waiting for a rescue that was never coming.

In my dream, two years had passed before I saw Iris again. By then, she wasn’t just famous—she was everywhere. Billboard charts, late-night talk shows, viral TikToks with a hundred million views. People worshipped her like she’d personally invented music.

And me?

Still invisible.

In my dream, I finally worked up the courage to ask her—just once—if I could come to her studio and sing. Just to step inside the kind of place I’d only ever imagined.

And the way she laughed at me, like I’d just asked if I could borrow her credit card to buy a yacht.

Fame had done something to her. Or maybe it had just given her permission to be who she’d always been. She didn’t have to be fake-nice anymore, didn’t have to play the perfect daughter in front of Dad. 

Instead, she let loose all the resentment she’d been bottling up for years—for having to pretend to be my sister, my friend, for having to deal with me at all.

She ripped into me. Called me pathetic. Said no one in the industry would ever look at me, let alone listen to me. That I wasn’t even worth the air in a recording studio.

And the worst part was, it was Christmas.

There was this huge, fancy dinner spread on the table—roast beef, mashed potatoes, all the works. 

Dad and Jennifer just sat there and watched. Didn’t say a damn word. Didn’t stop her.

At one point, Iris got thirsty from all the verbal abuse, and Jennifer actually handed her a freshly squeezed orange juice.

Like it was all just so exhausting to drag me for filth.

And then, just like that, Iris packed up and left for another city, off to some high-profile event, leaving me alone in the house.

In my dream, the next day I snapped.

I stopped eating. Started running. Popped weight-loss pills like they were vitamins. Something had to change, and if my body was the problem, I’d fix it.

And I did.

One week in, I’d dropped nearly thirty pounds.

A month later, I had a waist. A shape. A version of myself I’d never seen before.

And then I died.

Collapsing right there on a treadmill, skinny at last.

I woke up gasping, my sheets sticking to me like a second skin.

It was just a dream.

But was it?

Maybe it was my subconscious trying to slap some sense into me, a neon warning sign flashing in my brain: This is where you’re headed if you don’t wake the fuck up.

I sat up, wiped my face, and swore—swore—that I would never let that nightmare become reality.

Not in this life.

*** 
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‘Zoe, your father wants to see you.’

I blinked up at Jennifer, who was standing in my doorway holding a plate of food like a gracious stepmother instead of the manipulative witch she actually was.

I hadn’t eaten dinner with my family in two months.

Not since that one night Dad watched me eat with the same expression people reserved for roadkill.

He snapped. Said I was disgusting. Said I should stop eating like I was trying to win a contest.

I’d gotten the message loud and clear.

So Jennifer started bringing my meals up to my room, five times a day, complete with snacks.

Like a farmer fattening up an animal for slaughter.

‘Eat first,’ she said, setting the plate down on my little desk like I was some prisoner being delivered my daily ration. ‘Then come downstairs. Be quick, though. Your dad doesn’t like to wait.’

She left, her heels clicking against the floor like a countdown to something I really didn’t want to face.

I glanced down.

Jesus Christ.

It was a heart attack on a plate.

Thick slabs of pork belly glistening under a layer of oil, beef ribs dripping with sauce, buttery mashed potatoes that probably contained more cream than actual potato. Even the vegetables weren’t safe—green beans drowned in bacon fat, a side of corn practically swimming in melted butter.

To the average person, it smelled amazing. To me, it smelled like a trap.

I sighed, picked up my fork, and carefully fished out the few sad slivers of green pepper, scallions, and stray lettuce leaves buried beneath the mountain of meat. Not exactly a balanced diet, but it was the best I was gonna get.

Once I finished my microscopic portion, I pulled open my cabinet and grabbed a plastic bag. Inside were three other plastic bags, each filled with the remains of breakfast, lunch, and my afternoon snack. I dumped dinner in with the rest, tied the bag up tight, and shoved it back inside.

I’d throw it out later, during my evening stroll.

Which, as of yesterday, was a new thing I was trying.
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After that dream, my first attempt at exercise had been...humiliating.

I barely jogged two steps before my lungs decided to quit on me. My legs ached, my feet throbbed, and by the time I’d walked a few blocks, I was sweating like a sinner in church.

But whatever. Rome wasn’t built in a day. And apparently, neither was a thigh gap.

From the dream, I knew one thing for sure—blindly exercising without guidance, and restricting my diet without the right knowledge, would only lead to rapid weight loss followed by a health crash and then... well, death.

I needed a plan. A real one.

I squared my shoulders and made my way downstairs.

‘Finally! Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting?’

