



[image: Cover]





OLD TOWN SYMPHONY

A WHOLESOME CHRISTIAN ROMANCE

RHAPSODY OF GRACE BOOK 3

Milla Holt

REINBOK LIMITED

UNITED KINGDOM


Copyright © 2025 by Milla Holt

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

Published by Reinbok Limited, 111 Wolsey Drive, Kingston Upon Thames, Greater London, KT2 5DR

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Cover by Willette Cruz

Editing by Sara Turnquist

Old Town Symphony / Milla Holt. -- 1st ed.

ISBN 978-1-913416-33-1 

Print ISBN 978-1-913416-34-8


To my husband, who is my biggest cheerleader. Special thanks to my beta readers: Brenda, Rebekah, Kathy, Carmen, Rose, and the HG Three, I owe you so much. This story wouldn’t be what it is without your tough love. Thank you also to Susan, my eagle-eyed friend.


Welcome to the Mosaic Collection

We are sisters, a beautiful mosaic united by the love of God through the blood of Christ.

Several times a year, The Mosaic Collection releases faith-based novels and anthologies in a variety of genres. Our stories range from romance and suspense to literary and women’s fiction.

Join our Mosaic reader family and discover soul-affirming stories of truth and hope.

www.mosaiccollectionbooks.com

Join our Reader Community, too!

www.facebook.com/groups/TheMosaicCollection


Books From the Mosaic Collection

MID-YEAR ANTHOLOGIES

Before Summer’s End: Stories to Touch the Soul

Song of Grace: Stories to Amaze the Soul

All Things New: Stories to Refresh the Soul

Dancing in the Rain: Stories to Shelter the Soul

Sounds Like a Plan: Stories of Change and the God Who Doesn’t

BirdSong: Stories of Promise and Hope

 

CHRISTMAS ANTHOLOGIES

Hope is Born

A Star Will Rise

The Heart of Christmas

A Whisper of Peace

A Thrill in the Air

A Weary World Rejoices

JOHNNIE ALEXANDER

The Mischief Thief (Rose & Thorne #1)

When Memory Whispers (Echoes of War #2)

Journey of the Heart

BRENDA S. ANDERSON

A Beautiful Mess

Pieces of Granite (Coming Home Prequel)

Broken Together (written with Sarah S. Anderson)

Chain of Mercy (Coming Home #1)

ELEANOR BERTIN

Lifelines (The Ties that Bind #1)

Unbound (The Ties that Bind #2)

Tethered (The Ties that Bind #3)

Flame of Mercy (Burning Bright #1)

Flicker of Trust (Burning Bright #2)

SARA DAVISON

Lost Down Deep (The Rose Tattoo Trilogy #1)

Written in Ink (The Rose Tattoo Trilogy #2)

Every Star in the Sky (two sparrows for a penny #1)

Every Flower of the Field (two sparrows for a penny #2)

Every Bird That Falls (two sparrows for a penny #3)

The Color of Sky and Stone (In the Shadows #1)

This Little Nowhere, Nothing Town (The Rose Tattoo Trilogy short story collection)

JANICE L. DICK

The Road to Happenstance (Happenstance Chronicles #1)

Crazy About Maisie (Happenstance Chronicles #2)

Calm Before the Storm (The Storm Series #1)

Eye of the Storm (The Storm Series #2)

Out of the Storm (The Storm Series #3)

DEB ELKINK

The Red Journal

The Third Grace

Vagabond Come Home

CHAUTONA HAVIG

Spines & Leaves (Bookstrings introduction)

Hart of Noel (Bookstrings “Noella”)

Twice Sold Tales (Bookstrings #1)

Clock Tower Bound (Bookstrings #2)

MILLA HOLT

Into the Flood (Seasons of Faith #1)

Through the Blaze (Seasons of Faith #2)

Within the Storm (Seasons of Faith #3)

Amid the Ashes (Seasons of Faith #4)

After the Frost (Seasons of Faith  #5)

Home Town Melody (Rhapsody of Grace #1)

Small Town Harmony (Rhapsody of Grace #2)

Old Town Symphony (Rhapsody of Grace #3)

ANGELA D. MEYER

This Side of Yesterday

Where Hope Starts (Applewood Hill #1)

Where Healing Starts (Applewood Hill #2)

Where Joy Starts (Applewood Hill #3)

STACY MONSON

When Mountains Sing (My Father’s House #1)

Open Circle

Shattered Image

LORNA SEILSTAD

More Than Enough

Watercolors

CANDACE WEST

Through the Lettered Veil (Windy Hollow #1)

Among the Kindled Embers (Windy Hollow #2)

OTHER

Totally Booked: A Book Lover’s Companion


About this Book

He built his show to launch stars—not fall for one.

Kezia Blair believes true talent shouldn’t need shortcuts. But after years of singing backup and recording anonymous jingles, her shot at a real music career is slipping away. When a last-ditch audition lands her on Starbound, TV’s biggest reality show, Kezia faces a painful choice: chase stardom on someone else’s terms—or walk away for good.

Zach Falconer created Starbound to launch fresh talent—not get tangled up with it. Burned by a fame-hungry ex, he’s determined to protect his show from scandal and his heart from pain.

But Kezia’s passion, honesty, and refusal to play the game shake his carefully controlled world. And the deeper their connection grows, the harder it becomes to protect the lines between love, loyalty, and career.

In an industry where image is everything, can they hold onto what matters most… or will success cost them the truth—and each other?

A soulful, slow-burn Christian romance about integrity, ambition, and the price of staying true.


Chapter 1

KEZIA BLAIR CLOSED HER eyes and let the music swallow her whole. The cool leather of the studio headphones pressed gently against her ears, sealing out the world until only the song remained. Layered instrumentation wrapped around her, but she was listening for something deeper: pockets of space where her voice could slip in, weaving light through shadow.

“Higher Ground” would be pop star Verity James’s next single. But for now, the only vocals on the track were Kezia’s—a clean, steady guideline bathed in the textured harmonies she’d already recorded.

When Verity finally bothered to show up to the studio and do her part, her voice would replace Kezia’s lead. But the backing vocals would stay. Kezia’s voice—every rise, every blend—would still be there, propping up the final product.

She didn’t mind. This was the kind of work she loved. Art and arithmetic fused into one—calculating intervals, sculpting tone, shaping emotion without stealing focus. She could do this all day—build exquisite cathedrals out of sound, then hand someone else the spotlight.

Head tilted, she swayed slightly, fingers tapping in time. There—in the pre-chorus—a tiny pocket of air. If she added a high descant right there, it would catch the melody’s light and throw it back like stained glass.

She signaled to producer Sam Crawford that she was ready, her reflection ghosting in the control room glass. Inhaling on cue, she added the new harmony with practiced precision.

A glance at the booth clock confirmed it was nearly two. Verity was almost two hours late, even by London standards. Sam was too professional to grumble out loud, but Kezia knew every minute of studio time cost him money. He was paying for Verity to keep them all waiting, and the label expected the completed track tonight.

“One more for insurance? If your voice is feeling good?” Sam asked. “That last run was gorgeous, but it’s always nice to have options.”

She nodded. Her throat still felt strong. Three hours in, and her special throat coat tea was holding up its end of the bargain. The warm licorice and slippery elm had kept her voice supple.

“From the bridge?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“You read my mind. Rolling in three, two...”

Kezia let the main vocal track wash over her, waiting for her entrance. Her fingertips tapped lightly against her thigh, keeping time with the click track in her left ear. On cue, she opened her mouth and let the new harmony slip into the mix—clean, precise, threading beneath the melody like silk.

The red light blinked off. Sam’s voice returned. “Perfect. Want to try that alternate bridge harmony? The one where the third drops out on the second repeat? No pressure. We’ve got everything we need from you, but since we’ve got the time…”

“Copy that,” Kezia said. “Just the fifth and octave, light on the vibrato.”

She was halfway through the variation when the studio door burst open.

