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San Francisco has always been a city of fog and facades.

	I fit right in.
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Chapter One

	Fog already swallowed the train station across the street by the time I clicked the switch for All Aboard Bar, its neon sign dissolving into the mist. Most nights ended in perfect harmony, the final chord of a string quartet fading to silence. But tonight, a sour note hummed beneath the quiet, as though the fog itself were alive with restless energy, stirring the damp air in crowding whispers. From inside, a wall of gray pressed thick against the window like a stranger hesitating at the threshold, waiting.

	Lucas leaned on the bar. "You're staring again."

	"I can't help it. That fog… it feels off somehow."

	"It does that." He shrugged. "Old-timers say it doesn't just roll in. Sometimes it brings visitors who shouldn't be here."

	Nervous laughter slipped out, though I told myself it was just local lore.

	Carefully, I balanced another pint glass atop my tower. The stack wobbled before settling. Years of viola training had given me a kind of grace, despite how often I bumped into doorframes with these gangly limbs.

	Behind the bar, Lucas's fingers flew across his laptop keyboard, the rhythmic tapping oddly musical in the empty space. The screen's glow lit his face, highlighting cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. His dark eyes focused intently, a slight furrow forming between his brows. 

	From his mother, Lucas Kemp had inherited distinctly Korean features—elegant bone structure, almond-shaped eyes, and straight black hair that fell across his forehead—which kept him looking younger than thirty-nine. But there was also a hint of his father's Scottish build in his tall, stocky frame and rugged nose. The sleeves of his Dark Knight tee had been strategically cut off, revealing biceps that looked more fitting for the Man of Steel than a brooding billionaire in a cape.

	"That's quite the Jenga tower you've got going," he commented, still focused on his screen, yet somehow sensing my precarious balancing act.

	"It's all about wrist control," I replied, sliding the stack on the bar. "Same principle as bowing technique. Just with more potential for shattering."

	Lucas glanced up, and the way he looked at me nearly made me topple the whole thing. "Speaking of shattering, how about taking out the rest of tonight's trash before we add these glasses to the pile?"

	"Aye aye, Cap'n." I gave him a mock salute.

	He rolled his eyes. "At ease, soldier. And make sure you prop the door open this time. I don't want to have to rescue you again."

	"That happened once!" I protested. "And in my defense, the lock is tricky."

	"Whatever helps you sleep at night, Cass." He turned back to his spreadsheets, but not before I caught the hint of a smirk.

	Yes, that's Cass with two s's. It was my mother's fondness for balance and symmetry that led her to choose Caspar with two a's. You learn to live with these family quirks, I guess.

	I did a quick count of the three overstuffed trash bags lined up by the back door, courtesy of our busiest drag show yet. The queens had been particularly generous with their drink tickets tonight, which meant more empty bottles than usual.

	"Think you can handle all three in one go?" he challenged.

	I hoisted two bags over my shoulder. "Please. This is nothing compared to hauling a viola case stuffed with orchestra scores and a music stand across campus in the pouring rain. Though I still say these arms are better suited for viola than trash duty."

	"Those long arms are the reason you got hired," Lucas said matter-of-factly. "Well, that and the way Jules lights up every time you walk by."

	Jules Beaumont, our neighborhood retiree, had a fondness for ascots and cute twinks. He was all too eager to buy a drink for anyone he found adorable.

	"Jules would flirt with a street sign if it wore skinny jeans," I retorted.

	"True. But the street sign wouldn't blush nearly as prettily." Lucas's eyes met mine again.

	I bent to grab the last trash bag, trying to hide my flustered reaction. "Says the guy who has half the neighborhood dropping by for a 'quick drink' whenever you wear those sleeveless shirts."

	"Don't sell yourself short, kiddo." He stretched his arms with a tired yawn. "Now hurry up so we can finish closing."

	"On it, Master Wayne," I called over my shoulder, pushing through the back door into the alley. The chilly night air hit me like a splash of cold water—a stark reminder of how far I'd come in just a few months.

