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			Midnight Melody

			Noah locked the front door of Starlight Music Hall behind him and pocketed the key Clara had given him six months ago. The key came with the teaching gig, along with permission to use the space after hours whenever he needed to practice. Most nights he needed to practice.

			The venue was an intimate performance space tucked between a bookshop and a vintage clothing store on a quiet street downtown. Small round tables clustered around a low stage where the grand piano lived, and the bar along the back wall still smelled faintly of the coffee and wine served during evening shows. During the day, Clara rented the space out for private lessons and small concerts. At night, it hosted jazz ensembles, singer-songwriters, and the occasional poetry reading.

			Right now, just past eleven, it belonged to him.

			Noah crossed the wooden floor, his footsteps echoing in the empty space. Moonlight filtered through the tall arched windows, painting silver across the burgundy velvet drapes that framed them. The crystal chandelier overhead was dark, but he’d left a single amber lamp burning near the piano before his last student had left that afternoon. The warm glow pooled on the stage, making the black piano gleam.

			He set his shoulder bag on one of the mahogany chairs near the front. Shrugged out of his jacket. Rolled his shoulders. The day had been long. Three teenage students who’d barely practiced. Two emails from the conservatory about an upcoming recital he wasn’t sure he was ready for. One rejection from a competition he’d convinced himself didn’t matter anyway.

			Now, though. Now he could breathe.

			The piano bench creaked as he sat. He let his fingers hover over the keys, feeling the familiar shape of them, the cool ivory under his fingertips. This piano knew him better than most people did. Every hesitation. Every mistake. Every moment of reaching for something just beyond his grasp.

			He started with scales. C major ascending, then descending. G major. D major. Basic exercises he’d been drilling since he was six years old. His fourth finger still dragged slightly on the runs. His wrist still tensed when he pushed into the higher octaves.

			He stopped. Started again.

			The notes filled the empty venue, mechanical and dutiful. This wasn’t music yet. Just maintenance. Just proving he remembered how his hands were supposed to move. Around him, the space held its breath. Somewhere near the bar, Luna appeared from whatever hidden corner she’d been sleeping in. The sleek black cat blinked her yellow eyes at him once, then disappeared again.

			Noah moved into Chopin. Nocturne in E-flat major. Something he’d played a thousand times. His fingers found the melody without thinking, and for a few bars he almost believed it. The music spilled out, familiar and aching, each phrase a question he’d never learned to answer.

			Then his left hand betrayed him.

			Wrong note. Half a step too low in the bass line, and the dissonance cut through the hall. He stopped. Stared at his hands. In the silence, his heartbeat seemed deafening.

			“Damn it.”

			He tried again. Made it further this time. But his concentration kept snagging on that earlier mistake, and his playing turned careful. Tentative. The kind of careful that strangled anything beautiful before it could live.

			Noah stood abruptly, the bench scraping across the stage. He paced to one of the tall windows and pressed his palms against the cool glass. Outside, the courtyard behind the building was dark except for a string of lights woven through the ivy on the brick walls. The old oak tree stood silent against the night sky.

			Twenty-three years of playing. Five years of teaching other people how to play. And he was still here, chasing something he couldn’t name in an empty room late at night.

			He wanted to be better than this. Wanted to play the way he imagined music should be played. With confidence. With certainty. With something more than technical proficiency and muscle memory.

			The venue waited. Patient. Not judging whether he came back to the piano or gave up for the night.

			Noah turned away from the window. His fingers itched to try again. To get it right this time. To find whatever it was he kept reaching for in these notes. Something that mattered. Something that meant he wasn’t wasting his time.

			With someone listening who understood.

			But the hall was empty except for Luna’s occasional appearance, and the night stretched ahead with only his doubts for company. He returned to the piano anyway. Sat. Placed his hands on the keys.

			Maybe tomorrow would be different. Maybe tomorrow he’d play something that justified all these late nights. Some breakthrough. Some moment that made sense of the hours he spent alone.

			For now, though, he just played. Chopin again, then Debussy, then something improvised that wandered through keys without knowing where it was going. The music filled the empty venue, and Noah let himself get lost in it.

			Somewhere in the sound, he thought, there had to be the thing he was searching for.

			He just hadn’t found it yet.
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			Noah had been playing for over an hour when he heard the knock.

