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      To Fernando.

      For his courage and loving patience

      while dancing with me.
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        A note on the English language

      

      

      

      Before you read, please note that my flavour of English is Australian. I apologise to everyone in advance. Please don’t be concerned if you realise something is wrong, or think I’ve committed an offence. Who knows, you may even get used to it while travelling through the pages.

      “Oh, no!” You may exclaim, but rest assured, the quotes remain double.

      Also, shall you encounter strike-through text, know that it is intended. Due to its origins as a book-with-choices, ‘Dance With Me’ leverages some ergodic elements. I hope you find them interesting.

      That said, I’m honoured that you are interested in my work, and hope you’ll enjoy it.

      

      ~Livia, a writer with Aussie grammar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Regarding Content Warnings

      

      

      

      This is a story about depression and emotional trauma, told through a number of allegories.

      ‘Dance With Me’ discusses sadness, apathy, mourning, resilience, undeserved abuse, self-worth, and hiding in loneliness. Quietly, it discusses preconceptions and how they can change as life changes us. It touches on the difficulties of trusting a good, honest partner and having one’s world view shattered by events we cannot control.

      It is not an easy story to read, but the ending is positive. Nevertheless, reader’s discretion is advised.

      Depression lurks near all of us, so seek help if you need it and, whatever you do, stay safe.
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      The magic awakens me, bringing the colours of life, sparkling golden and opalescent. The scent is overwhelming, a sweet but earthy fragrance, like silk and oil paintings, thickening the air into a soothing welcome. I breathe, but the stiff ceramic of my body barely moves, the air’s perfume whiffing away rather than blending in.

      The enchantment fades but the music teases me sluggishly, falling into a sequence only to shy away. I feel it chiming on my fingertips, tinkling on my ceramic toes... yet it slacks again, threatening with oblivion.

      A mechanism creaks, a winding key twirls around, and the music gives me life.

      It flows unrestrained through my ceramic body, blossoming into reality. I flourish in a coil of elegance, rounding with an arm poised up, my wrist tilting, fingers spread. I kneel, and my romantic tutu flows like delicate petals edged in gold, spiralling alongside me, bobbling while I pirouette, whirling with the music.

      The ballet is my purpose and joy, and I drift with the tune. Each note revives me, each sequence reinforcing the magic. I giggle and someone echoes my bliss, delighted.

      I keep dancing, uncaring about my surroundings. Their bliss joins the melody, each gasp adding chimes, each giggle strengthening the spell that binds and enlivens me. I leap and pirouette, uncaring about where the dance floor is—this music just brought me alive, and dancing is essential to my existence; it is me.

      Another jubilant gasp whooshes by and only then I look around. An elven boy stands nearby, clasping his walnut hands below his belt. His neck and head are partly shadowed by the shelf above, a halo of light surrounding his body as it eclipses the room’s chandelier. He moves slightly and I notice the intricately braided hair, his opulent lips gasping with bewilderment, and his emerald doe-eyes.

      I smile back from my music box, and the boy’s joy ignites my magic. The melody decants and I adage, a forefinger reaching towards him. He leans slowly, captivated and trying to touch my miniature finger.

      With a brisé, I waltz playfully sideways, catching his attention. He watches me as I swivel, following the melody around the dance floor.

      A crescendo livens up the magic and I glide through the music box’s narrow area, tracing its circular, gilded edge but returning to the centre. I fouetté, over and over, spinning and whipping my leg in perfect synchrony with the melody all around me. My gentleness catches his gaze, drawing a gasp and sparkling giggles.

      The tune halts as I salute with both arms up, and the elven boy claps again, skipping in place. His gigantic height becomes comprehensible, and vertigo overwhelms me—he is so disproportionately large that the barest of movements could damage me irreparably. A shiver of dread tickles my smooth ceramic shoulders, yet I stand regally, holding a lovely smile. Charmed by my acting, the boy bends with arms stretched down, but the edge of the shelf’s floor and ceiling hide part of the movement.

      “Such a charming figurine!” He says with a smile, head so large it covers my entire field of view. “I’ll name you Lyra because of the music you dance to.”

      “How should I call you?” I ask as gentle as possible, curtseying—but although my mouth shapes the words, no sound reverberates past me. Bewilderment floods me as the silence stretches until I finally understand.

