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The Damp Stain
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Elara slowly opened her eyes as the pale light, seeping through a gray curtain, struck her face. The ceiling. The damp stain in the corner of the ceiling had been there for months, its shape shifting and growing only within Elara's weary mind. Wrong, it couldn't possibly be growing; it just felt as though everything in the external world warped along with her as she changed, as the emptiness inside her grew larger. Her dim and stuffy single student room in Leipzig had been her sanctuary until now, but lately, it was no different from a prison. The same damp stain every morning, the same stale smell, the same suffocating silence...

She curled up against the cold side of the bed, pulling the thin blanket up to her chin. A heaviness rested on her body, as if tons of weight had been loaded onto her back overnight. Simply waking up required an immense effort. She closed her eyes, thinking perhaps she could fall asleep again, returning to that dark, unconscious void. But her mind had already shifted gears, starting to list the things the day would bring.

What would happen at school today? First up was Ancient Greek Literature. The professor had given one last reminder about the term paper assigned last week. “No late submissions, everyone. I expect a detailed analysis,” he had said, his tone of voice placing an even greater invisible burden on Elara's shoulders. Elara had neither been able to start the paper nor find the strength to do so. The words, the pages she read, turned into meaningless blanks in her mind. Every time she read, every time she thought, her ideas would get lost inside a labyrinth, unable to find an exit.

Then, Art History... She had a presentation to give in that class. “Gothic Architecture and the Role of Light.” These used to be her favorite classes last semester. Her admiration for architecture, that mystical dance of light in artworks... now, it all felt pointless. She hated the sound of her own voice; what if it trembled during the presentation, what if the words got stuck in her throat? The shame she would feel when those deep, vacant eyes scrutinized her.

She felt a slight knot in her stomach. It was a familiar feeling, generated by fear and anxiety. Loneliness seeped in from every corner of the room. Being away from her family, alone in a city, feeling utterly solitary... When she started university, everything was so bright and full of hope. She was going to build her own life, meet new people, achieve her dreams. But now, everything had crumbled like a sandcastle. Was this her own choice, or merely a loop she was trapped in?

She reached for her phone and checked the notifications. Most were emails, university system alerts. None of them sparked curiosity. She checked to see if there were messages from friends. At that moment, she felt a slight relief. There were a few messages from the group chat with Oscar, Sophie, Felix, and Mia. Sent late at night, jokes about a concert, travel plans... Their energy was like a rope extended to pull her out of the pit she had fallen into. If it weren't for them, she would have long drowned in this gloom.

She put the phone back on the bed. Hearing their voices had felt good, but now, getting out of bed, stepping into that cold shower, brushing her teeth, trying to eat breakfast... Every step loomed like a mountain in front of her. How would she endure this day? How would she appear before those people, pretending everything was fine? There was a lump in her throat; her eyelids felt heavy, as if filled with lead. She closed her eyes and tried to take a deep breath. It was as if even her lungs didn't want to fill.

Elara struggled for a while longer with her body, which was reluctant to leave the bed’s warmth. Opening her eyes, throwing off the duvet, stepping her feet onto the cold floor... Each task felt like a gigantic obstacle to overcome. It was as if an invisible hand had nailed her to the bed, preventing even the slightest movement. For a moment, she wished she could just stay put and that the day would never begin. Going to university, facing those people, wrestling with the shame of the unfinished assignments and presentations... All of it bore down on her shoulders like a heavy load.

She painstakingly stretched one arm toward the glass of water on the nightstand. Her fingertips flinched slightly when they touched the cold glass. She sipped the water. Although the dryness in her throat eased a little, the sense of emptiness inside remained. It was as if all her energy had been drained, leaving only a shell behind.

Slowly, as if every muscle was protesting, she sat up. She perched on the edge of the bed. The cold from the floor seeped into her bones when her feet touched the ground. She didn't even have the strength to take off her T-shirt and sweatpants. A shower... Maybe the cold water would bring her back to her senses a little. Yet, the mere thought of it made her shiver.

