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THE SACCHARINE MELODY of Saint-Saëns clawed at Cassandra's exposed nerves. It oozed from hidden speakers, thick and suffocating, like cheap perfume in a cramped elevator.

"Saint-Saëns, Beatrice? Really?" Raising an eyebrow, annoyance flickering beneath her obvious disapproval. Beatrice, her friend and closest confidant, simply grinned. "Just a touch of the unconventional for your big night."

Forcing a sigh, Cassandra allowed herself to be swallowed by the sound of the oppressive music. Beatrice was right, of course. But whimsy felt a world away from the inner feelings threatening to consume her.

The intimate gallery alcove hummed with a low murmur of conversation, the soft music a gentle counterpoint to the nervous fluttering in Cassandra's chest. Years of late nights fueled by a burning passion culminated in this moment - her first solo exhibition.  Gazing at the stark white walls now transformed into a vibrant tapestry of her creations, a wave of emotions washed over her. Her anxieties battled with a surge of pride as each piece, bathed in the warm glow of the spotlights, hung proudly, ready to move the hearts of viewers.

Despite the optimistic words, a cold dread slithered through Cassandra. The Saint-Saëns music, meant to be playful, seemed to mock her growing anxiety. With each note, the knot in her stomach tightened the unconventional morphing into a fear that threatened to consume her.

"It's one of the creepiest pieces I've ever heard," Cassandra murmured as she sipped champagne. Her hand trembled slightly, the condensation from the champagne flute making it slick against her palm. Her eyes darted around the room, searching for a familiar face in the sea of strangers.

The gallery’s lighting glare cast harsh shadows across each canvas, distorting the scenes she had poured her heart into. Insidious doubts slithered in and about her, their silent whispers of inadequacy echoing in the muted silence. Every brushstroke, every color choice, felt like a target waiting for a barrage of criticism.

She imagined harsh voices mocking and ridiculing her work, echoing in the cavernous space, dissecting the pieces with cruelty that mirrored the glaring lights. 

"Amateurish," one voice sneered.

"Derivative," another scoffed. 

"Who does she think she is?" a third chimed in, their laughter like nails on a chalkboard.

Panic slowly clawed at her throat; the acrid taste of unease slithered over her tongue as she bit back a sob. Her eyes darted between the arriving guests – a blur of unfamiliar faces – searching for validation, for a lifeline in this sea of impending judgment.

Beatrice noticed her distress and nudged her, "Cassy, you look..." she started, but Cassandra cut her off.

"A mess?" She finished, her voice cracking. A bitter laugh escaped her lips.

Cassandra glanced at her friend and then stared at her reflection in the glass panel before her. A diffused haze reflected back at her; her chestnut hair hung around her shoulders, framing an unfamiliar face painted with Beatrice's makeup to make her green eyes sparkle. "I'm okay," her voice so soft in that nook that her ears could barely hear it.

"No," Beatrice said gently. "You just look a little nervous tonight." 

A humorless expression escaped her lips as Cassandra tilted her gaze upward. The constant buzz of the flickering lighting continued to press down like a physical weight upon her chest. 

Her vibrant paintings—landscapes bursting with life and creatures plucked from imaginary realms—adorned the smooth walls throughout the gallery's hallways. Their vivid hues made a striking contrast to the leaden unease settling in the pit of her stomach.

Cassandra suddenly faced Beatrice, her face contorted by the inner pain she faced. "What if everyone hates it? What if all this... all this exposure is for nothing?" 

This crippling doubt, this terrifying rejection Cassandra felt had always been her unwelcome companion, something which silenced her voice and kept her creativity a timid prisoner.

A touch, followed by Beatrice's voice, firm yet soothing, parted the haze of panic. "They won't," she said with conviction. "Your art is amazing. Don't let anyone, not even yourself, tell you differently."

Cassandra glanced at her, "Alright," and then, with an unconvincing shrug, walked off, navigating through the throng of guests.

The room shrank around her as their polite chatter became a dull roar in her ears. Each forced smile strained her face, a mask hiding the turmoil within. The imagined chorus of disapproval lingered, a serpent coiled in the shadows, ready to strike at the slightest hint of negativity.

A harsh-faced man with a silver goatee stopped before one of her more abstract pieces. She watched, waiting. The silence stretched, deafening in its intensity. Her palms grew sweaty; finally, he spoke, his voice dripping with condescension.

"Hmm, interesting," he drawled. "Is this supposed to be... something?"

His condescending remark struck like a physical blow. Watery eyes blurred her vision, the room spinning as the voices morphed into a meaningless buzz.

Beatrice's voice cut through the fog of panic. "Hey? Are you okay?"

Cassandra could only shake her head, despairing a heavy weight on her chest. The music, once a calming presence, now throbbed like a migraine. 