A petite woman stumbled in, sunglasses still on despite the dim lighting, clutching an oversized coffee like a life preserver.

“Why isn’t my booth ready?” Her voice sliced through Kezia’s harmony line. “We’re already behind schedule.”

Kezia had only seen her on magazine covers and in music videos. So this was Verity James in the flesh, somehow both smaller and louder than expected.

Sam’s diplomatic tone crackled through the headphones. “Good to see you, Verity. We’re just wrapping up with Kezia. She’s been laying down some beautiful—”

“Whatever.” Verity waved a manicured hand and marched into the booth, invading Kezia’s space in a cloud of designer perfume. Jasmine, patchouli…and vodka?

Verity’s complexion had a sickly gray undertone beneath her makeup, and sweat dotted her hairline despite the air conditioning. She shoved her sunglasses onto her forehead and winced at the lights with bloodshot eyes.

She didn’t bother with introductions. Just scanned Kezia from head to toe like she was part of the furniture.

Then she pushed in front of Kezia, reaching for the mic stand. “Can someone fix this? It’s set up for a giraffe.”

Kezia tucked her session notes into a folder, packing up slowly. Looked like her work here was done. She’d built Verity’s backing vocals for weeks, but this was the first time they’d shared a room. Funny how you could know someone’s voice so intimately—its breaks and its sweet spots—without knowing the person at all.

She reached for her thermos and her package of premium throat coat tea—just as Verity’s hand shot out toward the box.

“Oh good,” Verity said, “I need this.”

Kezia got there first, pulling the box of tea toward her. “I’m sorry, this is my personal supply.”

“Are you serious?” Verity’s voice rose. “I need that for my session. My throat is killing me.” She turned toward the glass. “Sam!”

Sam winced behind the console. “Kezia, would you mind leaving a few teabags? We’ll make sure you’re compensated.”

Kezia frowned. The specialty tea from Harrod’s wasn’t cheap, and she had just enough to last the week. But Sam’s eyes held a silent plea—the look of a man trying to keep the peace.

She sighed and pulled three bags from the box, setting them on a napkin.

As she stepped out of the booth, Sam leaned toward her. “I hate to ask, but would you mind making the tea for her? You know how long to steep it and…” He nodded toward the glass, where Verity was complaining again about the mic stand, which had been adjusted for Kezia’s 5’10” frame. “We really need as little friction as possible.”

Irritation flared. Apparently, tea service was now part of her job. But Sam had given her steady work for three years. He never lowballed her rates or haggled over hours. In a career stitched together from zero-hours contracts and last-minute gigs across London’s studios, his loyalty mattered. Especially with her housing situation hanging by a thread.

She’d do it for him. Not for Verity.

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll bring it right in.”

“Thanks. And—would you mind sticking around a while longer? I have a feeling we might need you.”

The sound engineer entered the booth with Verity and cranked the mic stand down several notches. “Would you like to warm up before we check levels?”

Verity scowled. “Warm up? I’ve been ready for hours. Not my fault everyone else is behind. Where are my lyrics, Sam?”

He slid the lyric sheet through the window. “We’ve highlighted the changes from the demo.”

Verity frowned. “You changed the second verse? I thought the original was better.”

“The label wanted the new lyrics. They tested better in focus groups,” Sam said, calm as ever. “And remember, there’s a quick turnaround in the pre-chorus. We struggled with that timing in rehearsals.”

“Whatever,” Verity muttered, scanning the lyrics.

Sam pressed the talkback button. “Let’s do a quick level check, and then we’ll get started.”

“I need that tea first.”

“On it,” Kezia said, moving toward the door.

But before she could exit, a studio assistant stepped in. “Sam, Zach Falconer is here for your two o’clock.”

Sam cursed softly. “Already? Please tell him I apologize for the delay. Ask him to give us a few minutes.”

Wow. Working with Verity James was already a feather in Sam’s cap. But he had enough pull to keep an industry powerhouse like Zach Falconer waiting?

Kezia slipped out and headed for the break room. After all her training at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, here she was...fetching tea for a singer who couldn’t be bothered to show up on time to record a track due tonight.

All that education. All that talent. And she was still invisible—the ghost in the machine, making stars like Verity sound better than they were.

She’d better get that tea before the star imploded.


Chapter 2

ZACH FALCONER PACED THE waiting area of Cadence Studios while his PA, Simon Vale, juggled calls and emails on his tablet. Sleek navy-blue leather couches surrounded a minimalist glass coffee table strewn with industry magazines and music catalogs. Lo-Fi instrumental music drifted from unseen speakers—meant to soothe, no doubt.

It didn’t work on Zach.

Sam Crawford’s assistant had just delivered an apologetic message from the sought-after producer. The recording session was running long. Sam was still tied up.

Zach didn’t have time for this. But what choice did he have?

With just over a month until filming began, there was a massive producer-shaped hole in the staffing roster of his reality music show, Starbound. He was desperate for Sam to take over from the man who’d pulled out due to a health crisis.

The role needed someone of Sam’s caliber. And at this late stage, Zach wasn’t here to pitch. He was here to beg, fully prepared to trade on their long friendship.

There wasn’t time to vet unknowns. He needed someone he trusted implicitly, someone whose talent and work ethic he’d seen firsthand. Sam had already turned him down months ago, but maybe things had shifted since then. The freelance world always did.

Still, Zach couldn’t afford to waste the day. Not with half a dozen fires already burning.

As if on cue, his phone rang. Zach suppressed a sigh. Here was one of the arsonists responsible for those fires. Ryan Sterling, one of the mentors on the show...and the most high maintenance of the lot. Likely calling to follow up on the laundry list of demands he’d already emailed.

Zach answered. “Hi, Ryan. I was just about to email you, but you beat me to it.”

“Were you? Glad to hear it. Some of the issues I raised are deal breakers. I need answers before I can confirm my participation in Starbound.”

Good thing Ryan couldn’t see his scowl. If Zach had his way, Ryan wouldn’t be anywhere near the show. But Albion Broadcasting Network had insisted on Ryan’s inclusion. They wanted the industry heavyweight for gravitas. 

And, boy, was the man throwing that weight around—like a wrecking ball aimed at Zach’s sanity. Some of his demands beggared belief. Still, maybe if Zach gave way on the smaller stuff, Ryan would back off on his more outrageous asks.

“I’ll just pull your email up while we talk,” Zach said, signaling to his assistant Simon to pass his tablet over.

He skimmed the list. “All right, let’s see what we can do. Your accommodation requests are fine. I’ll let the interior designer know about your specifications for the cottage: linens, furniture, everything. But I’ll have to say no to the personal chef. We’ve hired an excellent culinary team for production. They’ll accommodate any dietary requirements.”

He scrolled down. “An assistant is reasonable. We’ve lined up someone with five years’ industry experience and all the resume specs you requested. But you’ll need to share them with another mentor.”

Ryan sighed. “I suppose that’s acceptable.”

“I’m glad you think so.” Zach kept his voice even as he scanned further. “We can’t cover weekly first-class flights from Los Angeles to London for your stylist. But we’ve sourced a highly respected local stylist. Your LA guy can come in once for the finals, but we’ll fly him business class. And he’ll need to stay at the Starbound campus, not the Hilton.”

Ryan sniffed. “Well, I suppose if you don’t have the budget. I’m doing you a favor even taking part in this pet project of yours, and I’ve been talking it up to some of my contacts. I just had lunch with Renee Johnson. She says they’re watching the show’s development with interest, looking at Canadian licensing rights. So I think my requests are far from unreasonable. I’m going over and above my contracted duties.”

“Thanks, Ryan. I appreciate that.” Zach forced civility into his voice. The truth? He needed Ryan...and Ryan knew it. That was a big part of the problem.

“Well, what about the other things I requested?”

“Let’s see...” Zach glanced back at the email. “I have no issues with your name appearing first in the show’s listings.”

Although Zach was the creator and executive producer, the name order was cosmetic. If it got Ryan to play nice, fine.

“And the co-creator credit?” Ryan asked.