	♪ ♪ ♪

	Five months ago, fresh out of college with a music degree and naive optimism, I'd decided to leave my parents' home in sunny, affluent Hillsborough, California, and make foggy San Francisco my permanent home. My brilliant plan included coming out to my parents before the big move. You know... a fresh start, live authentically. All that inspiring stuff they plaster on LGBTQ+ pride parade banners. Instead of the acceptance I'd hoped for, my father had cut me off faster than a wrong note in an audition.

	On my own for the first time in my life, fate had led me to All Aboard. Or maybe it was just good geography. It's the closest gay bar to Bay Area Music Academy, where I'm still chasing the dream of making it into the SF Philharmonic. It was perfect. Students hung out there since it was only a short bus ride or walk away, and the train station across the street made it easy to get downtown for orchestra concerts, opera performances, or academy gigs.

	Just around the bar, the West Portal neighborhood felt like a small slice of the past nestled inside the city. Candy-colored houses and storybook storefronts dotted the peaceful nook. A delightfully charming bookstore, with a cozy mix of local authors and new releases, sat a couple of doors down from a quirky vintage record store crammed with old CDs and DVDs. Farther along the avenue, a sweets shop offered handmade chocolate truffles and even a whimsical wooden swing hanging from the ceiling. 

	 Family-run restaurants brought their own flavors to the street, from a bustling taqueria to a wine bar beloved by locals for its thoughtfully curated cheeses and a constantly rotating list of imported Italian wines. The dry cleaner's clerk knew you by name and knew your dog's name too, while the owner of the hardware store still wrote receipts out by hand. Together, they gave the neighborhood an old-school charm that didn't bother competing with the tech-fueled streets beyond the hill.

	Above it all, Sutro Tower—the tall, three-pronged tower with alternating bands of red and white perched atop Sutro Hill—stood as a quiet reminder that even this friendly enclave belonged to a larger whole. It was the kind of place where everything felt familiar, even if you were seeing it for the first time. A threshold, a portal, it lived up to its name—always moving a beat outside the city's rhythm, much like the rest of us who'd found a home here.

	The day after my parents' rejection, I drifted alone along West Portal Avenue in the slow early afternoon, unsure of my next steps. I could've taken the train over to the Castro, a neighborhood known for its flashy gay bars and rainbow-painted crosswalks, but I sought comfort in a place I already knew. When I wandered into All Aboard, the bar was empty, aside from Lucas—all biceps and quiet intensity as he prepped for opening. 

	As the general manager, he offered me a sympathetic ear and a job within the hour. He mentioned that a room in the apartment upstairs, normally reserved for bar employees, was available. After checking with the owner, he decided I'd be a good fit. That's how I met Micah Velasco, who became my best friend and roommate. And now, five months later, I was hauling trash bags to the dumpster in the alley—a small price to pay for the way Lucas had turned my life around.

	♪ ♪ ♪

	The fog had thickened in the narrow alley, and the outdoor string lights barely pierced the gloom, casting more shadows than illumination. The plastic lid thumped open, its hollow echo bouncing between the walls. I had just tossed the last bag in when a prickle of unease made me freeze. A whisper of movement? A shift in the air? My heart stuttered as instinct screamed danger. Years of watching conductors' cues and waiting for a beat to land had trained me to notice when something was off, when the world fell out of tempo.

	"Hello?" My voice sounded thin in the fog. No answer came. Only the distant rumble of the last train.

	Acutely aware of how alone I was, I hurried toward the door, but the handle refused to turn.

	"Crap! No, no, no…" I jiggled it frantically. "Lucas! I'm locked out!"

	An arm clamped around my torso and yanked me backward as a hand sealed over my mouth—fingers ice-cold against my skin, so cold they burned. I thrashed instinctively. My long limbs, usually precise from years of musical training, flailed uselessly. It was like fighting a statue, my struggles no more effective than a butterfly beating against marble.