			The sound cut through Debussy’s Clair de Lune mid-phrase, three sharp raps against the front door’s glass. He stopped, hands hovering above the keys, and turned toward the windows. Someone stood outside on the sidewalk, backlit by the streetlamp. Tall. Carrying something.

			Noah glanced at the clock on the wall. Quarter past midnight. Clara sometimes forgot things and came back for them, but she would have used her key.

			He crossed the venue floor and unlocked the door, pulling it open a few inches. Cool night air rushed in, carrying the scent of rain that hadn’t fallen yet.

			The man on the other side was younger than Noah had expected from the silhouette. Late twenties, maybe. Dark brown hair that looked like it had been pushed back repeatedly by nervous hands. He wore a canvas jacket over a faded Henley, jeans that had seen better days, and he clutched a weathered violin case against his side like it was the only thing keeping him upright.

			“I’m sorry.” The words came out rushed, apologetic. “I know it’s late. I was just walking by and I heard someone playing and I thought maybe...” He paused, seeming to reconsider. “Clara Jennings manages this place, right?”

			“She does.” Noah kept his hand on the door, not opening it wider yet. “Can I help you?”

			“I’m Eli. Eli Carter.” He shifted the violin case slightly. “Clara told me I could use the space sometime. For practice. I’m only in town for a few weeks and I need somewhere quiet to work on some pieces, and she said the rehearsal rooms here might be available if I checked with her first, but I didn’t have her number and I saw the light on and heard the piano, so I thought...” He trailed off, seeming to realize he was rambling. “Sorry. I should have waited until morning.”

			Noah studied him. The nervous energy radiating off this stranger should have made him wary, but instead he found himself curious. Eli’s eyes were hazel, he noticed, catching amber from the lamp light inside. There was something in them that looked familiar. That same searching quality Noah saw in his own reflection sometimes.

			“You’re a violinist,” Noah said, stating the obvious because he couldn’t think of anything else.

			“Yes.” Eli’s grip on the case tightened. “Well. Trying to be.”

			The vulnerability in those words caught at him. Noah opened the door wider. “Come in. I’ll give Clara a call and see if she can sort this out.”

			“You don’t have to do that now. Really, I can come back tomorrow.”

			“It’s fine.” Noah stepped aside, gesturing Eli in. “I’m here anyway. Might as well be useful.”

			Eli hesitated on the threshold, then stepped inside. Noah caught a faint scent of rain and something earthier. Rosin, maybe. The smell that clung to string players who practiced enough that it seeped into their clothes and skin.

			“I’m Noah,” he offered, locking the door behind them.

			“You play beautifully.” Eli glanced toward the piano, then back at Noah. “I heard you from outside. Debussy, right?”

			“You’ve got a good ear.”

			“Occupational hazard.” A small smile flickered across Eli’s face, there and gone. “Or maybe just wishful thinking that I’d recognize it. I’ve been working on some Debussy arrangements for violin. They’re not cooperating.”

			Noah found himself returning the smile. “Debussy doesn’t always cooperate.”

			They stood in the middle of the venue floor, an awkward distance apart. Eli’s eyes traveled across the space, taking in the small stage, the scattered tables, the burgundy drapes. His gaze lingered on the piano, and Noah saw his expression shift. Longing, maybe. Or memory.

			“Nice space,” Eli said quietly.

			“It is.”

			“Do you work here?”

			“I teach here during the day. Piano lessons. Clara lets me practice at night in exchange for keeping an eye on the place.”

			Eli nodded, processing this. His fingers tapped against the violin case in a rhythm Noah recognized. Nervous energy looking for somewhere to go. He knew that feeling.

			“Let me call Clara,” Noah said, pulling out his phone. “See what we can figure out.”

			He stepped away, toward the bar, and dialed. Clara picked up on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep but not irritated.

			“Noah? Everything alright?”

			“Sorry to wake you. There’s someone here asking about using the rehearsal rooms. Eli Carter. He said you two talked?”

			A pause. Then Clara’s voice came back clearer. “Oh! Yes. Eli. The violinist from Portland. I completely forgot he was coming this week.” She yawned. “Tell him the rooms are available. He can use the second one on the right, the one with the upright piano. Keys are in the top drawer of the bar. He’ll need to fill out the rental agreement but that can wait until tomorrow.”