“No.”

“Fair enough.”

The speed with which Ryan had let that go told Zach that even the man’s massive ego knew he was pushing it with that particular request.

He scrolled to the end of Ryan’s email. “Glad we’re on the same page. I think that’s everything?”

“For now,” Ryan said smoothly. “Here’s to a successful and prosperous partnership, Zach.”

Partnership? Not a chance. Ryan was a contracted employee—one who’d happily take over the whole show if Zach gave him the chance.

Zach ended the call. That went better than he’d expected.

Across the room, Simon ended his own call. His brow was furrowed. “That was the location manager. He says Lady Harrington’s threatening to file a formal complaint with the council. Too much congestion from production vehicles on the village lanes. She’s also worried the camera lighting will affect local bat populations. And she doesn’t like that we might film in the direction of her property.”

Zach groaned. “Threatening? Has she submitted the paperwork yet?”

“Not yet. But she says she will unless we address her concerns before the end of the day.”

Of course she would.

Zach checked his watch. “It’s already after two? I’ll go down there myself. If she escalates this, there’s no telling how long the council will take to resolve it. We can’t afford more delays.”

Charm the neighbor. Appease the bats. Preserve the peace before a council complaint brought his show to a screeching halt.

He glanced at Simon. “Would you mind checking with Sam to see how much longer he’s going to be? If it’s more than ten minutes, we’ll need to reschedule.”

Simon nodded. “I’ll go over there and get a time estimate.”

“Thanks.”

As his assistant left, Zach let out a slow breath and sent a silent prayer heavenward.

He was so close to getting this thing off the ground. But even with so many pieces miraculously falling into place, a dozen more could still derail it.

Starbound was supposed to be something different—a reality singing show with integrity. Not just another overproduced ratings-chasing spectacle. But to get there, he had to survive egos, lighting permits, and an unexpected bat crisis.

And he still had to convince Sam to say yes.

 



Chapter 3

KEZIA WINCED AS VERITY belted the chorus of her song into the mic.

“There’s a fire… burning…deep in my heart.”

Sam and his assistant Jeff exchanged glances.

Were they just going to let her go on with this? Verity was so far off key, Kezia doubted whether even production magic could fix it.

“Reaching a fever pitch and it just can’t be healed!” The star’s voice cracked on the high note, and she slammed down the lyric sheet. “Ugh! Sam, this isn’t the key we worked on before. It’s way too high.”

Sam pushed the talkback button, his voice still calm despite the countless useless takes and the looming deadline. “Same key we’ve always used. Just relax and focus on the notes, please. From the top.”

“Make me feel like it’s the end of the wo—” Verity made another attempt, barely reaching the chorus before stopping. “What is with this track? It’s totally throwing me off. Sam, how am I supposed to do my job when you guys don’t do yours? I’m telling you, this is the wrong key. And the levels are all off. You should really prep better if you want me to perform at my best.”

Sam’s eyelid twitched. He took a slow, deep breath. “Verity, I know you’re having a rough day. But we’re running out of time here. Can you just give me one clean take? We’ll deal with it from there.”

“Seriously?” she shot back. “You know how hard it is to get in the zone when you’re all stressing me out with this impatience? The song’s in the wrong key. And I can’t deal with this pressure right now.”

She pulled off her headphones and crossed her arms, glaring.

Sam pinched the bridge of his nose.

Kezia held her breath. Was this the moment Sam would finally lose it?

No. Apparently, he had a bottomless well of patience. “Okay, Verity. If we lower the key, could you come back and try again in a couple of hours?”

Verity shrugged. “Fine. Just don’t waste my time like this again, okay?” 

She flounced out of the booth, shoving her shades back on. “Call me when you’ve got your stuff in order.”

When she was gone, Sam turned to Jeff. “We’ll have to lower the key digitally. Take it down a full tone. Thank God we used all digital instruments for this one.”

Jeff nodded. “Will it hold up if we do it that way? I mean...what about the feel?”

“It’ll hold,” Sam said. “Digital instruments can handle the shift without losing quality. If we move fast, we can still get this to the label tonight.”

He turned to Kezia. “We’ll need a new guide vocal and backing vocals in the new key. Can you do it?”

“Ready when you are,” she said.

Sam clapped her shoulder. “You’re a star. Seriously. I don’t know what we’d do without you today. Give us a few minutes to get the track adjusted.”

Kezia stretched and did a few vocal warm-ups while Sam pulled up the digital audio workstation on the main screen. He and Jeff quickly got to work, fingers flying over the controls to transpose the key.

As they adjusted the settings, Kezia settled back into the booth, raised the mic to her height, and scanned the lyrics again, mentally preparing. Through her headphones, she could hear the faint beeps and clicks of the track being modified.

“We’re just about there,” Jeff said, glancing at Sam. “Patching in the new key now.”

“Do it,” Sam replied, eyes still on the screen.

Kezia sighed. So many people breaking their backs over Verity’s song. And the woman whose name would be on it might earn hundreds of thousands for less than half an hour’s work.

But nobody said showbiz was fair. Kezia had known that going in. She saw it every day.

Those were the breaks.

“We’re good to go,” Jeff said. “Key’s lower. Sounds solid.”

“Perfect.” Sam looked through the glass at Kezia. “We’re set.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

“Okay.” Sam nodded and clicked a button, letting the intro roll through the talkback. “Follow the flow of the new key and give it your all.”

As the music began, Kezia immersed herself in the rhythm, her voice flowing out with confidence and clarity. “There’s a fire burning deep in my heart.”

With each phrase, she felt herself connecting more deeply with the song.

The take was going well, so she was surprised when Sam stopped her after the first chorus. “Hey, would you mind taking it from the top? Try to match Verity’s style—breathier, no runs. Let your voice hitch a little on the big notes. Think you can do it?”

Kezia nodded. “I’ll try.”

She launched in again, adapting her voice to sound more like Verity’s.

When she finished the second verse, Sam came into the booth with a sheet of paper. “Do you mind signing this?”

Kezia glanced at it. A release form. She’d signed a few before. But this one told her something more. If Verity failed to deliver a usable take today—and the odds weren’t looking great—this contract would give the label permission to use Kezia’s voice in the final mix. It was Sam’s insurance policy. He wanted the option to use Kezia’s vocals to heavily supplement or possibly replace Verity’s. Kezia would get no credit and no royalties. Just a flat fee and a vanishing act.

Sam ran a hand through his hair, meeting her eyes. “I know this isn’t what we originally discussed, but we’re in a bind. It has to go to the label tonight, and you’ve seen what we’re up against. How about I pay you for two full sessions instead of one?”

Kezia crossed her arms. “Make it three. And don’t forget the throat coat tea comes on top of that.”

“Deal. But officially, this never happened.”

Kezia smiled. “What never happened? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Sam chuckled. “I owe you big time.”

“Yeah, you do.”

She signed the form. Thank God—this little financial windfall would come in handy.

As Sam collected the release, a slight man with a crew cut and designer glasses stepped into the control room.

Sam gestured for Kezia to wait, then stepped out of the booth to greet the visitor, closing the door behind him.

Through the glass, Kezia could see their conversation—serious expressions, animated gestures—but couldn’t hear a word.

She adjusted her headphones and turned back to the lyrics, prepping for the next take.

A moment later, Sam returned to the console and pressed the talkback. “Kezia, I need to step out to meet with Zach Falconer. Jeff will take over.”

“Got it.” Zach Falconer was still here? Must be important.

The visitor remained in the control room as Sam left.

“Okay, let’s keep the momentum going,” Jeff said, sliding into Sam’s chair. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Kezia inhaled deeply, centering herself as the music faded in.

Sing it like Verity, she told herself. Breathy, no runs, a hitch on the big notes.

“There’s a fire burning deep in my heart...”

Jeff held two thumbs up as the song ended. “That was fantastic! Perfect take!”

To her surprise, the stranger was still in the room, watching.

“Okay,” Jeff said. “I’m happy with that. Let’s lay down the backups next.”

