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Chapter 1: First Rehearsal
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The audition hall smelled of rosin, old wood, and the faint metallic tang of nervous sweat. Mateo stood in the wings, his fingers already stiff from the cold. He’d taken three buses to get here, walked the last mile in shoes thin enough to feel every crack in the pavement. His violin case—secondhand, scuffed at the corners—felt heavier than it should. Not from the instrument. From the weight of everything riding on it.

Don’t embarrass yourself. Don’t embarrass Mamá. Don’t let them see you’re scared.

He adjusted his collar. The shirt was new—white, crisp, bought with half his mother’s cleaning bonus. It itched.

“Next: Mateo Rivera,” called a voice from the stage.

He stepped into the light.

The panel sat behind a long table, silhouetted against tall windows. Only one looked up: a woman with silver hair pulled tight, eyes sharp as tuning forks. Elise Dubois. He recognized her from the Conservatory’s website—granddaughter of the founder, soloist by sixteen, already playing with the Berlin Philharmonic. She gave him a small nod. Not friendly. Assessing.

He lifted his violin. Rosined the bow. Took a breath that didn’t quite fill his lungs.

And began.

He played Paganini’s Caprice No. 24—not because it was flashy, but because it was honest. Every note a question, every run a plea. He didn’t try to impress. He tried to mean it. Halfway through, his left hand cramped—too much practice, not enough sleep—but he didn’t stop. He leaned into the pain. Let it shape the phrasing.

When he finished, silence.

Then the woman at the center of the table—Maestro Varga—leaned forward. “You play like a man who has something to prove.”

Mateo’s throat tightened. “I do, sir.”

Varga’s eyes narrowed. “Good. Arrogance is useless. Hunger is everything.”

Elise spoke for the first time. “Your intonation in the third variation was sharp.”

“I know.” He didn’t apologize. “I wanted it to hurt.”

She studied him. Then looked at Varga. “He’s raw. But he listens.”

Varga stood. “Scholarship candidates don’t get second chances, Rivera. If you’re admitted, you will bleed for this place. And if you can’t take it, leave before you waste our time.”

Mateo met his gaze. “I can take it.”

Three weeks later, he stood in the Conservatory’s main practice hall—a cathedral of sound with vaulted ceilings, oak floors worn smooth by generations of feet, and a silence so deep it hummed. His scholarship covered tuition, room, and a stipend that barely covered shoes and strings. He’d sent half of it home.

His assigned practice slot was 5:00 a.m.—the only time no one else wanted. He didn’t mind. The emptiness felt like grace.

He warmed his hands under the sink in the restroom first. Hot water, as always. His father’s hands were permanently red from the steel mill; his mother’s knuckles were swollen from scrubbing floors. He wouldn’t let cold fingers be his excuse.

Back in the hall, he tuned slowly. Checked the bridge. Breathed.

Then he played Bach’s Partita No. 2—not for show, but for centering. The music flowed, clean and clear.

Until it didn’t.

In the middle of the Chaconne, a note rang out that wasn’t his.

High. Sharp. Wrong.

He stopped. Listened.

Nothing.

He started again. Same passage. Again, the note—like a violin playing just out of tune, just out of sight.

He turned. The hall was empty.

Fatigue, he told himself. Too much caffeine, not enough sleep.

He played through it. Ignored the phantom note. Finished the piece.

But as he packed up, he heard it again—fainter this time, almost like a whisper.

He zipped his case quickly. Didn’t look back.
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