      He can’t hear me because his magic didn’t grant me a voice. It gave me purpose and let me dance… but that is all it did.

      My ugly silence does not linger, soon livened by the boy’s amused chuckling. He backtracks, stretching his arms towards the shelf as if to command it. Wood creaks and glass clatters on a frame, and two large doors loom in front of me, embracing the cupboard to seal me within it. A latch—hidden from my view—clicks locked somewhere, and the sounds beyond the glass mute down.

      The elven boy casts his gaze above and below my level, hands clasped at his back. He takes a few more steps away and nods with pride before turning and departing; his embroidered long jacket flares artfully with each step, almost casting a rhythm I cannot forget.

      I follow him with my gaze towards the room’s thick wooden door, my heart sinking the closer he gets to it. At last it creaks open and the boy vanishes, shutting it behind him. Another latch clicks locked, sealing the doorframe motionless, golden light rimming its edges.

      A clock ticks endlessly as I remain centred on the dancing area, waiting for his next command—but nothing happens. Half an hour later, I finally sigh, releasing my posture.

      My gaze decants to my pointe flats while curiosity overwhelms me. I haven’t seen myself, so eager I was to dance for the boy—and so I lift my hands to watch the pale, bisque ceramic. My fingers are slender, and my palms are smooth, flexing without marking the material. Bending, I touch the textureless romantic tutu sculpted in ceramic and awakened by magic. It has a peplum of gilded petals, baring my collarbone, hugging my lithe ballerina body, and barely grazing my knees. My legs are strong but svelte, and my pointe shoes lace up through my calves, unremovable.

      Movement distracts me, and my reflection in the glass doors catches my attention. I have a cinnamon updo, blushed pale cheeks, and tawny eyes. A roguish smile curls my lips—faintly tinted in a demure pink—but my gaze scatters into the background, following the shimmers of light on the circular, gilded edge of the dancing area.

      I amble through its glazed mirror surface, each step dainty and measured, toes first before gently pressing the heel down. The music box’s lid opens at the back, trimmed in gold filigree and brimming with the magic that mists the edges. It feels small, but I pirouette into a corner and collect my breath before performing a grand jeté all across; I bow upon landing, clapping in delight—my box is nicely sized.

      The contentment lasts very little, as another detail captures my incessant curiosity—I haven’t seen much of this cupboard, and this shelf extends tantalisingly.

      Mindful of my steps, I approach the gilded edge of the music box and peer down. The shelf’s lacquered wooden ground seems distant, reflecting the scattered gemstones that emanate a magical, colourful mist. Stretching, I see a silver-carved tiara, miniature portraits, and a book holder restraining leather-bound books.

      Curiosity sparks me into a nervous titter, and I shyly stretch my leg out of the music box, hoping to descend—yet my pointe shoes grace the sculpted shore, the toes teasing the air itself. Another shiver tickles my ceramic shoulders and I pull back, heart battering and unhinged. Scared, I attempt to sit on the box’s cliff, but vertigo forces me to retreat further inside, clutching my rampaging chest.

      The dread of falling paralyses me and I glance around, not daring to move much more; after all, the elven boy may return soon and I should be ready to dance for him whenever he arrives. A penumbra shades the gigantic room, but after blinking, I see the contours of the opulent furniture taking most of the space.

      The table at the room’s centre is round, walnut-made and lacquered, decorated with pressed flowers as a mantelpiece. A single chair of impressive manufacture crowns the narrower side, a small filigree toolbox near it. Beyond them, I notice the other cabinets lining the walls—and I take time to study them from my vantage point. The bookcase at my right sparkles golden as if lanterns flickered from its books, and those cupboards across the room seem to absorb the light that permeates through the curtained window; they appear… old and unkempt, their contents sealed behind thick wooden doors.

      I stare at them for a long moment, my fingers grazing my lips as I wonder whatever they may hold. That unsettling curiosity overwhelms me again, and I peer down at the music box’s edge—then gasp in realisation. The shelf’s wooden floor is an inch away from the closed glass door, leaving enough space for me to slide down into my demise.

      Apprehension tightens my shoulders for a long pause, my heart skipping a beat or two—until voices and merriment seep from that gap. It quells my incipient weariness and, only after a few tempos, light suffuses into my level.

      A smile curls my lips, soothing yet gentle. Clearly, there are more enchanted figurines in this room.