Beatrice grabbed Cassandra's arm, “Come on," she said, leading her away from the crowd to a quiet corner. 

"Deep breaths," Beatrice instructed, her voice a soothing rhythm. Cassandra focused on the rise and fall of Beatrice's chest, mimicking the slow inhalations, desperately trying to quell the frantic pounding of her heart.

Minutes ticked by before the panic subsided, leaving a raw ache of vulnerability. Shame, a bitter aftertaste, settled on her tongue. This... this public display of her anxieties, was not how she envisioned her triumphant moment.

"...There you go," Beatrice murmured, her voice laced with relief. "See? You're okay."

"Why do I do this?" she whispered, the question a plea for understanding. "Why do I let this... fear silence me?"

Beatrice sighed; her usual cheerfulness dimmed. 

"Because fear is a liar," Beatrice said firmly. "It blows things out of proportion. But your art... it's powerful. Don't let it silence you."

Beatrice's words were a beacon of hope, a reminder of the passion that burned brightly within Cassandra. Yet, the man's comment lingered, a seed of doubt threatening to take root.

As the night wore on, the music morphed from a sad tango to a melancholy melody that mirrored the blur of forced smiles and polite goodbyes. A few genuine compliments flickered like sparks of hope in the darkness, but the unconvincing angst remained, a cold dread that settled in her gut, a counterpoint to the forced conviviality of the evening.

Exhausted, Cassandra found herself in Beatrice's car, the city lights blurring outside the window. A haze of marijuana smoke hung in the air, mingling with the melancholy melody of the cello music playing on the radio, a delicate counterpoint to the turmoil within her. Taking a drag from her cigarette, Beatrice glanced at Cassandra's pensive expression.

"You know, you did great tonight," Beatrice said warmly. “People connected with your art. They stopped, looked, and talked about it. That's all any artist can ask for, right?"

Cassandra managed a weak smile, the memory of the man's condescending remark still stinging.

"I'm worried about you," Beatrice continued gently. "These panic attacks seem to be getting worse. Maybe you should think about seeing a doctor."

Her breath hitched. The thought of clinics, of impersonal doctors and probing questions, filled Cassandra with dread. "I don't know, Bea," she mumbled. "I'm scared of what they might say, what they might find."

"I understand." Beatrice looked at her friend. “But they could help you. There could be a reason these attacks happen, or there could be a way to manage them.”

Cassandra’s eyes welled up, blurring the vision of her supportive friend. "I can't keep doing this." she confessed, her voice shaking. "The fear, the uncertainty... it's suffocating me.  This thing,” she shook her hands in desperation, “whatever it is... it controls me.” 

She stared off at the passing streetlights, “I feel just so lost at times, like I'm adrift in a sea of darkness.” A deep sigh, and her head dropped into her hands, “I don't know how much longer I can keep going on like this."

Beatrice squeezed her hand, her face filled with empathy. "You don't have to go it alone. You have me, and maybe... a doctor could be there too."  She held out her joint, a silent offer. "Here," she said softly. "Take a hit. It might help you relax."

Cassandra hesitated, then accepted the joint. The warm smoke soothed the raw edges of her misgivings. "Thanks...." she whispered; the words thick with emotion.

They rode in silence; the car's music and road noise were a comforting cocoon for the moment. As they neared Cassandra's apartment, she turned to her friend, a thoughtful expression etched on her face.

"I'll... I'll think about it," she said quietly, the weight of the decision settling on her shoulders. "Seeing a doctor, I mean."

Beatrice offered a hopeful smile. "That's all I ask. Just a chance. Just promise me you'll consider it."

With a heavy heart, Cassandra quickly kissed Beatrice's cheek, stepped out, and waved, “I’ll talk to you later.” 

Beatrice's car roared away, leaving her alone on the street with her thoughts. 

Later in her apartment, she lay curled up in bed, the deafening voice of her self-doubt battled with the silence of the room. Sleep wouldn't come; the events of the evening replayed on an infinite loop in her mind. Frustration morphed into a desperate yearning for a way to silence the critic within, to quiet the mental pain that threatened to suffocate her creativity.

Then, a memory flickered to life – an article she'd read a few weeks ago about a new experimental technology called NeuroSynth. It promised to enhance cognitive abilities and alleviate mood and anxiety disorders. The article seemed like science fiction, a high-tech solution to a real problem.

But now, in the quiet darkness of her apartment, a flicker of hope ignited. What if it was real? What if the NeuroSynth could be the key to unlocking her potential, to silencing those voices in her mind that held her captive?

The thought was a lifeline thrown across the churning sea of her anxieties. There could be a way to rewrite the narrative, to paint a future where her art could flourish without the worry of judgment holding her back. 
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