She walked towards the mirror. She didn't want to look at the reflection staring back. Her pale face, the dark circles under her eyes, her lifeless hair... She couldn't recognize herself. This wasn't Elara. This was a shadow that had lost all its light, merely existing. She stared at her reflection for a long time, as if searching for an answer there. Why did she feel this way? Why did everything seem so meaningless?

Just then, a sound tore through the silence of the room. Her phone began to ring. It was flashing on the nightstand. Elara flinched. Who could be calling at this hour? They usually messaged each other; calls were mostly for emergencies. Her heart quickened. For a moment, she considered not answering. She wasn't up to talking to anyone. But when she looked at the screen, she saw the caller was Sophie. Sophie... the most understanding, most empathetic member of the group. Maybe she was exactly the person Elara needed right now.

She took a deep breath and reached for the phone with a trembling hand. Her fingers twitched as they touched the screen, as if startled by an electric shock. She hit the answer button.

"Hello?" she said, her voice coming out quieter and more tired than she had intended.

From the other end of the line, Sophie's cheerful, yet anxious tone was audible. "Elara! Are you finally awake? I called and messaged you several times; you didn't answer. Are you okay? I was worried you’d be late for classes."

Sophie’s voice eased Elara’s tension slightly. At least someone was thinking of her, worrying about her. This small detail felt like it had melted a tiny piece of the iceberg inside Elara.

"I'm awake, I'm awake, Sophie," Elara said, trying to make her voice sound a bit stronger. "I'm just... a little tired."

"I know you’re tired, honey," Sophie said, her compassion touching Elara's heart. "But you have important classes today, don't forget. And you know, we have our meetup this evening, too. Oscar, Felix, and Mia are looking forward to it."

Elara had forgotten about the meetup. In fact, she had forgotten everything; her mind was just a blank void. "I know," she mumbled. "I'm trying to get ready."

"Great!" Sophie exclaimed, her cheerfulness infectious. "Do you want me to bring you coffee? I can grab one on the way."

"No, thank you, Sophie," Elara replied. "I'll manage myself. I'll take a shower and leave."

"Alright," said Sophie. "But if you need anything, call me right away, okay? We love you, don't forget."

"I love you guys too," Elara said, her voice catching in her throat. She hung up the phone.

Sophie's call had given Elara a small push. It had reminded her that she wasn't alone. A faint smile appeared on her face. Maybe this day wouldn't be as bad as she thought. At least, she had the support of her friends.

She took a deep breath. After a few minutes spent under the cold shower, she had shed some of the numbness from her body. The steam from the shower fogged up her reflection in the mirror, allowing her to escape herself, if only for a brief moment. She pulled on a dark, loosely chosen sweater and baggy jeans. She didn't bother styling her hair, tying it up in a messy bun instead. She had neither the energy nor the desire to put on makeup.

She tossed her keys and wallet into her small backpack, putting her phone in her pocket. Before leaving the house, she cast one last look around her room. Everything was in its place, yet something felt missing. Something missing from her life... When she locked the door behind her, the metallic clang of the iron door echoed down the hallway.

The late September morning air in Leipzig was now lightly cool and humid, a relief from the sharp winter cold. Gray clouds still covered the sky, but the occasional weak rays of sun that slipped through shone on the leaves of the city’s trees, which were just beginning to turn yellow. The weather seemed to mirror the gloom inside Elara, yet the suffocating heaviness of November had given way to a softer melancholy. As she walked, she inhaled the scent of the new season: damp earth, fallen leaves, and the distant smell of burning wood.

Her steps were heavy. With every stride, it was as if an invisible chain was wrapped around her ankles. She put on her headphones and opened a random playlist. Though the rhythm of the music tried to keep pace with her steps, Elara’s mind was lost in its own labyrinth. On the way to the university, she passed familiar buildings, cafes, and small shops. Normally, walking these streets gave her pleasure. Their historical texture, the narrow alleys, the graffiti on the walls... Now, they all felt like meaningless stage props.

At one point, the smell of freshly baked bread wafted past her as she walked by a bakery. For a brief moment, her stomach growled, but the familiar heavy feeling immediately returned. She had no appetite. She hadn't been eating properly lately anyway.