	My heels scraped the concrete as I was dragged deeper into the shadows, the rough surface shredding my canvas sneakers. The dumpster's rusted edge slammed into my hip as we passed. The impact barely registered through waves of terror. My attacker's grip never loosened, never faltered, never hinted at weakness. The stench of rotting garbage filled my nose as I clawed for the bin, desperate to catch hold of something—anything—when a dark shadow enveloped me.

	Then came the pain. A hard jab pierced my neck, and my world exploded into white-hot agony. The stab was immediate and brutal, but it was the wrongness—the unnatural cold of my attacker's touch and the inhuman strength pinning me in place—that made my mind recoil, sharper than the panic that gripped me on stage when a solo slipped from memory, every note unraveling under the audience's gaze. 

	This wasn't happening. Couldn't be happening. I tried to tell myself I was imagining things, tired after a long shift. But the steady pull of blood leaving my body felt like the slow, inevitable drag of a bow across strings—only in reverse, drawing life instead of giving music.

	Darkness crept in at the edges of my vision. My struggles weakened as a heavy lethargy spread through my limbs. The last thing I registered was a sudden commotion and the sensation of falling.

	♪ ♪ ♪

	Consciousness returned in fragments.

	A sense of floating.

	The gentle sway of movement.

	The feeling of being cradled against a broad, solid torso.

	I forced my heavy eyelids open and lifted my head to find Lucas's jaw clenched tight, his nostrils flaring from effort. The hallway lights formed a halo around his dark hair as he carried me back into the bar, like an avenging angel who'd traded wings for superhero T-shirts. The thought drifted hazily through my mind, and despite the terror still coursing through my system, I felt oddly safe in his arms.

	"Wha… what happened?" The words scraped past my raw throat.

	"Shhh." His voice was soft but carried an undertone of steel. "You're safe now."

	He set me gently on a barstool. I slumped forward, the cool wood soothing against my cheek. The burning in my neck ebbed, replaced by a strange tingling. My tongue felt thick, coated with a coppery taste I was too afraid to name.

	"Rest," Lucas murmured, his hand firm on my shoulder. "We'll talk when you're stronger. I promise you'll be alright."

	As consciousness slipped away again, I had the unsettling thought he was trying to convince himself as much as me.


Chapter Two

	The viola's strings vibrated under my fingertips as I drew the bow across them, but the sound came out more screech than song. I winced. My newly sharpened hearing made the mistake sting all the more. One week since the attack, and I still couldn't control my strength. My bow arm felt as if I were trying to paint watercolors with a sledgehammer. Meanwhile, every shift of position on the fingerboard risked crushing the viola's delicate neck—my fingertips threatening to punch straight through it—demanding fierce concentration to avoid snapping strings.

	"Come on, Bach, work with me here," I muttered, invoking the composer as I adjusted my bow grip for what felt like the hundredth time. Outside, the rumble of the L-Taraval train rolling down the street kept its usual percussion to my practice session.

	I closed my eyes, focusing only on the weight of the bow in my hand. Lucas had taught me a technique for managing my enhanced senses: Isolate one sensation at a time until the rest fades into background noise. But with music, it was harder. Every vibration rippled through my entire body. Each note amplified beyond what should be possible.

	The memory of that first morning after the attack surfaced. Waking on the worn leather couch in Lucas's office, I was disoriented and thirsty in a way I'd never known. Lucas had been sitting beside me, his usual playfulness replaced by a grave tone as he explained what I'd become.

	"The hunger will be intense at first," he'd said, pressing a medical blood bag into my trembling hands. "But it gets easier. You learn to control it, just like any other instinct."

	My eyes had stayed fixed on the bag, disbelief holding me there. "How… how often?"

	"Once a day is enough to maintain strength. Twice if you're healing or stressed." His hand had squeezed my shoulder. "We have an arrangement with the city's blood banks. Ethical sourcing only. No hunting required."