      That realisation ignites my inquisitiveness, and I kneel with my hands on the dance floor’s mirrored surface, my slender body stretching to peer down. I glimpse right and left, eagerness building up as I seek something with relentless desire. My motions are always elegant, proper of a ballerina like me… yet they slow down, stalled by confusion.

      What am I looking for? Why would I attempt to leave this music box?

      The answers elude me, impossible and unreal and so I stare at the room beyond in search for clues—the dark cupboard across the room, the table’s mantlepiece, and the abyssal gap before the glass doors. The latter induces giddiness, startling me out of my reverie and terrorising me with a fall.

      I blink it away, but the peril persists like an endless refrain, sustained and resonant albeit unwanted. It fades slowly, carried away by the constant ticking of a clock I cannot see, its echoes subdued by the voices of the statuettes inhabiting the other shelves.

      My eyes close as I keen into that music so natural and loving. I can hear movement, fabric shushing, pages turning, and melodies arising from everywhere around me… and imagine the beautiful silhouettes, some wooden-made, others porcelain, some elongated and delicate, others smooth and elegant. I open my eyes to seek them, following the flickering dots of miniature candles on the other cupboards and shelves. My lips press into a prim smile, a gentle chuckle escaping me as I note the steps traversing the ledge above me.

      There is a world in this room, so full of life and magic, of beauty and art.

      I stand again, eager to be part of it until a yawn overtakes me. Sleep demands my attention and I do not refuse it—I must rest to wake up and dance for the boy when he comes to see me.

      Prodding my elaborate updo, I assess my music box from my position; beautifully made, gilded and flourished, gentle yet opulent. A velvet sleeping bed awaits near the open lid, and I tiptoe towards it, dainty and flowing like a proper ballerina. Kneeling close by, I graze the mauve, soft fabric with my fingertips before sliding inside. It is snug, securing my body between cushions.

      Relaxing, I hum a quiet melody, letting the comfort drift me into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      My slumber recedes gently, easing me into the new days’s warmth. I prop myself up, sitting among the bed’s velvety cushions—and the sight enthrals me. Gold light seeps from the dawn-rimmed door, casting a haze of bronze from a window hidden between shelves. The sheer curtains flow towards the inside, shivering mellowly.

      Stretching to vanish the remnants of sleep, I crawl into the dancing area and elongate. I must ready myself for the new day, to dance for the elven boy.

      I relax my back, breathing in and out while peering at the room; it is wealthy, and every wooden piece is ornamented or sculpted. Imagining a suitable opulent melody, I sway my waist and stretch my legs—but a new realisation startles me into a soft relevé. The shelves’ lights from last night have vanished, the voices have quieted, and the entire world within this room now seems to await, expectant, the boy’s arrival.

      That understanding encourages me, tickling my toes as I complete my stretches and settle into second position—my feet at hip distance and turned around, blending into a perfect line, arms stretched to the sides with my fingers falling gracefully.

      Hours pass in idle wait, but my ceramic body endures it motionless. I crave the music, to dance and feel the scented air flowing through my dress. My mind teases me with the possibility of my melody blossoming from the box, and a wistful sigh escapes me… but I cannot start it alone; its key is twice my size and meant for elven-sized fingers.

      A few tempos later, the door creaks open and a soft, warm light bathes the room. The merry footfalls of the boy hop through, followed by the refined cadence of a woman. My heart pounds with anticipation, drumming like the markers before an orchestra begins—and finally, finally, the boy points at me.

      His emerald eyes gleam joyfully, his features brightening at my sight. He turns, watching his mother’s face, curly braids swiping his back with every motion. They talk with smiles on their lips, their conversation silent to me yet renewing my eagerness. Eventually, he tugs her long bell sleeve and pulls her towards my shelf.

      The cupboard door tumbles as he struggles, shaking the furniture and panicking my heart—but amidst my attempts to remain composed, the mother’s delicate, manicured toffee fingers move the boy away. The doors’ latch unlocks gently, and her azure, velvety dress covers my field of view. Her nails are glossy teal ovals, shining bright when she deftly catches the box’s crank. It clings, winding up, reigniting the magic inside me and sparkling it alive.

      I dance, then. The ballet frees me, and the tune tingles alongside the spells awakening my body. I sway, closing my eyes and swiping the air with a pirouette. The tune flows, teasing and tantalising as I chase my reflection on the dance area, pirouetting and becoming one with the music.