As she approached the university campus, the number of students around her increased. Those walking quickly with coffee cups, those reviewing their lecture notes one last time, those chatting happily with friends... Elara lowered her head. Their energy only highlighted the emptiness inside her. It was as if she was living in a different dimension.

She began to climb the wide steps leading to the main university building. Every step reminded her of the fatigue lingering from the previous day. When she entered the door, the murmur in the corridors filled her ears. The voices of students, footsteps, the rustling of bags... Elara felt even more isolated within this crowd.

She headed toward the classroom for Ancient Greek Literature. She paused at the door. She reached for the doorknob. The sounds coming from inside—the professor’s voice and the students’ murmurs—made her hesitate for a moment. She didn't want to go in. But she had to. Sophie’s voice still echoed in her ears: “We love you, don’t forget.”

She took a deep breath and slowly pulled the door open. As she entered the class, she felt a few heads turn toward her. She quickly found an empty seat and sat down. She put her backpack beside her and opened her textbook. Her eyes scanned the words on the pages, but her mind was miles away. Today was just the beginning.

Elara stared blankly at the open pages of her textbook. Letters, words, sentences... all lumped together, forming a meaningless pile. The professor's voice was like a distant hum. He was talking about Homer, the Odyssey, the tragedies of heroes. Elara's mind, however, was stuck in her own tragedy. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't focus. She forced herself to try and read a paragraph. It was as if the words were disintegrating before they reached her brain.

A whisper from a student in the next row distracted her. “Elara, are you okay? You look so pale.” She lifted her head. She felt several eyes in the classroom turn towards her. Most were pitying, some just curious. These looks only intensified the knot in Elara's stomach. It was as if everyone could see the emptiness inside her.

The professor was writing something on the board. Elara picked up her pen to take notes, but her hand was trembling. The letters she wrote were crooked; she couldn't even recognize her own handwriting. For a moment, she wanted to drop everything and walk out of the classroom. She struggled to breathe. She felt like she was drowning.

The bell signaling the end of the class came like a shout of salvation for Elara. She quickly gathered her bag and headed into the corridor. She wanted to melt into the crowd and get away without being seen.

Just as she was about to turn the corner, familiar voices reached her ears. “Elara! Over here!”

Oscar, Sophie, Felix, and Mia were sitting on a bench in the corner of the corridor, waiting for her. Oscar, cheerful as always, waved his hand, beckoning her over. Sophie had a worried but compassionate smile on her face. Felix looked up from his book, watching her carefully. Mia sat quietly, her eyes scrutinizing Elara.

Elara walked toward them, forcing a smile onto her face.

“How are you doing, Elara?” Sophie asked, immediately making room for her to sit down. “How was your class?”

Elara shrugged. "The same old. Didn't understand much."

Oscar patted Elara's back lightly. "Forget classes for now! Our evening plan is settled. Mia found a great spot!"

Mia smiled faintly. "It's a conversion of an old warehouse, a bit outside the city. They even have live music."

"It'll take your mind off things," Felix said, closing his book. "Some socializing will do you good."

Elara looked at them. The sincerity on their faces, the worry and affection in their eyes... They were there for her. Their presence, though it didn't entirely fill the emptiness inside Elara, at least patched up the edges.

"Thank you, guys," Elara said, her voice sounding more genuine this time. "I don't know what I'd do without you."

Sophie held Elara's hand. "Don't be silly. We're always here for you. Now, come on, let's not be late for Art History."

Elara merged into the corridor's crowd, surrounded by her friends. Her steps were still heavy, but she was no longer alone. Their presence had added a small dash of color to this gray day. At least, for now.

As they arrived at the Art History lecture hall, the knot in Elara's stomach tightened again. It was her turn to present. Gothic Architecture and the Role of Light. It was a topic she had researched with passion, knowing every detail by heart. Now, her mind was blank. Her friends gave her encouraging smiles. Oscar gave a thumbs-up, Sophie smiled compassionately, Felix nodded as if to say, "You can do it," and Mia offered silent support with her eyes alone.