			“Got it. Thanks, Clara.”

			“Is he planning to practice now?”

			Noah glanced back at Eli, who stood near the stage looking at the piano with an expression that was hard to read. “Maybe.”

			“Well, tell him welcome. And Noah? Try not to scare him off. We could use the rental income.”

			“I’m not scary.”

			Clara laughed. “You’re intense. There’s a difference.” She hung up.

			Noah returned to where Eli waited. “You’re all set. Clara says the second rehearsal room on the right is yours. Keys are in the bar drawer if you need to lock up, and she’ll get you to sign the rental paperwork tomorrow.”

			Relief washed over Eli’s face. “Thank you. Really. I wasn’t sure if I’d find anywhere this late in the process.”

			“Where are you staying?”

			“I’ve got an Airbnb a few blocks from here. The listing said it was in a quiet neighborhood near downtown, but apparently quiet means construction starting at six AM” He shrugged. “I’ve been looking for somewhere to escape to during the day. Somewhere with actual acoustic space.”

			“These rehearsal rooms are pretty solid. Soundproofing is decent.” Noah gestured toward the hallway that led off the main venue space. “Want me to show you?”

			“If you don’t mind.”

			They walked through the hall, their footsteps echoing on the wooden floor. The corridor was narrow, lined with framed photographs of past performers. Noah had walked this path a hundred times, but he found himself hyperaware of Eli beside him, the way Eli’s shoulder nearly brushed his as they navigated the tight space, the quiet sound of his breathing.

			The second rehearsal room on the right was smaller than the main venue but well-appointed. Slate gray soundproofing panels covered the walls. A wooden music stand stood in the center. An upright piano sat against one wall, its dark wood polished to a soft gleam. A single desk lamp cast warm light from the corner.

			“This is perfect,” Eli said, stepping inside. He set his violin case on the chair and turned in a slow circle, taking it in. “Really perfect.”

			Noah leaned against the doorframe. “You said you’re here for a few weeks?”

			“Three, if everything goes according to plan. I’m working on a project.” Eli’s hand drifted to the violin case, then pulled back. “Solo pieces. Trying to figure out if I’m good enough to actually perform them.”

			The honesty in that statement caught Noah off guard. Most musicians he knew wore their confidence like armor, even when it was borrowed or faked. This admission of doubt, this uncertainty, matched something in his own chest.

			“I know that feeling,” Noah said before he could stop himself.

			Eli looked at him, really looked at him, and Noah recognized the expression. He’d worn it himself a thousand times. That weight of trying to be good enough at something that mattered too much.

			“You want to play something?” The question came out of Noah’s mouth before he’d fully thought it through. “Not now. I mean, I should probably let you get settled. But sometime. If you want.”

			Eli’s expression shifted. Surprise, then warmth. “You’d want to?”

			“I’m here most nights anyway.” Noah shrugged, trying for casual. “Might be nice to play for someone other than Luna.”

			“Luna?”

			“The cat. She’s around here somewhere.”

			That earned him a genuine smile, and Noah’s pulse kicked up. Eli’s whole face changed when he smiled. The guardedness fell away, replaced by something open and warm that made Noah want to see it again.

			“I’d like that,” Eli said. “Playing something together. If you’re serious.”

			“I’m serious.”

			They stood there for a moment, the rehearsal room quiet around them. The desk lamp threw soft shadows across Eli’s face, and Noah found himself noticing details he had no business noticing. The way Eli’s hair fell across his forehead. The way his hands, when they finally stilled, looked strong and capable and marked by the kind of calluses that came from hours of practice.

			“I should let you get back to your Debussy,” Eli said, breaking the silence. “And I should probably head back. It’s late.”

			“Right. Yes.” Noah pushed off from the doorframe. “I’ll be here tomorrow night. Same time, if you want to stop by.”

			“Tomorrow night,” Eli repeated, like he was committing it to memory. “I’ll be here.”

			They walked back through the hallway together, neither of them speaking. When they reached the main venue space, Noah unlocked the front door and held it open. Cool air rushed in again, and Eli stepped out onto the sidewalk, turning back to face him.

			“Thank you,” Eli said. “For letting me in. For calling Clara. For...” He paused, seeming to search for words. “For being kind about this whole strange situation.”

			“It wasn’t that strange.”