      It slows down too soon and I lament that cue; I was alive while I danced, yet I swirl in tandem with the slowing melody. The mother is still looking at me, so I adage, grazing her forefinger with my hand in a final salute.

      “You truly are beautiful,” the elven woman says, leaning gracefully to assess me; her cobalt eyes are cold but gentle. “Do you l⁠—?”

      She turns to the boy and her words are lost to me, silence overwhelming as she closes the cupboard’s glass doors before retreating elsewhere.

      Anxious, I spend the morning in the same position, waiting for another moment of glorious ballet… but as the clock ticks high above and the light fades into a coppery afternoon, my hopes vanish mercilessly.

      Eventually, the night sparks the room alive again, and the distant echo of voices and life forms a tune in my mind. I miss the music, yet the more I glance at the box’s key, the more I understand how impossible it is to spin it on my own.

      Downcast I clasp my hands and close my eyes, my hopes reawakening as an idea blossoms within me. I could sing and dance to my own song, private and gentle, never too loud not to upset others.

      Straightening, I swirl courteously and bashful, seeking my melody. The lyrics are elusive and so I chase them, realising I haven’t spoken since my prior, failed experiment upon arrival. My attempt is clumsy, embarrassingly so, the words avoiding me before any can form. I know and understand, but translating my feelings into a language is more difficult than a grand jeté.

      A hum of disappointment and frustration escapes me, yet its unsuspecting melody sparkles an idea—I don’t need words; humming would be enough!

      Excited, I move around with my hands linked behind my back, feeling that music that has been teasing me. My first song begins softly, shy and embarrassed like me, but growing bolder with every tempo. Slowly, I begin dancing on the mirror’s surface, weaving melodies with movement for hours on end.

      It’s midnight when I sit down, still humming my music. When sleep finally embraces me I can almost feel the words forming on my lips.
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        * * *

      

      Another day begins and I awaken to it under the mantle of that song I uncovered last night. It was my own, but not enough, incomplete and mangled because I’m meant to dance and not to sing—and so I swirl onto the glass-made floor, preparing for the boy and his mother. They can unlock the music box, enliven the enchantment that keeps me alive, and let me flourish to my full extent.

      Their joy is my purpose, and so I stretch with mindful consideration before settling into a fourth position—one foot in front of the other but apart, each turned away from my body’s centre. I lift the left arm into a gentle curve, the other stretched out but stately.

      The few hours pass in pounding anxiety, its rhythm erratic and nervous. It gallops through me, racing my heart with expectation and hope, eager to sway and whirl—but the morning’s light vanishes into the eerie quietude of noon, barely interrupted by the wind ululating outside the room; musicless and dark, restless like myself.

      A certainty settles, unwanted but impossible to ignore—my fourth position was not attractive enough; neither elegant nor interesting to bring forth the elves. Desperation shivers through my legs and I present a relevé, my hopes resurfacing as my mind wanders to the locked winding key.

      Eventually, the afternoon fades, and a new night arises.

      There is nothing within me, just the emptiness and rejection left by that idle day. My doubts blossom, and I settle onto the dance floor, reticent and listless.

      The other cupboards brim alive, but the impossibility of visiting them reignites my inner despair, consuming a few hours until I dither into a stand. I miss the music dearly, and the memory of the night before—of that hummed tune, of that shy dance—encourage me to try again.

      Audacious, I flirt with a melody while finding a cadence, crooning and whispering until my humming blossoms, reverberating in a contralto to climb across the scales—and I dance to my own melody. Two pirouettes and a few motions later, my words sprout and echo on the shelf.

      “The sweetest… of s-scents, the g-gen-tlest of kis-ses…” They trail in the space, absorbed by the wood, bouncing on the glass. I giggle and try again. “F-flow with the… air, tiny b-balle-rina of feat…t-thers.”

      I gasp, delighted even when crafting a mispronounced, senseless song. It is my own, and I dance to it while visiting each inch of my music box. My intonation needs considerable practice, but as the night wanes and the dawn approaches, I’m left with the feeling that someone clapped at my poor attempts.
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        * * *

      

      Another sunrise tints the room in golden, and just like before I begin to elongate. Carefully, I use the dance floor’s mirror to ensure my ceramic looks polished before standing in the middle, resolute.