“Okay,” Kezia replied. “But can I take five?” She could use a comfort break before the next stretch.

“Of course,” Jeff said. “Take your time. I’ll cue the next take when you’re back.”

As she stepped out of the booth, the stranger approached with a smile. “That was really impressive,” he said, extending a hand. “I’m Simon Vale. I work with Zach Falconer. From the Falconers Christian music band.”

Kezia shook his hand. “Thank you. I’ve heard of him. I’m Kezia.”

“I know,” he said with a grin. “I had to stay and listen. Your vocals are something else.”

Her face warmed. “Thank you. I just wanted to make sure it worked for the project.”

He pulled a business card from his wallet and handed it to her. “Zach’s working on a new singing competition. It’s serious stuff. Not one of those shows where people go to make fools of themselves.”

Kezia turned over the card, studying the silver and blue logo. “Starbound?”

Simon nodded. “They’re hand-picking vocalists to audition. If you’re interested, call me in the next couple of days. The shortlist’s already finalized, but I’ll make sure you get a shot at an audition if you want it.”

A reality show? Really? That was how Verity got her record deal. Did Kezia want to follow that path?

Then again, despite all her Guildhall training, she was still the one singing backing vocals.

She smiled. “Thanks for the opportunity. I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think too long.” Simon gave a quick wave and stepped out the door.


Chapter 4

KEZIA TOOK A MOMENT to catch her breath outside the front door of her family home. She’d come straight from Cadence Studios after her marathon recording session and still carried the stale tang of studio air and recycled tea. No time to shower or change—she was late enough already.

She raised her hand to the doorbell. Although she still had the same spare key she’d carried since she was fifteen, it felt wrong to just let herself in.

She glanced around. The Byaruhanga family home nestled among a row of substantial houses on Westcott’s Parsonage Lane, their Georgian façades lined up like well-pressed matrons—upright, composed, and quietly judging.

Her parents had recently added a tasteful stone pathway leading through the front garden, flanked by carefully pruned hydrangeas basking in the summer evening light. Nothing too showy, of course. In Westcott, understated affluence was the watchword. Ostentatious displays were considered vulgar among the surgeons, barristers, and corporate executives who called this corner of Surrey home.

The door swung open to reveal her mother, elegant in a powder-pink twinset and gray slacks, her pearls glowing in the light. Freshly permed hair framed her face in sleek waves.

Kezia resisted the urge to touch her own Afro. Mum had long since given up pestering Kezia to “do something” with her hair. “Something” meaning chemical straightening, wearing a wig, or weaving in extensions.

Mum came from a generation in which “professional” hair for a Black woman in corporate Britain meant doing everything possible to obliterate or hide the natural tight and coarse curls of her African heritage.

But Kezia’s hair, like her career path, didn’t fit her mother’s tidy definition of well-ordered propriety.

“Sorry I’m late,” Kezia said, giving Mum a quick hug. “The recording session went a lot longer than I expected. I had to stay and do some extra work.”

“Mm, okay. Come in.” She stepped aside for Kezia to pass. “Actually, it worked out just fine. Dorcas dropped in unexpectedly, so we ate with her. But I kept you a plate.”

“Dorcas is here?” Kezia rarely saw her youngest sister these days. A neurosurgical resident at King’s College Hospital, Dorcas was usually buried in trauma shifts or complex spinal procedures.

She’d followed their father into neurosurgery with the same single-minded dedication that had taken him from first-generation Ugandan immigrant to one of the Royal Surrey County Hospital’s top cranial specialists.

Meanwhile, their middle sister Salome had taken up their mother’s legal legacy—though she’d traded corporate law for human rights work with the United Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva.

Kezia followed Mum into the open-plan living area, where Dorcas and Dad sat at the dining table with dessert plates in front of them, each bearing a generous helping of treacle tart and custard.

“Sit and I’ll get your plate,” Mum said.

Dad nodded. “Hello, Kezia. Sorry we couldn’t wait. Dorcas has to leave soon.”

“That’s all right. Work took longer than I expected. Hi, Dorcas.”

“Hi! I love those trousers—so comfy-looking.”

Kezia glanced down at her outfit, uneasy that Dorcas was drawing attention to her clothes. She’d dressed for a long day in the studio, not a family dinner. Mum thought sweatpants were low-class—marginally acceptable at a high-end gym or on the rugby pitch. Certainly not at her dinner table.

Dorcas, by contrast, wore hospital scrubs—technically casual, but clearly the uniform of an approved Byaruhanga profession.

“Thanks.” Kezia settled at the table, hiding her pants under a linen napkin. “What’s up with you?”

“Had a rare free afternoon and thought I’d swing by. How’s work? Done anything interesting lately?”

She’d love to brag—just a little—about how she’d just been recording backing vocals for Verity James. But the NDA prohibited her from so much as whispering the star’s name. So, she just shrugged. “Yes. Plenty to keep me busy.”

“And Claire? How’s she doing?”

“Swamped with wedding planning.” Kezia’s best friend Claire was getting married in a week, which meant Kezia would lose both her housemate and the flat they’d shared for five years.

Without Claire’s half of the rent—and with a looming twenty percent increase from their landlord—there was no way Kezia could afford to stay in the flat. She didn’t blame the landlord—he hadn’t changed the rate in years. But the timing couldn’t be worse.

She was working as hard as she could, booking as many jobs as she could handle while still being careful not to overstrain her voice. But it wasn’t enough. Her options were stark—find a new flatmate or move out next month.

She’d hoped to quietly ask if she could move back home for a month or two, just until she found another suitable place to live. Preferably in London. Rent prices were punishing, and she still had student loans.

Her voice was not just her instrument but her livelihood, which meant the place where she lived needed specific conditions to protect and maintain it. It might take a while until she could find another home that ticked every non-negotiable on her list.

The flat she’d shared with Claire was perfect—soundproofed with space for her vocal warm-ups and remote recording work, well-ventilated, and in a quiet street close to transport links.

And, above all, she’d had a nonsmoking housemate who understood her need for vocal rest periods and quiet times before important sessions.

But how to bring it up to her parents? They probably wouldn’t say no to her living at home for a short while, but it was so hard to work up the boldness to ask. It would mean admitting that her financial situation was precarious. That music wasn’t quite paying the bills.

She shifted uneasily in her chair as Dorcas turned back to their father, her voice animated as she continued whatever they’d been talking about before Kezia showed up.

“I wanted to tell you about this incredible case we had yesterday. Fifty-eight-year-old male with a glioblastoma extending into the motor strip. Mr. Hayworth let me assist with the resection—we used that new 5-ALA fluorescence-guided technique you mentioned at Christmas.”

Dad’s eyes lit up. “And how was the tumor-brain interface visualization?”

“Remarkable clarity. We achieved near-gross total resection while preserving all function in the eloquent cortex.”

“That’s the sweet spot.” Dad broke into a smile. “There’s a reason why Hayworth’s one of the best. You’re fortunate to be learning under him.”

Mum returned from the kitchen with an Instagram-worthy plate of roast chicken, potatoes, and vegetables. She set it down in front of Kezia. “Here you are. I’ve warmed it through properly.”

“Thanks, Mum,” Kezia said, suddenly aware of how hungry she was after the marathon recording session.

As she took her first bite, Mum settled back into her chair, her face brightening. “Oh! Now that you’re here, Kezia, I can tell everyone about Salome’s news. She called this afternoon to say she and Edward have finally decided on their wedding venue—Lake Como! Can you imagine? It’s going to be absolutely stunning.”

Dad smiled over his coffee. “A fitting location. Edward’s family has that villa near Bellagio, I believe.”

“Yes, and they’ve offered to host the rehearsal dinner,” Mum said. “We’ll need to book flights and accommodation soon. The wedding’s in June, but everything books up fast around the lake.”

Kezia’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. Lake Como? She’d seen the photos Salome had shared in the family WhatsApp group from her last vacation—the crystal blue lake, historic villas, and eye-watering price tags. Even with a year to save, the flights, hotel, appropriate attire, and gift would easily cost over a thousand pounds. Money Kezia didn’t have.