	I'd expected a far more dramatic transformation. Sunlight might burn my skin, or I might have to start sleeping in a coffin. Maybe my fangs would pop out without warning. But none of that happened. Just a constant chill beneath my skin, and a faint hunger that refused to leave.

	The high A string snapped with a sharp ping, yanking me back to the present. "Dammit!"

	"Another casualty of the supernatural biceps?" Micah's voice came from the doorway, carried on the rich aroma of coffee. Her choppy dark brown hair, streaked with a few drugstore-blonde highlights, peeked out from under a bright orange-and-black knitted beanie, her bangs sweeping casually to the side.

	She held out a steaming mug like a peace offering. "Made it extra strong, just how you like it." Crossing our small living room, she added, "Though I still think it's weird you can drink coffee but need blood to survive. Vampire biology makes zero sense."

	I accepted the mug gratefully. "Lucas says it's evolution. Modern vampires adapted to blend in better." I could eat and drink like anyone else—and even enjoy it, every bite and sip amplified—but only blood truly fueled me. The coffee tasted different now that I could distinguish every flavor note, from the earthy undertones to the slight burnt edge left by our ancient coffee maker.

	"Speaking of our favorite undead bar manager…" Micah perched on the arm of our secondhand couch. "He sure has been spending a lot of time teaching you… the ways of the night."

	I busied myself with pulling a replacement string from my case. "He's my mentor. It's his job."

	"Uh-huh. And those lingering looks between you two are purely professional?"

	"Can we focus on the fact that I can barely play my instrument three weeks before my audition?" I held up the mangled string for emphasis. "I've gone through more strings this month than I usually do in a year."

	"You'll get it back. Remember when you told me about switching from violin to viola? Back then, you thought you'd never adjust to the size difference, but look at you now."

	"This is a little different than changing instruments." I gestured at myself. "Everything's different. I can hear our neighbors two buildings over arguing about whose turn it is to do laundry. I can smell what everyone had for breakfast. And don't even get me started on the heartbeats."

	"The what now?"

	"Heartbeats. They're like… background music I can't turn off. Yours is doing this even allegretto thing." I tapped my bow against my leg to demonstrate the rhythm.

	"Okay, that's both cool and creepy." Micah stood, straightening her vintage Journey T-shirt. "But maybe you can use it? Like, work whatever's going on into your playing somehow?"

	Before I could answer, a steady heartbeat approached our door, a few beats slower than a human's resting pulse. Lucas. My own heart skipped, a stutter I was sure he could hear.

	Three sharp knocks followed by two slower ones. "Pre-shift meeting in ten," he called through the door. "Cass, bring your schedule for next week. We need to adjust your training times."

	"Be right down!" I called, ignoring Micah's smirk.

	"Oh, and Micah?" Lucas's voice came again. "Did Tita Isa drop off those ube ensaymada rolls I ordered for the meeting?"

	"Yup! My mom delivered them fresh this morning," Micah called back. "She added extra ube since she knows it's your favorite. Said something about complex carbs supporting your workout regimen."

	I smiled, thinking about how Micah's mother had practically adopted the entire bar staff into her extended family. Tita Isa's catering business in Daly City, just south of San Francisco, began as a small home-kitchen operation, baking traditional Filipino pastries for church events and family gatherings. Word spread quickly through the tight-knit Filipino community about her perfectly balanced ube halaya and cloud-soft ensaymada. Before long, she was catering birthday parties and baby showers across the Bay Area, her purple yam–filled treats becoming her signature.

	"Mom's actually looking into opening a proper storefront now," Micah said, gathering her things for the meeting. "She's got her eye on this cute space near the Daly City BART station. Says the morning commuter crowd would love her pandesal-and-coffee combo."

	"The location makes sense," I said, packing away my viola. "Half of Daly City already stops by her house for breakfast anyway. Remember when your dad had to install that second doorbell just for food pickups?"

	Micah laughed. "Yeah, and now she's got that whole system with the color-coded containers and pickup times written in Taglish on the whiteboard. Very organized for someone who still refuses to write down her recipes because 'measurement is by feeling, anak.'"

