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CHAPTER ONE







THE LAST LINE hung in the air like smoke. “Starsoul Troop, ignite!” Samara Vance, known in the industry as Sami Vox, Queen of Saturday Morning Squeaky Voices and the fan-favorite chaos pixie from Starsoul Academy, just wrapped her session with no retakes.

Sami held the final note with the precise pitch of triumph, letting it ring in her throat a heartbeat longer than the script called for. Her voice crackled through the studio monitors, a rich, bright tremor wrapped in determination and just a touch of mischief. She dropped character on the exhale, blinking away the adrenaline still coursing through her veins like champagne bubbles.

From behind the glass, Andi gave her a slow, deliberate thumbs-up. Then the grin. That goddamn grin.

Andi Monroe, queen of the mixing board, local shredder, and unintentional heartbreaker. Her band t-shirt was two sizes too small and rolled at the sleeves to show the sliver of ink crawling up her forearm, some floral design that Sami always tried not to stare at too long. She had her combat boots kicked up on the console and a toothpick in her mouth, chewing it like she didn’t know what it did to people.

“Flawless,” Andi said into the mic, voice raspy and low. “You give me goosebumps when you say ‘ignite,’ y’know that?”

Sami smirked and slipped off her headphones, brushing a lock of red-tinged hair from her cheek. “You say that every week.”

“I mean it every week.”

The booth door creaked open as Sami stepped out, warmth still humming along her spine from the take. Her hoodie was loose, half-zipped over a faded crop tank that did nothing to hide the swell of her chest. Her leggings clung to her like a second skin. She always dressed for comfort, not attention, but Andi noticed things.

God, did she notice.

Andi leaned back in her chair, arms stretched overhead, her abs peeking out from under the hem of her shirt like it was some kind of threat. Her eyes, gray, always unreadable unless she was teasing, tracked Sami with the lazy grace of a cat in a sunbeam.

“You sticking around?” she asked. “Couple of us are hitting Verve for drinks. Boring people, probably. But I’ll be there, so… not boring.”

Sami paused at the desk, there it was, that flicker of heat. That ache just behind Sami’s ribs. She’d been dodging this thing between them for months. Andi never pushed. But the energy was there, always humming in the space between words. A tension that curled and stretched, slow as molasses. She knew if she leaned in, just a little, it’d spark. Fire, or fallout.

But her career was in a sweet spot, delicate as blown glass. Big projects lining up. Directors with awards. Disney whispering. A single mistake could tilt it. She wasn’t about to make things messy for a fling, no matter how good Andi smelled or how much her voice sounded like dirty promises in the dark.

“I’ve got pages to go over tonight,” Sami lied, slipping her bag off the chair. “Pickups for that mobile game next week.”

“You say that like I don’t know your calendar.” Andi’s smile widened, all teeth now, biting into her toothpick just a little harder. “I do the post, remember? No sessions 'til Thursday.”

Sami shot her a sideways glance. “So now you’re stalking me.”

“I’m stalking your talent. Whole different thing.”

Their eyes caught and held. A beat too long. Just long enough. Before Sami could untangle herself from that gaze, the door at the far end of the studio cracked open, and a harried-looking PA poked her head through.

“Hey, Sam? Your mom’s on line two. You want to take it in here or the office?”

Just like that, the air shifted. Playful turned brittle. Sami’s body stiffened. Her brow creased, barely, but Andi caught it. Saw the way her shoulders tightened under the hoodie. The smile fell off her lips like a flicked switch.

“I’ll take it in the office,” she said quietly.

The PA nodded and vanished.

Andi straightened. “Everything cool?”

Sami hesitated. Her fingers were curled tight around her phone, knuckles pale. She forced herself to loosen her grip, breathing slow and shallow.

“Don’t know yet.”

She turned, already walking.

“Hey,” Andi called, not chasing but not letting her leave clean. “If you need anything, just text. Even if it’s just to vent. Or break things. I know a place.”

Sami didn’t look back. But her voice floated behind her, softer than before, and maybe just a little cracked around the edge.

“I’ll let you know.”







THE OFFICE SMELLED like dust and coffee, cheap, bitter, burnt at the edges, and something faintly chemical from the hallway janitor cart. Sami slid the door closed behind her, the click of the latch loud in the silence. She stood there a second too long before moving. Just her, a black corded phone on the desk, and the growing sense that something had already gone wrong.

She exhaled slowly and dropped into the office chair. It creaked under her. Everything in the room felt like it was holding its breath. She hit the blinking light for line two and brought the receiver to her ear.

“Mom,” she said, voice carefully even.

“Oh, Samara,” her mother said, breathless and already halfway to tears.

The name stung more than it should have. No one in LA called her that anymore. It was Sami Vox on call sheets, podcast intros, Comic-Con panels, merchandise tags. Sami Vox was a brand, polished, professional, and confident. A little edgy, and something she had worked on for a long time to mean something here. Samara Vance was the girl who got laughed at when her towel slipped off in gym class.

Still, she didn’t correct her.

“What’s going on?” she asked instead.

There was a pause. The kind that fills your stomach with cold water.

“It’s your father,” her mom said. “He’s in the hospital.”

That was enough to make Sami sit up straighter, spine stiffening under the weight of those words.

“What happened?”

Her mother’s voice dropped, quieter now, like the truth might overhear and make things worse.

“He collapsed at work. They think it was his heart. They’re running tests, but…” A ragged inhale. “It’s bad, sweetheart. But we’re hoping for the best.”

Hope. That vague word people use when they can’t say realistic things. That told her everything she needed to know.

Sami pressed her thumb to her temple. “Is he awake?”

“Yes. They’ve got him on oxygen. He was lucid when I saw him this morning. He asked about you.”

Another quiet barb. The kind her mother never meant cruelly but always seemed to land that way anyway.

Sami closed her eyes. For a few seconds, she didn’t say anything. Her thoughts spun, flashing through the projects waiting for her. She had three audition tapes due next week, a callback for the animated feature that could land her on the big screen, and another week of pickups for a mobile game she was voicing two characters in. All stacked up like dominos. She’d finally started hitting momentum. Finally felt like she was past proving herself.
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