When her turn came, she walked up to the podium, her legs trembling. She felt all the eyes in the lecture hall fixed on her. Her throat was dry. The presentation cards in her hand were shaking. The first slide appeared on the screen: a magnificent image of colored light filtering through a cathedral's stained-glass windows.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice coming out quieter than expected. “Today we will talk about Gothic Architecture and... and the role of light.”

She paused for a few seconds. Her mind was like a sponge that had wrung out all its knowledge. She forgot what to say, where to start. Her heart was racing; she heard ringing in her ears. Her eyes darted around the students in the class. Some looked bored, others curious. She couldn't make out the professor's expression; he was a blurry silhouette.

“Gothic architecture,” she tried again, her voice shaking even more this time. “It was about... letting light in. To create a divine atmosphere inside the church....” The words stumbled out of her mouth, meaningless, soulless. All the deep analyses she had prepared about the spiritual dimension of light had flown out of her mind. Only simple, mechanical sentences emerged. Her hand instinctively squeezed the trembling note cards.

For a moment, her eyes were fixated on the colorful light of the stained-glass window in the slide. The lights suddenly blurred, giving way to another image. Her mind dragged her back to the past:

It was a spring day. The sky was clear blue, the sun shining with warm generosity. Elara was fourteen then. She was at the very top of the giant Ferris wheel with her friends at the amusement park in their small town. They were laughing. Just then, the Ferris wheel stopped unexpectedly. First, there was a wave of panic, then it was understood that it was a technical failure. Elara was trying to calm a friend who had a fear of heights. But the panic slowly began to creep into Elara, too. The sun was blinding her eyes; the sounds from below grew muffled. Time seemed to stand still as they waited to be rescued. She felt suspended up there, hanging in the air. Even the bright sunlight didn't warm her; instead, it felt cold. She was out of control, helpless. Minutes stretched into hours. Even after they were rescued, that feeling of helplessness had left a deep mark.

The image vanished abruptly from her eyes. When Elara returned to the lecture hall, she felt her heart still pounding against her chest. She was sweating. Her words had stopped; her presentation had ceased. Silence spread suffocatingly throughout the room.

The professor approached the podium. His face held an uncharacteristic, anxious expression. His voice reached Elara’s ear like a whisper.

"Elara," he said gently, "are you okay? What happened?"

Elara was choked by words in her throat. She couldn't answer. Her eyes welled up, but she resisted with all her might not to cry.

The professor’s gentle but worried voice, “Elara, are you okay? What happened?” echoed in the silence of the room. This question made Elara feel as if tons of weight had been loaded onto her. The panic inside her grew even larger. What would she say? "No, I'm not okay, I have an indescribable emptiness inside, and I don't know why?" Or, "I just got stuck in an amusement park with my fourteen-year-old self, and it wrecked me?" Who could possibly understand?
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Elara’s sobs echoed in fractured breaths in Leipzig's cold garden air. Her friends had formed a shield around her. Sophie held Elara tighter, gently stroking her back.

“It’s okay, honey, it’s over,” Sophie whispered, her voice like a lullaby. “We are all here. We are with you.”

Oscar rose from where he had crouched beside Elara, his usual cheerful expression replaced by deep sincerity. “Listen, Elara,” he said, his voice soft. “We all have moments like this—moments where we feel ‘out of control.’ My pants fell down during a presentation in high school, imagine that! The whole school made fun of me. But look, I’m still standing.”

In response to Oscar’s absurd confession, Elara managed an involuntary smile. Oscar had successfully broken the tension in the atmosphere with his joke.

Felix, completing Oscar’s thought, added, “The important thing is that the moment doesn't define you, Elara. You experience it, yes, but that moment is not you.” Even the rationality in his voice felt like a comfort this time. “Losing control of everything is scary, yes. But we all have moments like this in our lives. You are not alone.”

Mia was still holding Elara's hand tightly. She slowly stroked Elara’s hair. “Sometimes things just happen, Elara. And you don’t have to be this strong. You can cry. We are here.” Mia’s silence told Elara everything she needed to hear. She understood.