	I watched her, charmed by the way she teased her mother's insistence on keeping her recipes secret. It seemed fitting that the only ones who knew about my transformation were Micah and her parents. Lucas had been reluctant to share our secret, but eventually agreed once it became clear that hiding it from my closest friend was doing more harm than good.

	♪ ♪ ♪

	Unlike Micah, whose family embraced their Filipino heritage with open arms and endless servings of pork adobo, my connection to the culture felt like sight-reading an unfamiliar score. I could follow the melody and recognize the notes, but never quite capture the soul of the composition.

	My father, Agustin Reyes, had married into my mother's family from Hillsborough, a prominent suburb about a half-hour from the city when traffic cooperated. He worked for our family real-estate business, Hawthorn & Co., which rested on wealth my family had accumulated since the Gold Rush. Determined to shed his immigrant background like an ill-fitting suit, he polished away his accent and avoided Tagalog even when my lola—my grandmother—visited. While other Filipino fathers taught their children about their homeland, mine taught me which fork to use at the Crystal Springs Country Club.

	The Hawthorn estate was a stage where I played the role of the perfect multicultural success story—ethnic enough to let my mother Angela's friends feel progressive when they invited us to charity galas, but never so ethnic that it made them uncomfortable. While Micah grew up learning to wrap lumpia with her cousins, I was paraded through country clubs in pressed suits, performing Vivaldi and Kreisler for Silicon Valley executives and venture capitalists who praised my "exotic" features before asking if I'd considered applying to their alma maters. They'd smile indulgently at my "unique" name while mangling its pronunciation, then congratulate my parents for raising such a "well-assimilated" child. I learned early how to smile and nod, to serve as a bridge between two worlds while never fully belonging to either.

	"At least your dad taught you something useful," Micah had once said, searching for a silver lining. "All those fancy business dinners made you comfortable performing."

	♪ ♪ ♪

	I snapped my viola case shut, its velvet interior now holding more broken strings than intact ones. The receipts from the music shop were piling up next to overdue bills. Between rent, utilities, and constant string replacements, my savings were bleeding out fast.

	The reminder of my finances sent a fresh wave of anxiety through me. Five months into living on my own, I was still figuring out how to survive. The only thing I had was my viola—a gift from my grandmother on my mother's side, and my tether to the life I wanted, even when everything else felt uncertain.

	"Earth to Cass?" Micah waved a hand in front of my face. "You're doing that vampire statue thing again," she said, describing my frozen state. 

	I blinked, disoriented. "Sorry. Just thinking about bills."

	"Lucas would give you more shifts if you asked."

	"I know. But I need practice time for the audition." If I picked up more hours, the little practice time I had left would evaporate. With my audition looming and Lucas diligently training me to control my new senses, I was already stretched thin.

	I snagged my All Aboard work T-shirt from the back of a chair. "Besides, I don't want him thinking I can't handle things on my own."

	Micah trailed me down the narrow stairs to the bar, balancing the carefully arranged box of ensaymada rolls. "Pretty sure he already knows exactly how well you handle things, considering he's probably listening to every word we're saying right now."

	Supersonic hearing. Crap. Another vampire perk that made zero biological sense.

	We stepped into the bar's main room, where Lucas was setting up for the staff meeting. He didn't glance up from his clipboard, but the wry quirk of his lips was unmistakable, confirming Micah's theory about his eavesdropping. 

	The familiar scents of stale beer and cleaning supplies hung in the air, undercut by the distinct fragrances of each staff member drifting in for the meeting. Scent being another sense I was still learning to manage, I noticed that everyone carried a unique signature. Micah smelled of fresh coffee with a trace of vanilla, a comforting aroma that always felt like home, especially on days when I needed extra warmth. Lucas, though, hit me like a perfectly aged whiskey, rich and complex enough to be dangerously intoxicating. Yet beneath that allure lurked a darker note, one I couldn't place but ached to understand.