      I shall not repeat yesterday’s mistake. Today I’ll be elegance embodied, enchanting and luring to catch the boy’s attention.

      Pensive yet resolved, I pas de bourrée around the box’s area, balancing and flowing alongside my thoughts. With a coil, I settle into fifth position—my feet close together, one before the other and turned away. I bring both hands closer at the front as if my fingers wanted to touch but could not.

      To my delight, the door creaks open and the boy dashes inside, braids tumbling behind like his embroidered emerald coat. I present my best image but he ignores me, reaching for the bookshelf beside my cupboard. Muttering a few magic words, he summons a stool, stands on it, and retrieves a book.

      The day flows in surly anticipation; the light changing within the room, the clock ticking restlessly while I silently fret. Why didn’t he come to me? Did I irk him already? Weren’t my pirouettes pleasant? Perhaps I didn’t leap high enough, or overdid the grand adage.

      The boy reads, and I worry. He swipes a page, and I despair. The paper hushes and he titters while my ceramic body hides my uneasiness with my perfect stance.

      In the afternoon, he floats the book into the bookcase before approaching the exit with a smile. I remain in fifth position, enduring motionless and precise, elegant and hopeful as the door creaks open, illuminating the room with dusk and hope—yet he leaves without glancing back.

      When that door closes, shadows encompass my cupboard, loneliness aching in my heart.

      My wait endures like a fermata, resilient yet fading, mournful and hopeless. As the dusk’s purple glimmer fades into darkness, I let my gaze roam left and right, taking in the lights sparkling on my shelf. They seem oblivious to the boy’s rejection, uncaring of his needs, and independent of the elves that brought us alive.

      My lips seal at that thought, neither smiling nor pouting, nor gesturing alongside the cacophony of feelings lurking within me.

      A voice, one among the many in this room, distracts me at last; it approaches from the side, soft-spoken and charming, sweaty and peachy. I keen my hearing, wondering who she is, imagining myself meeting this refined lady and easing my loneliness. She sounds stately, definitely proper, my interest peaking the more she talks.

      Intrigue leads me towards the box’s edge, and vertigo mingles with curiosity until I look at the shelf's wooden floor, weighing how far it is. I failed my prior attempt at descending, consumed by fear—but the more this woman speaks, the more I want to meet her.

      Kneeling again, I spread both palms firmly against the edge, muster my courage, and lean forwards to peer down into the box’s side. There is a small set of gilded ornaments I could use as steps, each polished and glimmering under the faint light. This serviceable staircase has no handles, and that realisation terrifies me enough to scamper back—falling and cracking would be my end.

      In the distance, the voice chuckles again, melodious yet rumbling, oblivious to my hesitations.

      I jolt in surprise, trying to scowl, but my face doesn’t move. The sensation… is strange, and so I forego my attempts to descend to watch myself in the mirror’s reflection. My brown eyes and perfect updo meet me in a neutral expression, and after a moment I will myself to scowl—but nothing happens.

      Moments pass as I try again with the same result, wishing to frown, willing to do so and only managing that pleasant, neutral countenance. Bewildered, I test other gestures, pouting, grimacing, narrowing my eyes, gasping in anger or startling in fear—but they refuse to appear. All of them. I feel the emotions, the anxiety building within me, yet my face remains gently restful.

      I test a few tendus just to relax myself, swirl in place and then smile—and my features finally react. My cheeks puff lovingly, my pink lips spreading flirty yet coy, eyes arched with care and gentleness. The expression encourages me and I try again, alternating gestures—scowls and frowns, simpers and smiles, gasps of fear or bewilderment.

      Soon enough, the answer is clear and I relax my countenance, prodding it lightly with my fingertips. I cannot do anything about this. The elves’ magic only permits me to gesture as they prefer—to smile, to be joyful—and nothing else.

      A dreadful silence settles around me, my thoughts stalled into hesitation. My fingers weave gently, resting upon the romantic tutu, gaze averted from the mirror.

      The clock ticks high above and light flickers at the end of the shelf. That woman’s voice returns—or, perhaps, I finally pay attention to it again—and I force myself to focus on descending from the music box to travel towards her.

      Resolved but utterly scared, I breathe a few times and approach the box’s edge. Kneeling gracefully, I grip the decorated rim before sliding my pointe flats to graze the first step.