			“I knocked on a stranger’s door at midnight asking to use their rehearsal space. That’s objectively strange.”

			Noah found himself smiling. “Welcome to Starlight Music Hall. We specialize in objectively strange.”

			Eli laughed, a quiet sound that Noah wanted to hear again. “Goodnight, Noah.”

			“Goodnight.”

			He watched Eli walk down the sidewalk, violin case in hand, until he turned the corner and disappeared. Then Noah closed the door, locked it, and stood in the empty venue for a long moment.

			The piano waited on its stage. His bag sat where he’d left it. Everything was exactly as it had been before the knock on the door.

			But the moment had shifted. The air felt different.

			Noah returned to the piano and sat, his hands finding the keys by muscle memory. He started playing again, but the notes felt different now. Less isolated. Like they were reaching for something just beyond the edge of hearing.

			Like they were waiting for an answer.
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			Eli arrived the next night at eleven thirty, right when he’d promised.

			Noah heard the knock and crossed the venue to unlock the door, trying not to notice the way his pulse had been jumping every time he heard footsteps outside for the past hour. Eli stood on the sidewalk in the same canvas jacket, violin case in hand, looking nervous and determined in equal measure.

			“Hi,” Eli said.

			“Hi.” Noah stepped back to let him in. “You okay?”

			“I’ve been circling the block for twenty minutes trying to decide if I was too early or too late.” Eli’s laugh was self-deprecating. “Settled on exactly on time as a compromise.”

			“Good compromise.”

			They stood in the doorway for a moment, neither quite sure what to do next. Last night’s tentative energy had shifted into something more charged. Noah felt it in the way Eli’s eyes kept meeting his, then darting away.

			“So,” Eli said. “You mentioned playing together?”

			“If you still want to.”

			“I want to.” Quick. Definite. Then Eli seemed to realize how eager that sounded and added, “I mean, if you’re still up for it.”

			Noah led him down the hallway to the second rehearsal room. The space looked exactly as it had the night before. Slate gray panels. Music stand. Upright piano. Desk lamp casting warm light. But walking into it with Eli beside him made it feel smaller somehow. More intimate.

			“What do you want to play?” Noah asked, settling onto the piano bench.

			Eli set his violin case on the chair and opened it carefully, like he was unwrapping something precious. The violin inside was beautiful. Warm amber wood that glowed under the lamp light. He lifted it out and checked the tuning, his fingers moving with practiced efficiency.

			“I’ve been working on some Fauré,” Eli said. “Après un rêve. Do you know it?”

			“I know it.”

			“I arranged it for violin and piano. Well, trying to, anyway. The piano part is mostly the original but I’ve been adjusting the violin line to fit my range better.” He pulled sheet music from the case and handed Noah a few pages. “It’s rough. Fair warning.”

			Noah looked over the arrangement. The notes were marked with pencil annotations, some measures crossed out and rewritten, dynamics scribbled in the margins. He recognized his own scores in those marks. The signs of someone trying to make something work that wasn’t quite working yet.

			“Should we just try it?” Eli asked.

			“Let’s try it.”

			Noah set the music on the piano and positioned his hands. Eli raised his violin to his shoulder, the bow hovering just above the strings. Their eyes met. Noah nodded.

			He started with the piano introduction. Soft. Melancholic. The kind of music that ached even when it was played perfectly. His fingers found the chords and let them breathe, each note hanging in the air just long enough to matter before the next one arrived.

			Eli came in on the violin, and the sound caught Noah’s breath.

			The tone was rich and warm, vibrato controlled but expressive. Eli played the melody like he was telling a story he’d lived through, every phrase shaped with intention. Noah adjusted his dynamics to match, his left hand supporting the bass line while his right hand traced countermelodies around Eli’s violin.

			For the first page, they were careful with each other. Feeling out the balance. Learning where the other musician breathed, where they pushed, where they held back. But by the second page something shifted. The music started to sync. Piano and violin finding each other in the spaces between notes, in the small hesitations and releases that turned sound into conversation.

			Noah forgot to watch the score. His fingers remembered the progression and he let them, focusing instead on Eli. The way Eli’s eyes closed during the long phrases. The way his body swayed slightly with the rhythm. The way his bow moved across the strings, precise and fluid at the same time.

