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        Willow

      

      

      The blaring horns and revving engines envelop me as I step onto the crowded sidewalk. This is Los Angeles in all its chaotic glory. I smooth down my floral sundress, taking a deep breath. My name is Willow Carter and this city is my kingdom.

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection in a storefront window, my long blonde curls framing my face, green eyes bright with anticipation. I've learned to keep my guard up in this town. You never know who might be watching.

      A sleek black car slows beside me, the tinted window rolling down. I freeze, poised for flight.

      "Hey there gorgeous, need a ride?" The driver leers at me hungrily.

      I square my shoulders and walk on. "No thanks, I'm good."

      The car keeps pace with me. "Come on baby, I'll show you a real good time."

      My skin crawls at his words. I spin to face him, anger simmering in my veins. "I said no. Now leave me the hell alone."

      The driver's expression darkens. For a moment we're locked in a standoff, the rumbling car engine the only sound. Then he peels away, nearly clipping my leg.

      I watch the car until it disappears, willing my pounding heart to slow. I hate how weak they make me feel, like a lamb among wolves. But this lamb has teeth. And she's not afraid to bite.

      I take a deep breath and center myself, brushing off the encounter. I can't let creeps like him ruin my day. Today is important. I have a big audition that could change everything.

      Music is my passion. Ever since I was a little girl, singing has been my escape, my salvation. Now at nineteen, it's finally my career. I've paid my dues playing dive bars and coffee shops, hoping for my big break.

      And today might just be it.

      I arrive at the prestigious recording studio, heart fluttering with nerves and excitement. This is my shot to impress a major producer and land a record deal.

      The receptionist leads me to the studio where a team waits—manager, vocal coach, producer. The producer, Dante, rises to shake my hand.

      "Willow, so glad you could make it. We've heard great things about your voice."

      I smile, willing my nerves away. "Thank you. I'm thrilled to be here."

      We get to work on a new song they've written for me. As the music starts, the familiar thrill rushes through me. This is what I live for. I close my eyes, let the melody fill me up, and begin to sing...

      The hours fly by in a blur of takes and notes. When we finish, Dante grins and claps. "Incredible! You have real star power, Willow. How would you like to make an album with us?"

      Joy surges within me. My dreams are finally coming true. "I'd love nothing more," I say.

      This is only the beginning. With music as my wings, there's no telling how far I'll fly.
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        Willow

      

      

      But with success comes darkness.
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