      Its surface is glazed, and I cling to an ornament for dear life. My heaving whooshes around me, but my gaze centres on the next step. That one is easier, the following is comfortable, and the last two are almost rhythmical.

      I reach the floor emboldened, smoothing my romantic tutu albeit the gesture is fruitless; the ceramic remains as perfect and firm as my features. Apparently, only a few actions are allowed, all charming and desired by the elves—no wrinkles, no sadness, no lack of elegance.

      Shaking those ideas away, I listen to the voice and move cautiously. My first steps are as delicate as my jeté, and I test the wood not to splinter my ceramic-made flats.

      Slowly, the voice grows louder and more defined, oblivious to my approach. Crossing through some open ring cases, I watch my reflection faceted in a diamond and rounded in a ruby, all while pondering whether my incipient speech is enough to communicate with this refined lady. I pass a tiny locket inside a glass protector, and when she giggles again I halt abruptly, listening.

      It takes me a moment to understand, but the truth is evident—it’s not one voice, but two, so attuned and similar they are almost indistinguishable. They murmur and hush, intertwining as if their conversation were a perfect song.

      Enticed by this minor discovery, I amble carefully until reaching a stack of leather-bound books. Veering left, I mince silently through the narrow edge of shelf between the spines and the glass door while looking ahead of me. Not far away there is a broad space between the volumes, and lights emanate bronze-coloured from between them. The gaps’ secrets reflect blurry in the cupboard's doors—and I struggle not to gasp in surprise.

      The books hide a single-room dollhouse, and two porcelain figurines stand inside! Their shapes blur in their reflection on the glass doors, but their svelte bodies are unmistakable.

      I take a few steps onward but halt, hands clasped gently near my chest. I was eager and wanted to rush towards them, yet now I hesitate. They surely don't want anyone interrupting their lively conversation. What could I offer them? They have this beautiful room for themselves, while I’m… just a curious nuisance.

      My hesitation roots me in place for a long moment, but my treacherous legs carry me forward with dainty steps, point first with proper form. My unwilling pace slows near the last spine—a thick one made of soft velvet and gilded in silver—and my fingertips indulge in its softness while I muster my courage.

      Prodding my unchanging dress and updo, I tap thrice on that velvety book to signal my presence. The voices halt immediately, gasping and gossiping between them.

      “Yes?” One asks, curious.

      “It’s the new ballerina!” The other whispers audibly. She hums after a pause, clearing her throat and amiably calling, “Come, little lady. We want to meet you.”

      A smile trembles on my lips, as anxious as I am, but my good manners carry me across the edge to bow down. My gaze etches on the floor while they giggle, whispering in a foreign language, each sound punctuated with the irks of excitement and delight. Someone moves, fabric shushes, and porcelain shrieks. Ugly; cracking.

      The noise upsets me and I raise to look around the dollhouse room.

      It is a library lined with miniature books, jingles, jewels, and copper pottery; its back wall is decorated in gold, and the floor carpeted in a pale tan. Two figurines stand in the centre, tall and thin—porcelain-made twins, dressed in skillfully sculpted silk embellished with filigree. Their pale rose hair is long, tangled into the bookshelf and reaching the floor, and I follow the coils to⁠—

      A gasp. It escapes me, so shocked I cannot prevent it. My treacherous feet take one step back, my gaze etching impolitely on their hands—melded together, abraded and blended into an amorphous, fingerless mass.

      I want to move, to escape, to chassé away into my music box… yet I keep watching, horrified at the twins before me.

      Rightmost’s nose is flattened, her cheeks scarred with sanding marks, streaking up to her forehead and stretching to the side I can’t see. Leftmost’s mouth is crooked and half-sanded, her visible eye chipped into blindness. Her nostrils were broken and the repair job was done in common clay and with the skill of a brutish toddler.

      Tempos pass in awful silence. They watch me, oh so proper yet oh so knowing—as if the horror were visible beneath my enforced smile.

      “P-pleasuh to meet-t you,” I urge myself to mutter, unintelligibly yet forcing that neutral countenance I saw on my reflection. The magic aides me, puffing my face into an adorable, coy gesture.

      Rightmost nods with courtly acceptance, shoulders jittering in delight. “You are kind, little ballerina. But we see…” She cocks the head, smiling gently while finding her words. “—we understand the… curiosity in your features, even under that perfect smile.”