			They reached the climax of the piece and Noah leaned into it, giving Eli’s melody more support, more foundation. The violin soared above the piano, and for a handful of measures they were completely in sync. Not just playing the same music but breathing it together, shaping it together, making it mean something together.

			Then it ended. The final chord resolved, and Noah let it fade naturally. Silence settled into the rehearsal room.

			Eli lowered his violin slowly. His eyes were bright. “That was...”

			“Yes.”

			“Can we do it again?”

			They played it three more times. Each run felt different. The first had been tentative. The second was more confident. By the third, Noah stopped thinking about technique entirely and just played. Just listened. Just let the music happen.

			When they finished the fourth time, Eli set his violin down and sat in the chair, looking dazed. “I haven’t played with anyone in months. I forgot what it feels like.”

			Noah turned on the bench to face him. “What does it feel like?”

			“Like remembering something I’d lost.” Eli’s voice was quiet. “Like maybe I’m not completely terrible at this after all.”

			“You’re not terrible.”

			“You’re kind.”

			“I’m honest.” Noah held his gaze. “You play beautifully, Eli. That wasn’t kindness. That was observation.”

			Eli looked away, but not before Noah caught the flush creeping up his neck. “I left a pretty good setup in Portland to come here and work on these pieces. Studio recording gigs. Session work. Regular income. My ex thought I was insane.”

			Noah heard the weight in that word. Ex.

			“What did you think?” Noah asked.

			“I thought I’d rather be insane than keep playing music I didn’t care about.” Eli’s fingers traced the edge of his violin case. “He didn’t understand that. He thought music was music. That playing was playing. That I should be grateful for any work.”

			“But it’s not all the same.”

			“No.” Eli looked up. “It’s not.”

			Noah recognized the tension in Eli’s shoulders. The way his jaw tightened when he talked about this ex. The defensiveness that came from having to justify artistic choices to someone who didn’t share the language.

			“I walked away from a conservatory scholarship,” Noah said, surprising himself with the admission. “Four years ago. Full ride. Everything I’d worked toward since I was a kid. And I walked away in my second year.”

			Eli’s attention sharpened. “Why?”

			“Because I was miserable. Because the pressure was crushing me and I was starting to hate playing. Because my girlfriend at the time kept telling me I needed to toughen up, stop being so sensitive, just push through it.” Noah’s hands rested on the piano keys, not pressing hard enough to make sound. “She thought I was throwing away my future. Maybe I was.”

			“Do you regret it?”

			Noah considered. “Sometimes. Most of the time I think I made the right choice. Some days I’m not sure there was a right choice. Just different versions of struggling.”

			“What happened with the girlfriend?”

			“She left six months later. Decided she’d rather date someone with better prospects.” The memory should have stung more than it did. “Can’t really blame her.”

			“I can,” Eli said quietly.

			They sat in the silence for a moment. The desk lamp hummed softly. Somewhere in the building, Luna’s bell jingled as she moved through her nightly wanderings.

			“Your ex,” Noah said carefully. “The one who thought you were insane. Did he play?”

			“Guitar. Casually. He liked to jam with friends and play covers at open mics.” Eli’s expression tightened. “He couldn’t understand why I needed more than that. Why I needed to create something that mattered. Why I needed it to be difficult.”

			“Because easy things don’t mean as much.”

			“Exactly.” Eli’s voice held relief, like Noah had finally said the thing he’d been waiting to hear. “God, he used to tell me I was making it harder than it needed to be. That I was overthinking. That if I just relaxed and had fun with it, everything would be fine.”

			“Let me guess. He broke up with you right before you left for this trip.”

			Eli winced. “Two weeks before. Said I was choosing music over him. That if I really loved him, I’d stay and make it work instead of running off to chase some impossible dream.”

			Noah heard the echo of his own past in Eli’s words. Different details. Same essential wound. The pain of having someone you trusted fail to understand the thing that mattered most.

			“I’m sorry,” Noah said.

			“Don’t be. He was probably right.” Eli picked up his violin again, turning it over in his hands. “Maybe I am chasing something impossible. Maybe I should have stayed and been grateful for session work and regular paychecks and someone who wanted me around.”

			“Do you believe that?”

			“I don’t know.” Eli’s thumb traced the edge of the violin’s f-hole. “Some days I think I made a huge mistake. That I’m kidding myself about
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