Oscar suddenly jumped to his feet. “Look, everyone,” he said, his cheerfulness returning. “We are not going to sit here in this gloomy weather and feel miserable any longer. Elara’s presentation was terrible, yes. But this is not a catastrophe. This is just a warm-up for the party tonight!”

Sophie patted Elara’s shoulder, smiling. “Oscar’s right. And besides, it’s lunchtime. Aren’t you hungry? You always used to say that everything felt better after you ate those spicy noodles at your favorite Vietnamese place. Shall we go there?”

Elara wiped her tears. Tiredness still marked her face, but the warmth of her friends, and feeling the protective wall they formed around her, filled a fraction of the emptiness inside. Their sincerity—every word, every touch that showed they understood her—was one of the greatest fortunes in her life.

“Spicy noodles?” Elara said, a slight chuckle in her voice. “In that case, I really need mine extra spicy. To sweat out all this tension.”

Oscar grinned triumphantly. "That’s more like it! My Elara is back!"

Felix shrugged slightly. "Your Elara? Our Elara."

Mia let go of Elara's hand and winked. Elara stood up. Her steps were still weary, but the load on her shoulders felt slightly lighter now. Together with her friends, she broke away from the gray atmosphere of the garden and walked toward the cold but promising streets of Leipzig. Lunch and the evening meetup might just be a good start to dissipate all the gloom that had accumulated inside Elara.

The small Vietnamese restaurant, nestled on a busy Leipzig street and filled with the aroma of spices, was a splash of color after the dimness of Elara's student room. The vibrant paintings on the walls, the tiny plants on the wooden tables, and the softly ringing Asian music slowly began to shift Elara's mood, if only for a moment.

When Sophie, Felix, Oscar, and Mia sat down at a large, round table, Oscar immediately reached for the menu. "We promised spicy noodles, Elara, and we mean it! Though I won't overdo the spice; my system can't take it."

Elara looked at the menu in front of her. Even her favorite dish, "Pho Bo Xao," seemed meaningless today. But the persistence and warmth of her friends drew her closer to the idea of eating something. “Mine needs to be extra spicy,” she said, her voice showing no trace of the earlier sobs.

Mia sat quietly next to Elara, giving her a small smile. "It will do you good," she whispered, as if she knew the food was a magic elixir.

After the waiter took their orders, a relaxed conversation began. Oscar started recounting a funny incident that happened at a party last week. He did impersonations and used facial expressions to make his story even more entertaining. Although Elara only listened at first, she couldn't help but be drawn into Oscar's narration. She laughed softly a few times, and even giggled once. It was one of the most genuine laughs she had let out in a long time.

Felix provided a logical comment on Oscar’s story: “Statistically, the probability of someone consuming that much alcohol falling at that hour of the night was over 80%, Oscar. You were lucky,” he said, talking with data as always. Oscar replied, “That’s why I’m a statistical marvel!”

Sophie turned to Elara and teased her, “What about your Art History paper? You seem to have forgotten about it. When did you find the time to book reservations for Israel?” This was her fun way of approaching Elara without increasing the pressure in her mind.

Elara shrugged with a faint smile. “Just thinking about those assignments makes me nauseous. Maybe I’ll get inspiration in Israel and give a presentation on ‘Nomadic Art and the Light of the Desert,’” she said, surprised by her own jest. Her friends chuckled.

When the food arrived, the steam from the spicy noodles wafted onto Elara’s face. When she took her first bite, her eyes watered from the burst of spice and heat. But this was a sweet burn from flavor, not sadness. The warmth spreading through her body seemed to sear and melt the edges of the cold void inside.

The conversation continued. The trip to Israel, the party that evening, university gossip... Every topic, for a little while, scattered the dark clouds occupying Elara’s mind. Their presence gave Elara a sense of security. Here, in this small restaurant, a tiny hope sprouted that life could still hold beautiful moments.