Dad turned to Dorcas. “Your mother and I will pay for your travel. I know your stipend barely covers London rent, let alone international travel.”

“Thanks, Dad. That’s really generous,” Dorcas said.

He patted her hand. “That’s what parents are for. You might need help now, but you’ll be standing on your own two feet soon enough. That’s how we’ve raised our daughters—to be independent.”

Kezia took a sip of water, trying not to wince. Independent...and here she was, about to ask to move back home.

Mum turned to her. “Salome said you’ve agreed to sing at the ceremony.”

“Yes.” She had—before the location was announced. Now, attending meant turning down work and scraping together funds out of nowhere. She wanted to sing for her sister—but she didn’t see how she could afford it without asking for help. And she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

As the conversation carried on, her carefully rehearsed pitch—just a temporary stay until she found somewhere else—dissolved in her throat.

Her father’s words rang in her head. Independence. How could she admit that at twenty-nine, she couldn’t make rent? That her music career wasn’t covering the basics? That they’d been right all along about how precarious it would be?

As she picked at her chicken, her diamond tennis bracelet glinted on her wrist. The gift her parents gave her for her outstanding A-Level exam results. Just before she’d turned down law programs at King’s College London and UCL and chosen Guildhall School of Music and Drama instead, causing a rift in her relationship with them that had never quite healed.

She made her decision. She would not be asking to move back home. She would sell her diamond bracelet and the earrings that came with it. That should cover the shortfall and pay for one month’s rent in her current home. Buy her enough time to find other options.

She could pick up more session work, or maybe even look for a retail job. Anything would be better than confirming what her family already believed—that her choice to pursue music had been a mistake.

And—wait—there was that other opportunity Simon mentioned today at the studio, after he’d praised her vocals on the Verity James track.

A reality TV singing competition seemed desperate and commercial—everything she’d tried to avoid in her pursuit of authentic musicianship. But what kind of “authentic musicianship” was she really doing now? Backing vocals for a lazy and entitled pop princess? Ad jingles? That nine-month stint at Butlins? And “desperate” pretty much described her financial situation right now.

What had he told her again? If you’re interested, call me within the next couple of days.

As soon as she left here tonight, she would make that call.


Chapter 5

MIDMORNING SUN ILLUMINATED the warm oak-paneled walls of what had once been the drawing room of Glenmere Hall, now repurposed as the main conference room for the Starbound production team.

Zach, as executive producer and show creator, sat at the head of the polished meeting table, where coffee cups and laptops mingled with thick production binders—organized chaos that mirrored the scale of what they were about to launch.

Filming would begin in just a few days with a hand-selected group of singers auditioning for a spot in the competition. Unlike other talent shows that threw contestants into the spotlight unprepared, Starbound’s twelve-week format would focus on real artist development: songwriting workshops, producer collaborations, and performance coaching from industry veterans. The contestants would leave with more than exposure. They’d have tangible skills and a portfolio of original music—whether they won or not.

Zach’s brother, Ezra, and sister-in-law, Martha, sat together near the door—a quiet reminder of the family support that had made this dream possible.

Victoria Harlow from the Albion Broadcasting Network sat opposite him, her tablet propped between her water bottle and phone. The rest of the production team filled the remaining seats—Hugo Murray as showrunner, Daniel from legal, Jennifer Randall managing the budget, and a half dozen other specialists whose combined expertise would shape the next three months of their lives.

And the success or failure of Zach’s biggest business gamble to date. It wasn’t just his life savings on the line—his entire family had invested in Starbound. Their confidence in him meant failure wasn’t an option. Not while he had breath in his body to make this work.

His vision for a music show that developed artists instead of exploiting them was finally coming to life.

If they could just get through this final meeting without surprises.

So far, everything was falling into place. Maybe too smoothly. And experience had taught Zach that’s usually when things went sideways.

Hugo wrapped up his staffing update. “Sam Crawford is confirmed as Team Zach’s music producer. Three of the mentor contracts are finalized, including Ryan’s amended terms.” He glanced at Jennifer. “Which the budget accommodated nicely.”

Jennifer nodded. “We managed Ryan’s new terms by reallocating from the guest mentor fund. And thanks to Martha and Ezra waiving their coaching fees, we’re still tracking on target.”

Zach nodded. “Thanks, both of you. While we’re on staffing—Victoria, any word on whom Albion has chosen as the fourth mentor?”

Along with a couple of competition elements they insisted on keeping top secret—even from Zach—Albion Broadcasting reserved the right to appoint the show’s four mentors. Each contestant would be assigned to a mentor: an industry professional who would guide song choices, artistic development, and potentially make or break a contestant’s journey.

As the show’s creator, Zach was automatically one of the mentors. But in order to prevent his team of contestants from having any unfair advantage, Albion would keep him in the dark about some “surprise twists.”

It rankled that he didn’t have complete creative control over his own show, but he understood why it had to be this way.

And surely, whoever they chose couldn’t be worse than Ryan.

Victoria tapped her tablet with a manicured nail. “We’ve been in negotiations with two candidates. Our first choice has been hesitant to commit, but she’s promised to give us a final answer today.”

“Are we allowed to know who the first choice is?” Zach asked.

Victoria smiled. “Yes, of course. I’m sure you’re familiar with her. Verity James.”

Zach’s hands clenched under the table, though his voice stayed even. “Yes. I know her.”

He could feel Ezra’s eyes on him. Could almost hear the sympathy radiating from Martha. But he kept his focus on Victoria. Just hearing Verity’s name shouldn’t matter. He was over it. Over her.

Victoria’s phone buzzed. “Speak of the devil. It’s Verity. Excuse me.” She stepped out to take the call.

Zach stared at the closed door. Verity. On his show.

Martha cleared her throat, a gentle cue to remind him the meeting hadn’t ended.

Right. He was chairing it.

He turned to the casting director. “Maya, how are we doing on contestant profiles? The network needs those press packets ready as soon as we make our selections.”

“Almost complete.” Maya tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “We just need one more. Simon added someone to the audition list.”

Zach frowned. “We finalized that list last week. Why are we making exceptions now?”

Maya shifted in her chair. “Simon said you wouldn’t mind. He was very insistent. Said she’s exceptionally talented.”

“Name?”

 “Karen...no, Kenzie...something unusual with a K.” She rustled her notes. “I have it here somewhere...”

Hugo cut in smoothly. “We’re only adding her to the audition pool, Zach. Not guaranteeing her a spot. Listening to one more person audition this weekend won’t kill us.”

Zach pinched the bridge of his nose. A silly, meaningless change like this shouldn’t bother him. But the thought of Verity being part of Starbound had him on edge. “Fine. She can audition. Let’s move on. Daniel, legal protocols?”

Daniel launched into a summary of the key policies, particularly the no-fraternization clause.

“I’m sure I don’t need to remind anyone about the mess on Chart Topper and Pop Royalty when judges got too cozy with contestants,” he concluded.

Martha caught Zach’s eye. “You’d better pay attention to those rules. You’ve always been the biggest heartthrob of the Falconer Brothers, and now you’re the only eligible one.”

“I’m here to make music, not scandalous headlines,” Zach said drily. “Save the romance for the tabloids.”

Victoria returned, phone still in hand. “Apologies. Verity’s declined the offer. Said the development-focused format was, in her words, ‘tediously boring compared to what audiences want.’”

Zach blew out a slow breath, the tension seeping out of his body. Thank God. Let Verity insult his concept as much as she liked. She wasn’t part of it. That was all that mattered.

“Tyler Reed has accepted the role,” Victoria added. “Contract’s en route. She’ll need a couple of trips home to Canada during filming, but she can work around our schedule.”

“She’s a much better fit anyway,” Martha said. “A producer and songwriter. She’ll bring real substance.”

Martha and Ezra were the only ones in the room who understood just how much it meant to Zach that Verity wouldn’t be involved.