	"Alright, everyone," Lucas began once we'd gathered. "New schedule goes up today. Drag night's turnout and bar sales were solid last week, so we're adding another show next month..."

	I tried to focus, but my sharpened hearing betrayed me, picking up the ice maker's low hum, a mouse scuttling in the walls, and the symphony of heartbeats around the room. Through it all, Lucas's voice anchored me, as it had during those first disorienting days after my transformation.

	The memory of our first feeding lesson surfaced. Lucas showed me how to pierce the medical bags, guided me to control the hunger, and taught me to recognize the warning signs before the thirst became dangerous—before I lost control and risked an involuntary attack on someone. His patience had made the terrifying transition almost bearable.

	"Cass?" Lucas's voice cut through my thoughts. "Your training schedule?"

	"Oh, right." I fumbled with my phone, pulling up my calendar. "I can do mornings before practice, or late nights after closing."

	"Late nights," he decided, jotting a note. "Keep the mornings free. Between viola practice and your training sessions, you'll need the time to recover."

	Our eyes met, tension flickering like static before he looked back at the schedule, all business again. "Alright, that's everything. Opening in thirty minutes. Let's get set up."

	As the staff scattered to their tasks, I caught my reflection in the bar mirror. The changes were subtle but undeniable. Cheekbones sharper, skin clearer, eyes carrying a new kind of depth. I looked like myself, only… refined. Like an Instagram filter made flesh.

	"You'll get used to it," Lucas said quietly at my side. "The senses, the strength, the changes. Just give it time."

	I nodded, our reflections lined up in the mirror like two versions of the same story. "I know. It's just… a lot."

	"It is." His hand brushed my arm. "Now go rescue Micah before she drops another rack of glasses trying to reach the top shelf."


Chapter Three

	The Bay Area Music Academy perched atop Golden Gate Heights like a fortress of sound overlooking the Pacific. As Northern California's premier music school, it drew the most gifted instructors and ambitious students, many of whom later claimed coveted orchestra seats or launched solo careers.

	Inside Dolores Larsen's teaching studio, the air smelled of herbal tea and aged sheet music, a combination that wrapped around me like an old friend. Concert posters and framed programs lined the walls, alongside photos of past students cradling their instruments with proud grins. My own photo from four years ago hung among them, capturing a lankier, more uncertain version of myself holding my viola like a shield after placing second in a local music competition.

	I claimed my usual spot by the bay window, where the ocean stretched endlessly before me. The view had always been captivating during lessons, but with my new vampire vision I caught details that once would've been impossible. Waves crashed against the distant rocks in a mesmerizing, hypnotic rhythm—nature's own metronome keeping time. I followed seabirds riding the air currents and read the clouds as they swirled in patterns that declared "rain coming" as clearly as sheet music. It was as if my eyes had been upgraded from standard definition to ultra-HD, and I couldn't decide if it was breathtaking or overwhelming.

	I set up my music stand and lifted my viola with the delicacy of someone handling blown glass. These days, the slightest miscalculation of strength could snap my bow like a twig. The first few notes burst out too strong, my bow arm still learning to navigate its supernatural upgrade. I closed my eyes and tried Lucas's focusing technique. Isolate the sensation, his voice echoed in memory. I felt how the horsehair connected to the strings, vibrating through the bow into my fingers. Nothing else exists.

	Gradually, the sound smoothed as I found the right balance of pressure. Perfect intonation came easier now that I could hear the slightest pitch deviation. Maybe being a vampire wouldn't completely wreck my musical career after all.

	"Well, well." Dolores's voice carried its signature flourish as she swept into the studio. "Someone's been practicing."

	I managed not to jump at her sudden entrance; my heightened hearing had caught her approach. She glided in wearing a flowing, colorful kaftan, silver hair arranged in her signature elegant twist. The scent of rosehip tea and honey followed her, warmed by a rich spice—probably the Indian takeout she favored for lunch.

	"Good afternoon, Dolores." I adjusted my bow grip. "Just warming up with some scales."