When the meal was over, Elara's stomach was full, and her spirit was slightly lighter. They left the restaurant with the heat in their bellies and the taste of spice on their tongues. Leipzig’s cold air didn't feel so sharp to Elara anymore.

The temporary relief created by lunch and the warm conversation with her friends slowly began to dissipate when Elara returned to her student room. Her room was as dim and stuffy as it had been that morning. She tossed her bag onto the corner of her bed and went to face the mirror. She needed to get ready for the party that evening. As Oscar had said, maybe a little fun was all she needed. But when she looked at her reflection in the mirror, that familiar heaviness returned.

Her face was still pale; the dark circles under her eyes seemed even more pronounced. Her messy bun screamed of her exhaustion. Was the woman in the mirror truly herself? As her eyes locked onto her own reflection, the sounds outside the room—the frantic city noise of Leipzig—all faded away. All she could hear were her own ragged breaths and the irregular thumping of her heart.

For a moment, her reflection in the mirror blurred, giving way to another image. Her mind mercilessly dragged her back to that cursed day:

They were at the very top of the Ferris wheel. The creaking of the metal sounded more disturbing than usual. Even the bright sun couldn't suppress the fear of that moment. Elara was fourteen, suspended at the top of the world in the small cabin she shared with her friend Johanna. When the Ferris wheel suddenly stopped, the initial shock gave way to an indescribable terror.

“What’s happening?” Johanna’s voice came out as a shaky whisper. Her face was deathly pale, her eyes wide with fear. Johanna, normally cheerful and bubbly, was now frozen in panic. Elara tightly held her hand. Her own palms were sweaty. The people below looked like ants. With every gust of wind from above, the Ferris wheel seemed to sway more, and the metallic sounds from the iron structure turned into a whine.

“Calm down, Johanna,” Elara said, her own voice catching in her throat. “It’ll be fixed in a moment.” But deep down, she knew nothing was being fixed. Their cabin tilted slightly forward, as if it was about to slide downward. Her eyes fixated on the rusty bolts. She felt that the gigantic metal structure could collapse at any second. Even their own weight felt like it was betraying them, pulling the massive structure down. Helplessness was the most dominant emotion at that moment. Everything was out of control. They could crash down from that height at any second. Even the hope of rescue was a faint whisper next to the terror of that instant.

When Elara returned to her own reflection in the mirror, she was breathless. Her palms were sweating, her heart was still pounding frantically against her ribcage. Her eyes were tearful. In that instant, she had been pulled back into that fear, that helplessness, one more time. A party? What party? How could she possibly go to a party with all these feelings?

She looked at her pale face in the mirror. She didn't have to be this strong. But weakness hurt even more. She squeezed the shoulder straps of her undergarment. Perhaps tonight, she could surrender this fatigue and fear to the rhythm of the dance. Perhaps.

Elara took a deep breath and pulled herself away from the mirror. Although her body was still shaky, in the deepest corner of her mind, the laughter of her friends and Sophie’s compassionate words echoed. She had to do it for them. Maybe even for herself.

She opened her wardrobe. Instead of the comfortable, loose clothes she usually wore, tonight she wanted to wear something a little different. She chose black, narrow-cut trousers and a slightly baggy, shimmering dark-green blouse. These were clothes she hadn't worn for a long time, reserved for "special occasions." As she slipped on the blouse, the softness of the fabric brushed her skin. Even this simple touch gave her the feeling of caring for herself for the first time in a long while.

She went into the bathroom. She turned on the cold water and splashed her face. Then, she applied some moisturizer. The dark circles under her eyes were still visible, but at least she had added some vitality to her skin. She decided against pulling her hair into a tight bun on top of her head. Instead, she left her messy curls free to fall over her shoulders. The reflection in the mirror was no longer completely foreign; somewhere inside, she could see a piece of the old Elara.

She applied a little blush to add color to her pale cheeks. Then, she curled her eyelashes and put on a light coat of mascara. Finally, she applied a peach-toned gloss to her lips. She hadn't felt this "prepared" in a long time. This small ritual, while it didn't completely disperse the heaviness in her mind, provided her with a temporary focal point.