The meeting wrapped soon after Victoria outlined the promotional rollout and international licensing discussions.

As the others filed out, Ezra and Martha lingered behind.

Ezra leaned against the table. “That ‘boring’ comment? Bit rich coming from Verity. Back when you were dating, she’d turn up at the opening of an envelope.”

Zach tried to smile. It came out stiff. “She’s moved up in the world, apparently. And her opinion stopped mattering a long time ago.” He stacked his papers—too hard—sending them sliding across the table again.

As he gathered them, he noticed his hands were shaking. For crying out loud. Six years. And Verity could still rattle him.

Not because he still cared. He didn’t. But because of what she represented—the version of himself he wanted to forget. The fool who mistook charm for character. Who followed his feelings straight off a cliff.

What unnerved him wasn’t Verity. It was the memory of how easily and completely she’d duped him. He hadn’t seen her clearly until it was too late.

And he couldn’t afford a mistake like that again.

That was the past. Starbound was the future, and he had work to do. Beginning with auditions this weekend.



Chapter 6

KEZIA SAT PERFECTLY STILL while a makeup artist dabbed powder across her forehead to fight the shine from the studio lights. After four years of session work—not to mention stints at Disneyland Paris, Butlins, and touring as a backup vocalist—she knew the drill. Stay calm, stay focused, deliver.

But this wasn’t just another backing gig. This was Starbound—her chance to be seen by a national TV audience, and maybe add rocket fuel to her career.

The holding room buzzed with nervous energy as production assistants herded contestants through.

On the mounted TV monitor, Kezia watched the current singer finish her number. The girl couldn’t have been more than nineteen, all fresh-faced enthusiasm as she belted out a Taylor Swift song to the panel of judges. Muffled applause filtered through the walls—soft, but encouraging.

A dark-haired woman whose name Kezia couldn’t remember called out, “Two minutes.” She approached with a tablet. “Kezia Blair? You’re our final audition of the day.”

Kezia nodded, careful not to disturb the makeup artist’s work. Her heart thundered against her ribs, but her hands were steady. She’d prepared. She’d chosen a song well within her range—one she could nail even with adrenaline in her system.

The teenager burst back into the holding room, immediately engulfed by family members. Their excited whispers carried across the space. “They loved you!” and “Did you see Ryan’s face?”

A camera crew filmed their reunion while a producer moved in for an interview.

The woman with the tablet gestured. “Places, please.” She led Kezia to the stage door.

Kezia rose, smoothing her jewel-toned wrap dress—chosen for how it complemented her dark skin and flattered her tall, curvy frame. She caught her reflection in a makeup mirror. Her short natural hair was impeccably styled, the curls defined and gleaming under the lights. Professional. Polished. Perfect.

Everything she’d trained to be. Would it be enough?

The stage door opened onto darkness. Guided by blue floor lights, Kezia stepped out and followed the marked path to her spot. The spotlight hit, momentarily dazzling after the shadows of the wings. Polite applause rippled through the studio audience.

As her eyes adjusted, the judging panel came into focus. And there he was—Zach Falconer.

Her breath quickened.

Anyone familiar with Christian music knew the Falconer family name. Their worship songs were staples in churches across the UK. The light caught the angles of his face and gleamed off his black hair. He’d always been the most photogenic of the brothers, but in person, he was something else entirely. So gorgeous it was almost unreal. But there was something else too, an intensity in his expression as he studied her, that made her skin prickle.

Focus, she told herself. She’d performed for plenty of attractive men before. This was about her voice, her talent, her future. The only thing that mattered was what his ears thought of her voice.

Rather nice ears, actually.

“Welcome to Starbound,” Zach said, his warm baritone resonating through the studio. “Could you introduce yourself—your name, age, and what you do?”

“I’m Kezia Blair.” Her voice was clear and steady—just as she’d practiced. She’d been using her middle name as a stage name since her earliest auditions, because English tongues always stumbled over Byaruhanga. “I’m twenty-nine and work as a session vocalist in London.”

Something flickered across Zach’s face. “Ah,” he said, making a note on the paper in front of him. “So you’re our special last-minute discovery.”

“And what will you be singing today?” a voice as smooth as velvet asked.

Kezia turned to Diana Morris. The industry veteran leaned forward with interest. Even after thirty years, the multi-Grammy winner was radiant under studio lighting, her dark skin glowing.

“‘And I’m Telling You’ from Dreamgirls,” Kezia said.

A murmur rippled through the audience. She knew it was a bold choice. The kind of number that either made or broke auditions.

She’d already touched base with the band during her brief sound check. The key was confirmed, the intro rehearsed.

As the famous opening bars filled the studio, Kezia took a steadying breath, and her training kicked in. Back straight. Shoulders relaxed. Breath from the diaphragm.

The first phrase came out pure and controlled. No nerves, no strain—just clean technique and perfect pitch. As she built through the verses, muscle memory took over. Every crescendo, every run, every dynamic landed exactly as rehearsed.

By the time she reached the bridge, the audience was with her, their energy feeding hers. When she hit the final notes, they were on their feet before the song ended.

Kezia couldn’t stop her grin. She’d nailed it.

The Canadian judge—Tyler something?—spoke first, her voice cutting through the cheers. “That was masterful. Your control is extraordinary, even in the upper register. We all know how extremely hard that is.”

“Absolutely phenomenal.” Diana pressed a hand to her chest. “You have such command of your instrument. I’d love to know where you trained.”

Kezia felt like she was floating six feet above the stage. “Guildhall. Both undergrad and master’s.”

Ryan Sterling’s dazzling smile lit up his face. She recognized him from countless album credits and industry profiles. “Well, that explains the polish. But what I loved, Kezia, is how you made such a well-known song your own. When I heard your song choice, I thought, ‘Here we go again.’ But wow—your arrangement was inspired. You blew me away.”

Kezia beamed. “Thank you. That means the world.”

Three positive responses. Only Zach remained.

She looked at him.

He was studying his notes, his expression unreadable.

After a long pause, he looked up. “There’s no question about your vocal ability. I can hear that Guildhall training. But here’s the thing—Starbound isn’t looking for a dime-a-dozen session singer.”

His words hit like a gut punch. It took every ounce of willpower to keep her expression neutral.

Gasps rippled through the audience even as her grip tightened around the microphone.

But Zach Falconer wasn’t finished.

The owner, creator, and lead mentor of Starbound waved a dismissive hand. “We’re looking for the full package, not just someone who tries to blow up the speakers with power and vocal acrobatics. I’m not entirely convinced you belong here, Miss Blair.”

 


Chapter 7

ZACH CAUGHT THE TIGHTENING of the session singer’s well-formed lips, and the way her brown eyes widened. The flash of emotion lasted only a heartbeat, before a neutral mask lay over her features, hiding whatever she really felt. For just a second, something raw had surfaced. Something unscripted.

The audience’s boos grew louder. So, they didn’t like his critique, either. He hadn’t meant to go in so hard. Not really. But that emotion was the first hint of genuineness he’d seen in her, despite the song she’d chosen.

He stood by his words. She was too perfect, too polished. He’d seen technical brilliance before. It never got under his skin like this, and he couldn’t quite explain why. She was Session Singer Barbie, immaculately presented with her edgy curly Afro and a blue dress draping her statuesque hourglass figure. He noticed that, didn’t he? More than he should have.

He shook it off. Everything about her screamed “hired talent” rather than “artist.”

Ryan was the first of the other mentors to find his voice. “Are you sure you don’t need a hearing aid, Zach?”

The audience cheered loudly before Ryan continued. “That was a flawless performance. She definitely belongs in this competition. It’s a firm yes from me. What do you have against perfect technique, Zach?”

Zach waited for the audience to quiet down, then faced Kezia. “It appears that I need to explain, so I will. Here’s the thing: you hit every note, you nailed all those runs, but I felt…nothing. You kept your eyes closed through most of the performance. It’s technically impressive, but where’s the connection? The audience needs to feel something beyond vocal acrobatics.”