      She trails off as I avert my gaze, fixated on the scattered trinkets and embarrassed to look at them. How did they uncover my shock if my face doesn’t gesture freely?

      “It is a simple story,” Leftmost comments unsolicited and without reproach, turning slightly towards me. “We were gifted to the elven mother when she was a child, but she was clumsy and dropped us. Then, when crying at our broken chips, she used her tears to blend magic into clay and fix my nose.”

      “And paint your eye!” Rightmost titters with genuine amusement. “After that, the elf didn’t dare to restore me, but kept us here. She never lets the boy touch us.” Her last words ring somewhat bitter and a silence stretches. It is yearning, warmed by the figurine’s fond smile. “But you know? Even decades after, she keeps visiting and saying we are perfect as we are.”

      A lie, I realise, remaining silent while thinking of an excuse to leave.

      “That-t is lo-vely,” I stutter after a while, mispronouncing both by my inability and my horror. I want to depart, to escape and return to my gorgeous space! “Ap-polo…gies. I must retuhn-to my moo-sic box,” I smile apologetically, without considering whether the spells allow it.

      The twins glance at each other and lean in unison.

      “Come again,” Leftmost says, gentle and almost motherly. “We will wait for you. There is much to talk about.”

      I bow deeper than upon my arrival, yet it takes all my restraint to retreat elegantly; my heart pounds frantically, and I purse my trembling lips to contain a gasp of fear. These twins have no place in this world of beauty, and their mere presence is simply jarring. Why would the mother keep them? It must be pity or an act of commiseration because, otherwise, these two would be destroyed.

      Stalling my thoughts, I measure the first steps out of the nook, taking one every other heartbeat. Then, I turn through the book’s spines, manage four carefully controlled moves, and leap through the shelf, running to my music box and balancing my feet not to stumble near it. With my heart pounding recklessly, I count eleven exhalations and crawl through the staircase towards the dance floor.

      Why do the sisters bother me so much? Their faces were horrifying, but they seemed… almost amused at their brokenness; accepting of it, even. Am I terrified by them? Or by the prospect of whatever happened to them? Or perhaps… the fear of one day being broken and aged like so? Would the elven boy love me in that case?

      Shaking my head to scatter those thoughts, I reach the dance floor's centre and wait.

      Through the darkness of the night and my thoughts, isolated as the other voices ripple in the room. Through that loneliness, I wait.
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        * * *

      

      My breathing is more stable by the morning, so I stand, prodding my updo and my romantic tutu. My elongations are short and useful, enough to warm my body and distract me from last night. Just like the other days, I wait in second position, but the day is idle and the afternoon quiet, the room closed and isolated from the world that brims outside that window.

      A few following nights casts me into restless sleeps, chased by nightmares of chipped ceramic and the sisters’ unwanted fix. Forgetting isn’t easy, so I invest my nights to imagine what enchanting poses I will display for the boy on the next day—and thus I settle into a boring routine.

      Three out of six days, he comes to the room and watches me dance for the briefest of moments. Those tempos are magical and exhilarating, but they fade quickly, leaving me empty. I yearn for more, wishing it deeply… but ignore what it is, unable to feel it, least of all explain it with my limited words.

      Some days, the boy retrieves a book or a clockwork device and spends the entire morning enthralled by whatever object he picked until the mother calls him. The other three are quiet and relaxed, and I use them to dance to my own tune, singing and improving my speech… but dissatisfaction grows steadily, fed by this dull routine.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been a month since my arrival, and the sealed cabinet on the other wall catches my attention. It is dark and foreboding, and I dread whatever could be found inside if those mangled sisters were in this open, beautiful cupboard. The thought sours me but I shake my head, closing my eyes and focusing on my breathing—I have much to do, and cannot dally because of those thoughts.

      The door will soon open. The boy will soon come.

      To me, he will come.

      Elated, I plié into first position, arms bending above my updo and settle to wait.

      After a few tempos, the boy enters the room and darts towards the cupboard, gaze etched on the door’s knobs. He twists once and it does not bulge, twice and the desperation to set me to dance takes over. The doors rattle the more he tries, each time with growing frustration fervour until the entire cupboard quakes under his eager, ungainly motions.

      Fear creeps within me as the furniture protests, rattling in place just like my music box does—but I sustain my first position, a lovely smile firm in my features, my dread enthusiasm building.