While preparing her bag, she checked her phone and wallet. She had a few more minutes. She looked out the window of her room. Leipzig's night lights had already begun to illuminate the streets. The clouds had parted, and though sparse, stars twinkled in the sky. Elara made a small wish inside that this night would truly change things.

As she locked the door and descended the stairs, her steps were not as heavy as they had been that morning. Though the tension was still palpable, knowing her friends were waiting kept that small spark of hope alive within her.

A little way outside Leipzig's city center, in an old industrial zone, the venue—a converted abandoned warehouse—looked ordinary from the outside, but the bass sounds and flashing colored lights emanating from within gave a sign of life. When Elara got out of the taxi, she felt the energy of the young people waiting outside despite the cold air. As she walked toward the door, the bass began to thump a rhythm in her heart.

Stepping inside, Elara was greeted by a feast of sound and light. The vast space, with its high ceiling, was filled with smoke dancing with laser lights. The electronic music blasting from the DJ booth vibrated the walls, mesmerizing the people on the crowded dance floor. Everyone was laughing, dancing, and enjoying the moment. This was a completely different universe from the gloomy world Elara had inhabited recently.

Her eyes searched the crowd for her friends. Before long, she spotted them on the edge of the dance floor, in a slightly calmer corner. Oscar was energetic as always, laughing and talking about something with Sophie. Felix was observing the surroundings with a drink in his hand. Mia, despite the noise of the crowd, maintained her composure, watching the people around her.

As Elara moved towards them, Oscar was the first to notice her. With a huge smile on his face, he walked toward Elara, opening his arms. “Elara! You came! And I see you got all dressed up for tonight!” he said, giving her a wink.

Elara fell into Oscar’s arms. The warmth of the hug seemed to transfer Oscar’s energy to her. “Couldn't miss it,” she murmured, her voice lost in the noise of the music.

Sophie hugged Elara. “You look great, Elara. That blouse suits you so well.” The sincerity in her voice warmed Elara’s heart.

Felix offered her the drink in his hand. “I got this for you. I don’t know what’s in it, but Oscar called it an ‘energy drink.’”

Elara smiled. “Thank you, Felix.” She took a sip of the drink. It was a sweet and sour mix that slightly numbed her tongue.

Mia came over to Elara. She adjusted Elara’s hair. “Are you doing okay?” she whispered, the deep understanding still in her eyes.

Elara looked at Mia. “For now,” she said. But even this "for now" was a much better state than she had been in that morning.

The music grew louder. Oscar took Elara’s hand. “Come on! We have to dance! We have to sweat out all that bad energy!”

Elara hesitated. Dancing? It was something she hadn't done in a long time. But the energy of her friends and the call of the music slowly pulled her toward the dance floor. Surrounded by Oscar, Sophie, Felix, and Mia, Elara tried to surrender herself to the rhythm of the music. Amidst the lights, smoke, and bass, the shadow of the Ferris wheel seemed to retreat, if only for that moment.

Elara let herself sink into the crowd on the dance floor, pushed by Oscar. Initially, her muscles were rigid. Her body struggled to keep up with the music's rhythm. She watched the freely swaying bodies, the laughter, and the light-washed faces of others. They seemed filled with a different kind of energy, while every cell inside Elara felt heavy with exhaustion. She hesitated to raise her arms or fully join the mass.

But Oscar didn't give up. He took Elara’s hand and pulled her to the center of the music. Sophie joined them joyfully, and even Felix did something rare, nodding his head to the rhythm. Mia, with her usual calm demeanor, stood close to Elara, like a protector.

Slowly, the bass of the music began to reverberate in Elara’s chest. Her body was compelled to follow the rhythm, even against her will. One step, then another. An arm lifted into the air, followed by the other. Although her mind still lingered in the shadow of the Ferris wheel, the power of the music seemed to suppress those memories. She closed her eyes. The brilliance of the lights, the loudness of the sounds, the warmth of the bodies... Everything converged, building a wall in Elara’s mind. That wall separated the outside world from the darkness within her.
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