	"Mmmm." She studied me, squinting behind her cat-eye glasses. "Something's different about your playing today. The tone is… richer. More controlled."

	"I've been working on even bow pressure."

	"Indeed." She tapped her chin. "Your posture has changed too. More grounded, like you've finally grown into those long limbs of yours." Settling into her worn leather armchair, the throne of a thousand lessons, she added, "Let's start with the Bach. From the top."

	If only she knew how much growing I'd done lately. I launched into the Prelude from Bach's Suite in D minor, hoping to steer her attention back to the music. The opening was meditative, almost hypnotic. A single melodic line descending into darkness, then reaching toward the light. The notes flowed more easily than they had in days, each vibration alive beneath my fingers. The piece felt like a reflection of everything I was going through, with its constant shifts between shadow and clarity, never quite finding a place to rest.

	As I focused on keeping the bow pressure consistent, another kind of lesson crept into my thoughts. During last night's feeding session with Lucas, he guided my hands, showing me the proper angle for piercing medical bags. Just like bow control, it's all about finding the right pressure. The memory distracted me, and I botched a shift, the wrong note sticking out like a siren in a lullaby.

	"Focus, Caspar." Dolores's voice snapped me back. "You're rushing. Remember what we discussed. Let the music breathe."

	I nodded and adjusted my tempo. Her pulse maintained a perfect andante—moderately slow and steady—and before I realized it, I was using it as my metronome.

	"The dynamics feel stifled, dear," she said when I finished. "You're trying to control it too much. Let it unravel. The pain is in the unraveling."

	She adjusted my elbow, and I had to concentrate not to flinch at her touch. Every heartbeat in the room pounded in my ears. Dolores's calm andante set the baseline, a piano student downstairs tapped out a quickstep rhythm, and outside a squirrel hammered a frantic prestissimo—the fastest of tempos—across the branches.

	Lucas had tried to teach me how to tune out the heartbeats. Think of them like background music, he'd said. Acknowledge them, then let them fade. Easy for him to say. He'd had ten years of practice.

	"Again," Dolores commanded. "This time, let yourself feel it."

	I closed my eyes, remembering how the piece had felt before the attack—before everything got complicated. The muscle memory was still there, buried under all this new strength. I needed to learn to trust it.

	This time the notes flowed more naturally, my supernatural edge actually helping once I stopped fighting it. I caught Dolores's approval in the subtle shift of her breathing, the slight uptick of her pulse.

	"Much better," she said. "Though I still hear hesitation in the crescendos. You have the technique to let the volume rise. You just need to trust yourself enough to use it."

	It took more trust than she could ever guess to hold the bow without snapping it in two.

	"Speaking of trust. Or rather, trust funds," she added with a sip of tea. "I assume Brad still plans to audition?"

	I shifted my stance, that familiar cocktail of resentment and envy stirring at Brad's name. Brad Bennington and I had gone to Hillsborough High together, where his last name alone practically guaranteed him first chair in the orchestra. After graduation, we both got into the Bay Area Music Academy. My grandmother celebrated my acceptance with the gift of a brand-new viola, an instrument I cherished more than anything else I owned. Brad, meanwhile, played an authentic 18th-century Guarneri violin, crafted by one of the most revered luthiers in history. Its age and reputation made it worth more than all my years of private lessons and school tuition combined.

	"Last I heard," I said, keeping my voice carefully neutral, "he's still planning to audition for the Philharmonic's one open string position."

	"Ah yes, that coveted seat." Her lips pressed into a thin line. "Quite unprecedented. Violinists, violists, and cellists all competing for the same spot. The committee insists it's about finding the best musician overall, regardless of instrument."

	I tried not to dwell on how Brad's Guarneri would sound to the judges compared to my viola, no matter how cleanly I played. The competition was brutal enough without factoring in instrument quality. Some of the best string players in Northern California would be clawing for a single chair. The San Francisco Philharmonic hadn't opened a string position in three years, and now, thanks to budget cuts, they were filling only one slot instead of the usual openings reserved for each instrument section.