As the audience got noisy once more, Ryan jumped in again. “That’s what development is for. Her voice is exceptional. One of the strongest we’ve heard.”

“I’m with Ryan,” Diana said. “Technical foundation like hers is rare. The performance aspects can be taught.”

Tyler chimed in. “Not saying there isn’t room to grow, but I’d rather start with extraordinary talent we can shape than the other way around.”

As the audience clapped and whistled, Zach watched the session singer, looking for any cracks in her professional demeanor. But she maintained an unflappable poise as she listened to the other judges speak, mouthing her thanks with a soft smile.

Olivia Chang, the hostess, said, “Well, Zach? What do you say?”

Zach shrugged. “Fine. She’s got a spot. But...” He met her gaze squarely. “You need to prove you’ve got what it takes to be more than just another good voice. Starbound isn’t looking for performers who hide behind technical perfection.”

The audience cheered raucously and the session singer’s smile widened.

Olivia turned to her. “Kezia, you’ve just received some strong feedback from our judges. Ryan, Diana, and Tyler see exceptional talent, while Zach has his reservations. What’s going through your mind right now?”

Zach crossed his arms as he studied her. If she were following the reality show playbook, this is where she would turn on the waterworks and play up to the camera.

She drew a deep breath. “I appreciate the opportunity and all the judges’ feedback.” She shot a fleeting glance at Zach, then turned back to Olivia. “I’ve spent years perfecting my technique because that’s what’s expected in my professional world—to be reliable, consistent, technically flawless.”

Turning again, she met Zach’s gaze. “But I understand what Mr. Falconer is saying. Technical skill isn’t enough by itself. I’m here because I want more than being background support for someone else’s vision. I want to learn how to bring my own voice forward. And I’m willing to do whatever it takes to prove I belong here.”

Whatever it takes. Zach’s jaw clenched. How many times had he heard that exact phrase? From Verity, from countless hopefuls with ambition that outweighed their integrity. People willing to compromise anything—including themselves—for success.

Kezia Blair was cranked out of the same mold as all the others—hungry for fame and success. Right up Ryan’s alley, judging by the way the man was practically salivating.

The audience, too, was eating it up.

Fine. Let him have her. Zach was looking for something more.

He leaned toward his mic. “Thank you for your time, Miss Blair. The Starbound team will let you know about the next steps.”


Chapter 8

“THANK YOU FOR YOUR time, Miss Blair. The Starbound team will let you know about the next steps.”

As Zach Falconer dismissed her with a flick of his wrist, Kezia nodded graciously, the way she’d been trained.

Always thank the client, even when they’ve been difficult. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

She walked off stage with measured steps, the thunderous applause washing over her as she followed the lighted path back the way she’d come.

The stage door clicked shut behind her. Only then did she let her shoulders drop, resting her forehead against the wall as Zach’s words echoed in her mind. Dime-a-dozen session singer. Years of training...dismissed with a flick of his wrist.

He and Dad would get along great. They had the same opinion of what her career amounted to. But Ryan, Tyler, and Diana—all influential players in the industry—had given her enthusiastic praise. Were they just being kind? Playing their roles for the cameras?

“Kezia!” A pretty, dark-haired woman hurried toward her with a thick folder. “I’m Maya Patel, casting director for Starbound. Congratulations! You’re one of only four who’ve received an on-the-spot offer to join the show today.”

“Really?” Kezia straightened. “Even after what Mr. Falconer said?”

“Zach? He’s demanding with everyone, but...” Maya hesitated, adjusting her grip on the folder. “He usually doesn’t come out quite that strongly right away. He’s passionate about developing genuine artists, not just good singers. Trust me, if he didn’t see potential in you, you wouldn’t be here at all.”

Maya pulled out a stack of documents. “Before we get into any details, I need you to sign this NDA. It’s non-negotiable, and I can’t share anything else about the show until you do.”

She slid across a document and a pen. Kezia scanned the first page, familiar enough with entertainment industry contracts to know what to expect. Her signature was steady. If she was going to leap, she might as well do it with both feet.

“Perfect.” Maya’s smile widened. “Now I can tell you about where you’ll be staying. The show is filmed at the Starbound Campus, formerly known as Glenmere Hall in Surrey. It’s this gorgeous historic estate with extensive grounds. Absolutely beautiful location. You’ll be staying in dormitory-style accommodation in what used to be the carriage house, all newly renovated with wonderful facilities. Zach’s spared no expense. All meals are provided.”

Kezia knew where Glenmere Hall was. It was about forty minutes from her parents’ place in Westcott. “Will we be able to leave the grounds?”

“No, it’s a closed set. Complete seclusion for the duration of your time on the show. It helps create the right atmosphere, builds those connections between contestants.” Maya paused. “The financial side is quite attractive. Base stipend starts at £800 weekly for the first round, increasing to £1,000 for rounds two and three, and £1,500 for the semifinals. Finalists receive £2,000 per week. Plus performance bonuses once the challenges begin.”

Kezia did some quick mental calculations. The initial stipend was less than she’d make from a busy week of session work, but with accommodation and meals covered, it would balance out, and she could still cover her student loans and storage fees. And if she made it past the first few rounds...

“There’s more paperwork we’ll need to sort out over the next few days.” Maya shuffled through her folder. “Medical waivers, publicity releases, social media policies. But today I need three things: the NDA you’ve just signed, this participant agreement that confirms you’re joining the show, and this contract of engagement that covers your employment terms, including the stipend structure we just discussed.”

She laid out the documents. “Take your time to read through these. They’re legally binding, so make sure you’re comfortable with everything. The rest can wait until you arrive at the Starbound Campus at Glenmere, but these are essential today.”

Kezia nodded, pulling the contracts closer. The participant agreement was fairly standard reality show fare. She’d seen similar documents before. Contestants had to agree to being filmed 24/7, follow production schedules, comply with house rules. There was a clause about potential elimination at any stage, and another about following the mentors’ creative direction.

The engagement contract was more complex. Beyond the payment terms, it outlined rehearsal requirements and restrictions during the show’s run. Contestants couldn’t accept other performance work, give interviews, or post on social media without production approval.

“Filming starts exactly one month from today,” Maya said. “That’s August 14th, the day you arrive on the Starbound Campus.”

Kezia glanced up from the document. “I have some commitments booked before then.” Including performing at Claire’s wedding. “And some ongoing contracts. Would that be an issue if I sign this?”

“You’ll need to take a leave of absence for however long you’re on the show,” Maya said. “The competition runs for twelve weeks, though of course, how long you’ll be here depends on how far you advance. But contestants need to be fully committed while they’re on the show. No outside work allowed.”

An open-ended absence, potentially twelve weeks long? Kezia’s mind raced through the practicalities. She’d have to contact all her regular clients, explain the situation, recommend replacements. Some might understand, but others would not be as forgiving.

The trickiest situation was the four-track EP she’d signed to record with Archer Productions. She was contracted to provide backing vocals for an indie artist’s debut, scheduled for mid-September studio time. Maybe she could convince the producer to move the session up before Starbound began? She’d have to be careful not to strain her voice right before the competition, though.

Then there was the theme song for that new children’s television show she’d been recording from her home studio. The production company needed the final harmonies by next week, which was manageable. But they’d already booked her for the “learning moment” songs that appeared in each episode, expecting her to record six of them by early September. The advance had paid for her new microphone.

And the regular commercial work through Soundwave Productions would certainly disappear. She’d been their go-to vocalist for nearly two years, recording jingles and voice-overs for everything from shopping centers to insurance companies. That steady income would be gone, and they’d certainly find someone else during her absence.

“Is there any flexibility at all for existing contracts?” Kezia asked. “I’ve committed to an EP that’s due to record in September, and I have theme songs already paid for.”

Maya’s expression was sympathetic but firm. “I’m sorry, but the contract is clear. No outside professional commitments during filming. The rehearsal and performance schedules are intense, and we need contestants fully focused.”