      The doors finally creak open, and the boy plunges towards my music box with an eagerness that startles me warms my heart. His amethyst coat covers my field of view, its gold embroidery diffusing the morning’s light as he picks the box’s winding key and turns it (so rough, so rough and fast).

      It rolls once, and I inhale.

      It shrieks redoubled, and I think of my movements.

      It winds up and sticks in place, straining the mechanism as the boy fiddles with it. Groaning. Nervous, anxious. Desperate to set me to dance. His movement is brutish, sharp, ungainly. He mumbles something I cannot understand, and his cheeks puff with effort to⁠—

      His hand jerks from the winding key, hitting the box’s side and rattling my word. It tumbles violently… (or do I?), and I lose my balance (why?) to stumble across the dance floor. The lid ululates behind me, looming as if falling on top—and when I swirl, my ankle catches on the box’s edge, and I plunge into the shelf’s floor.

      I'm not falling. I'm not falling.

      “Help me, help me! Protect me!” Those words repeat while I drop, unsupported, hovering in an unending fermata, time stretching like a caesura.

      The emptiness is unbearable, swarming and paralysing. I’m helpless, plummeting, the boy’s silent scream reverberating all-encompassing, watching me sink with amused terrorised emerald eyes.

      The end nears, and a figment of my mind hollers for help—but my face remains stuck on that gentle smile, hands poised in an adage.

      The noise is shallow. Muted and dry, echoing to wood. I lay on the shelf’s floor, my body stilled, arms stretched in second position, feet en pointe and ready to dance.

      It didn't happen to me.

      I didn't fall.

      I'm not in pain.

      The tingles in my back are just anxiety; the stiffness on my shoulder blades is due to my poor stretches. It is my his fault.

      “Help me, save me,” I wish to say, but the words won't come, and my smile stays on.

      Tempos pass idle while the music slowly creeps towards me. It tingles, mellow, and I imagine myself performing a plié, a pirouette, following the notes as they unfold.

      A shadow looms over me and I turn, smiling genuinely at the boy. He is smirking terrified, hands quivering as they approach me.

      “Help me! Please! Leave me alone!” I beg in silence, feeling the gentleness of his walnut fingers curling around my waist. I smile because he came for me, moving me with care, heaving, scowling at my figure and grazing my hand with his large fingertip. The shelf obscures his face, but he returns me to the music box, hovering my body over the dance floor.

      Slothfully, my toes reach the mirror’s surface, and I settle into first position before raising my arms. The elven boy chuckles, gigantic hands cupped to shield me as I stand on my own.

      The box’s music is dwindling, but I advance and retreat, tuning a few pirouettes because my back isn’t hurting (liar!) and my legs are not (un?)damaged. I test an arabesque, my supporting leg standing firm, the other raised behind in a flawless, straight line. I switch into a croisé and dance, reassured.

      I am not broken, and the boy sighs with relief, clapping and giggling.

      I’m awful beautiful, and I whirl and leap, legs perfectly split because there is no pain (it hurts!).

      The music ends in a slow descent, and I reach the centre, casting a révérence and meeting the boy’s gaze with an immaculate smile.

      Did my ballet please him? Why is he frowning? Don't frown! Is he scowling at me? What did I do wrong? I'll dance some more!

      A frown ripples on his forehead, lips pursing into a dot. My gaze halts on his eyebrows, tight like his pout. I shiver, fearful, aware of the truth.

      I am not broken. I can dance; I just did it for him!

      The boy snatches me with his left, his right hand fetching the music box. I cling to him, to everything I’ve known so far—but it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters; not how my mind screams, and not the overpowering fear coursing through me.

      I'm powerless. At his mercy.

      Watching the detailed floor rush by, his coat flapping with each step. My arms brace his fingers while I gasp, terrified of falling again.

      A thud, firm against the wood. Contorting my neck, I see my music box on the doorless bookcase, placed in a gap on a higher level. He stretches the hand holding me, leading me into that shelf but the window’s light blinds me, burning my eyes and my thoughts. The height dizzies me, but soon my feet graze the familiar glass of the dance floor, and I stumble to regain balance while the boy’s footfalls rush towards the door.

      It creaks open and closed, fulminating like the window’s light.

      I stay here, on this secondhand bookcase. Alone and shivering.

      Conscious that my smile is lovely and empty. Aware that I am valueless. Broken. Worthless.
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