	"At least with different instruments, the judges can't do a direct technical comparison. They'll have to pay closer attention to musicality and interpretation..." My voice faltered as the truth settled. "Not that it matters, since Brad's father sits on the board of directors."

	"Ah yes, Richard Bennington." Her voice held a curl of distaste. "I remember when he tried to convince me to take Brad on as a student. Even offered to double my usual rate."

	Classic Mr. Bennington. Always ready to throw money at any obstacle in his son's path. Brad had cycled through the Bay Area's top violin teachers, each one carefully chosen to polish his pedigree. His father hadn't stopped there. Summer intensives at a renowned New York conservatory and master classes with every touring soloist money could buy rounded out his training. Meanwhile, I practiced in our garage, trying not to disturb my father's business calls.

	"Why did you turn him down?" I asked. Few teachers managed to resist the Bennington influence.

	"Money doesn't buy talent," she said simply, adjusting her glasses. "It buys opportunity, yes, and I've heard him in the practice rooms around campus—Brad is technically proficient, I'll grant him that. But there's no soul in his playing. No depth."

	Dolores's comment brought back more than just memories of Brad's hollow playing. It dredged up years of rivalry that went far beyond orchestra auditions. The Bennington name had hovered around mine long before Brad and I ever ended up in the same orchestra. My father used to tense anytime the Benningtons came up in conversation—especially after their expanding real-estate arm outmaneuvered my grandfather's old-guard company for a lucrative commercial property in Burlingame, the small city bordering Hillsborough. I remember him pacing our kitchen afterward, shouting to my mother about "corporate strong-arm strategies," his voice sharp enough to carry down the hall. I'd resumed practicing as loudly as I could, trying to drown him out. 

	Even in high school, I understood that Brad and I weren't just two musicians in the same ensembles. We were inheriting a rivalry between families who'd been trying to outplay each other for decades. The terrain had shifted, but the contest hadn't—now narrowed to a single open chair.

	"His father's connections won't matter if Brad can't deliver in the audition," I said, though it felt more like I was rehearsing the argument in my own head than convincing her.

	"Mmm." Dolores stirred her tea, the spoon clinking softly against porcelain. "The politics of it all. Talent should speak for itself, but…" She lifted one shoulder in a graceful shrug; resignation wrapped in elegance.

	My phone buzzed with a reminder about my upcoming bar shift, the real world barging into this fragile sanctuary of music.

	"Still working late nights at the bar?" she asked, frowning at me. "You look exhausted, Caspar. The audition is in three weeks. You need to be at your best."

	What she saw was the spillover, the part I couldn't keep contained. The nightly training sessions with Lucas, the constant fight to control my strength, and the juggling act of maintaining a human mask all left me teetering on the edge of exhaustion. I took a steadying breath. "I'm managing."

	I prepared to play the Allemande, a stately Baroque dance movement Dolores had assigned at our last lesson. The piece unfolded like a graceful walk through memory, gentle in pacing, but layered with subtle complexity, each phrase a careful step forward.

	To my surprise, it came out nearly perfect. My new reflexes translated musical intention into movement without the usual struggle.

	Her eyebrows rose. "Well. That's… remarkable progress." She leaned forward, tapping a finger against the armrest. "You know, the Allemande has such beautiful structure. Think of it like walking through a house you used to live in. Each room is familiar, but filled with echoes."

	The image touched a place I hadn't realized was still sore. My thoughts drifted back to my childhood home, to the grand piano in the living room where my mother used to play, the study where my father worked, and the bedroom that was once mine. All those spaces that used to feel like they belonged to me, now echoes of a life I'd left behind.

	"Yeah," I said. "Familiar, but… not quite the same anymore."

	Dolores studied me with that keen teacher's attention. "Perhaps that's why you played it so well today. Sometimes distance gives us clarity." She smiled, a rare full expression that softened her usual sternness. "I think it's time you attempted a more challenging piece."
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