Dad glared at me the second I stepped into the room, already in full ‘disappointed parent’ mode.

Considering he’d just finished eating and the dirty dishes were still on the table, I’m guessing...not that long.

Jennifer, ever the supportive wife, put a hand on his arm and cooed, ‘Felix, Zoe was eating. You should at least let her finish her meal first.’

Wrong move. Or—for Jennifer’s purpose—the exact right one.

The mention of food sent Dad into an even bigger rage.

‘Eating, eating, eating! That’s all she ever does! Have you even seen yourself, Zoe? Our family is supposed to be polished, well-presented. And then there’s you—walking around looking like a goddamn disgrace!’

Yikes.

He wasn’t even trying to be subtle.

‘Dad, don’t be mad,’ Iris chimed in, all sweetness and innocence. ‘Zoe’s been like this for years. Habits are hard to break. I’ll talk to her, okay?’ Then she turned to me with a look of gentle concern—the kind that could only come from someone who secretly loved being the golden child. ‘Zoe, maybe lay off the midnight snacks? It’s not good for your health. And you’re stressing Dad out.’

I clenched my jaw so hard I thought my teeth might shatter.

Dad let out an annoyed huff, clearly already over this conversation. ‘Iris mentioned you’re meeting with a music producer tomorrow.’

I nodded. ‘Yeah.’

He scoffed. ‘Why not let Iris go instead? You think anyone’s gonna take you seriously looking like that?’

Ah. Classic.

I kept my voice even. ‘Because the producer asked for me, not Iris.’

Apparently, that was the match that set off Iris’s temper, because she whirled on me like I’d just insulted her entire bloodline.

‘So what if he asked for you? You really think you’ll get anywhere? Keep dreaming!’ she snapped, her eyes blazing. 

Jennifer grabbed her arm and shot her a calm-the-fuck-down look.

Not that Iris needed to stress. She had a whole army of enablers ready to fight her battles.

‘Iris just graduated and hasn’t found the right job yet. Since she loves singing and wants to break into the industry, as her older sister, you should help her out,’ Felix said, in that I’m-pretending-this-is-logical-but-it’s-actually-complete-bullshit tone of his. ‘Think about everything she’s done for you. Every time you made a mistake and I had to lecture you, who stood up for you? Who defended you? She’s the younger one, yet she’s always been the one who protects you. When will you grow up, huh?’

When it came to tearing me down, Felix never held back. His words had the precision of a sniper and the emotional weight of a sledgehammer.

‘Like it or not, you’re staying home tomorrow. Iris will go instead,’ he declared. ‘I’d rather keep you locked up than have you embarrass me. I can afford to feed you, but I won’t let you ruin my reputation!’

‘Thanks, Dad!’ Iris chirped, practically glowing. That sealed it. In her mind, the deal was done, signed, stamped, and gift-wrapped with a fucking bow.

‘Small problem,’ I said, ever so casually. ‘I confirmed the meeting with Mr Vayne this morning. And guess what? He specifically asked for my name. I told him I’m Zoe. So unless you plan on telling him you’re Zoe too, Iris...’ I tilted my head, letting the silence do its thing.

Iris’s face twisted like she’d swallowed a lemon whole. ‘What? You—!’

‘I mean, I don’t mind if you wanna use my name,’ I added sweetly. ‘But that means you’ll have to change your ID too. And considering we look nothing alike... that might be a problem.’

‘Why the hell would I use your name or your ID?! If I looked like you, I’d rather bash my head against a wall!’ she shrieked, turning to Felix for backup. ‘Dad! Do you hear her?!’

Felix scowled, then sighed. ‘Fine. Iris will still go. You both go.’

‘Dad!’ Iris started, but her voice cracked. She could already feel her lead role slipping into side character territory, and judging by the way her expression soured, she was not taking it well.

Felix patted her shoulder. ‘You’re beautiful, smart, and you sing like a dream. When that producer sees you and Zoe, it’s obvious who he’s going to pick. No need to worry.’

Iris’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree at a Kardashian’s house. She flicked a glance at me, the corners of her lips curling in pure, unfiltered superiority. 

I knew what she was thinking. If that producer had even an ounce of taste, he wouldn’t look twice at me. Hell, even a blind man could tell who the obvious choice was.

‘That settles it, then! Thanks, Dad!’ She skipped towards her room. ‘I’m gonna pick out my outfit for tomorrow!’

*** 
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The next day, Iris and I arrived at the café to see Kairos Vayne.

Iris had gone all out—wearing her favourite white designer dress that had set her back over two grand, with the kind
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