Kezia nodded. She’d asked God to open the door if this was His will. And it was open—though squeezing through might take some wriggling.

She’d have to work double-time over the next few weeks. Call Malcolm at Archer tomorrow about rescheduling the EP. Finish the Poppy’s Purple Playhouse theme song harmonies and “learning moment” songs before August 14th, even if it meant late nights. All while arranging to move out of the flat she could no longer afford to keep.

At least she could sing at Claire’s wedding next weekend. The initial stipend would just cover her student loan payments and storage for her furniture.

She glanced at the elimination clause again. If she crashed out in the first round, she’d be back to square one, scrambling for session work. But if she made it through even half the show, the exposure alone would be worth more than a year of session work. And the later rounds’ stipends and performance bonuses could give her a financial cushion even if she went back to her regular gigs.

She couldn’t see a real, permanent downside. And after Zach’s dismissive critique, something in her was burning to show him she could be more than a backup vocalist.

“Outstanding audition, Kezia.”

She looked up to see James Robson, the musical director, pause as he walked past. He was in charge of the live band who’d backed her audition today.

He gave her a thumbs-up. “Your breath control on those sustained notes was impeccable. Best I’ve heard all day.”

That simple compliment from someone who understood the technicalities of her craft hit her harder than all the mentors’ feedback combined. He’d been sitting there with the band, had witnessed everything Zach had said to her.

Her eyes stung. She swallowed hard before managing a quiet, “Thank you.”

As James continued down the corridor, Kezia stared at the contract in her hands. This was the opportunity she’d been looking for—a chance to break out of the session singer cycle. Could she prove Zach and her dad wrong?

Even if she was eliminated early, it would still be valuable experience for her resume. She signed her name on the two additional documents needed today.

“Excellent!” Maya pulled some vouchers from her folder. “And these are dinner vouchers for you and your family at Bramble & Rose. Zach likes us to treat our new contestants to a celebration meal. Take enough for you and whoever came with you to the audition today. The restaurant is just down the street.”

Kezia hesitated before taking one voucher. “It’s just me today.”

Maya’s smile faltered slightly as she glanced around the now-quiet corridor. Only crew members remained, breaking down equipment and carrying clipboards, paying them no attention. Her cheeks colored.

“Well,” she said brightly, tucking the remaining vouchers away, “you should still celebrate. This is a big moment.”

Kezia nodded, slipping the single voucher into her bag alongside her newly signed contracts. A big moment, yes. But like most of the milestone moments in her music career, she’d mark it alone. It was okay—she was used to it. Someday, her talent would demand celebration—and not in solitude. Maybe Starbound was the first step toward that day.


Chapter 9

One Month Later

KEZIA’S HEART THUDDED LIKE a kettle drum as the black SUV crunched up the gravel drive and Glenmere Hall came into view. Late summer sunshine gilded the honey-colored stone, making the Georgian mansion glow against the backdrop of ancient oaks. Ivy climbed between the tall windows, softening the building’s grandeur into something almost fairytale-like.

This would be home for...however long she lasted in the competition.

The driver pulled up at the sweeping entrance, where broad limestone steps led up to imposing double doors. Twin stone urns overflowed with deep purple heliotrope and ruby-red dahlias, their rich colors punctuated by cascading sprays of white jasmine. The freshly pressure-washed façade spoke of the careful restoration that had transformed this historic estate into the Starbound Campus. Through the windows, Kezia caught glimpses of what looked like original paintings and elegant furniture. Clearly no expense had been spared in maintaining Glenmere’s heritage.

“Here we are. Best of luck, Miss,” the driver said.

She flashed him a smile. “Thanks.”

She stepped out of the car, smoothing down her navy wrap dress. The production team’s note recommended that she wear something comfortable but camera-ready for Arrival Day. Her dress was professional without being fussy, and her leather ballet-style pumps would see her through whatever the day might bring. 

She’d splurged a full day’s pay getting her Afro trimmed and styled at a specialist London salon, one she normally couldn’t afford. To be honest, she still couldn’t. But she needed the confidence boost of knowing she looked her best.

Before she could reach for her luggage, a young woman with a pixie cut the color of cotton candy bounded down the limestone steps to meet her.

Clipboard in hand, headset around her neck, and wearing an impossibly bright smile, the woman’s energy fizzed around her like champagne bubbles. “Hi, Kezia! I’m Sophie, your Contestant Coordinator. We are so excited to have you here!”

“Lovely to meet you, Sophie.”

“Don’t worry about your bags!” Sophie waved to someone behind Kezia. “Our crew will take them to your room in the residence block. We’ll get you settled in there later, but first we need to handle some paperwork and get you properly oriented. Follow me!” She gestured toward the impressive double doors.

Sophie led Kezia into what must have been the original library, now transformed into a bright welcome area. Ornate bookshelves still lined the walls, but modern tables had been set up to create workstations.

“Grab a seat, please, and let’s do this! Okay, so first things first.” Sophie pulled out a chair at one of the tables, her enthusiasm never wavering. “You’ll need to hand over your phone. You got the email about our no-electronics policy, right? Since you’re all being sequestered for the duration?”

Kezia nodded, pulling out her phone. “Do you need me to—?”

“Yes, please power it down completely.” Sophie held out a labeled envelope. “And you didn’t bring any other devices? Laptop, tablet?”

“No, I left those at home as requested.” Well, in storage, anyway. Along with the rest of her belongings.

“Perfect! Don’t worry, you’ll still be able to contact your family and loved ones. We have designated phone times twice a week in the communication room. Twenty minutes per call, all supervised of course. We need to keep internet and social media access strictly controlled during filming.” Sophie sealed the phone envelope. “Zach was super specific about this. He wants everyone to focus on their artistic development without outside distractions. He’s thought of everything, you know?”

Kezia managed not to roll her eyes. Zach was certainly hands-on. But Sophie’s fangirling made it clear she’d never been on the receiving end of one of his razor-edged remarks.

After Kezia handed over her powered-down phone, Sophie spread out several documents. “Just a few forms to sign. Zach reviewed all these procedures personally. He’s been so hands-on with every detail. Did you know he even selected the grand piano in the main performance space himself? Flew to Vienna just to test it out!”

Was everyone here this starry-eyed about Zach? The man she’d met had been precise to the point of clinical, not this paragon of artistic vision Sophie was describing.

While Kezia worked through the paperwork, Sophie pulled out a thick welcome packet from a black leather portfolio. The embossed Starbound logo caught the library’s natural light. A stylized star ascending in deep blue and silver.

“This has everything you need to know for your time here. Let me walk you through it.” Sophie flipped open the portfolio. “First, there’s your daily schedule template. Breakfast is served from six to eight every morning in the communal dining room. Then you’ve got your practice room assignments. Zach made sure everyone gets equal studio time.”

She pointed to a detailed map. “This shows all the areas you’ll need to know. The residence block is here, practice rooms here, and the main assembly space is in what used to be the ballroom. Red zones are production areas and strictly off-limits to contestants. Don’t worry if it all seems like a lot to take in. You’ll have a full orientation later today when all the other contestants are here. Oh, and here’s the contact sheet for all the key staff. I’m your main point of contact, available 24/7, but you’ve also got numbers for medical, technical support, and your assigned vocal coach.”

Kezia nodded along, trying to focus on the map Sophie was pointing to, but the information was coming at her like a blast from a fire hose. Practice rooms, red zones, vocal coaches... She’d have to review all this later when her head stopped spinning.

Sophie tapped another section. “These are the filming guidelines. Really important. Like, super important. Red lights mean cameras are rolling, so whatever you say is fair game. Green means we’re between takes. Zach wants everyone to feel completely natural on camera, but it helps to know when you’re actually being filmed. And these tabs mark the house rules, performance protocols, and elimination procedures. But, like I said, don’t worry about taking it all in yet. You’ll have plenty of time to absorb all that, and you’re getting a full orientation later. Now, if you’re done signing all those documents, I’ll grab them off you. Ready to see your room?”
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