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What if the ballet was just the beginning? 

The Nutcracker Prince is on a mission — to save the Land of Sweets from the power-hungry Mouse King. But when Prince Klaus turns to Clara, the mage from the Realm of Waking, he finds more than just a savior for his kingdom. He finds the girl from his past, all grown up — but she thinks that long-ago battle was all a dream.

Clara has been promised to a man she hates and can’t see a way out. When she comes face to face with the boy from her dreams, her world turns upside down. He's all grown up now, and he needs her help. She takes a leap of faith and joins Klaus in a daring adventure across the Realms. As they battle the Mouse King and his army, Klaus and Clara rekindle their connection and discover a love that might save them all.

Return to the Land of Sweets and Toys in this imaginative sequel to the Nutcracker Ballet!
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  Chapter 1


Clara was having that dream again. Her godfather, Drosselmeyer, must have sent it. He was a magic old clock and toy maker that never seemed to get any older. A good friend of the Stahlbaums, Godfather Drosselmeyer was renowned for his intricate, unexplainable toys. 
Mama and Papa never believed her as a child when she said Drosselmeyer sent her dreams. This particular one was far too similar to the dream she’d had that Christmas Eve when she was thirteen. It was the most frightening, and yet, her favorite dream.
In it, a Nutcracker fell from the grand tree in the ballroom. Her spoiled brat of a brother, Fritz, tried to fight her for it, using his new toy sword to smash its jaw when he wasn’t allowed to play with it. Devastated, Clara pressed the piece back into his wooden face, kissed it, then Godfather Drosselmeyer wrapped his handkerchief around it like a bandage.
“Such a brave soldier,” he said in that odd way of his. “He shall never forget this.”
That all had actually happened that strange Christmas Eve. It was the rest that was a repeat of her dream.
Unable to sleep, Clara returned to the drawing room after the rest of the house went to bed, looking for her Nutcracker soldier. But huge, human-sized mice crept into the ballroom, seeking the crumbs left after the party. When she squealed in terror, they attacked.
Just when she was surrounded, the Nutcracker burst into life, coming to her aid with his large wooden head and his sword slashing. Fritz’s toy soldiers marched on the invaders at the Nutcracker’s command, but the Mouse King appeared from beneath the floor and turned the tide of the battle against her and her protector.
“Prince, I have you now!” She shuddered in her sleep at the giant, seven-headed rodent’s hiss. Unwilling to merely sit by and watch as he towered over them, Clara threw her only weapon, her slipper, at his center head.
Miraculously, the slipper not only hit its mark, it reduced the monster to the size of a normal one-headed mouse. Smaller than even his subjects, the Mouse King fled. The Nutcracker gave chase, and she followed him through a strange portal. On the other side, his wooden head had disappeared, and standing before her was a boy.
This was her favorite part of the dream. The prince appeared to be close to her age, with the build of a young soldier. He had dark brown hair and bewitching blue eyes. She could tell it was him by his red and gold uniform. By a frozen lake surrounded by snow, he fell to one knee and took her hand.
“My Lady, I owe you my life. I am Klaus; what is your name?”
“Clara.”
He took her on a tour of this dream kingdom, ending in a celebration of Klaus’s return and the Mouse King’s defeat. This is where the dream got fuzzy, except for the very end.
“Look, we’re under the mistletoe.”
Her cheeks burned hot as she turned her face upwards, spying a sprig of that infamous plant.
“May I?”
It was a dream anyway, right? With wide eyes and a dry mouth, she could only nod. Hesitantly, Klaus leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. A strange tingle buzzed her mouth, and she closed her eyes. This didn’t feel like a dream. This felt… real.
Then, just like the first time she had this dream, she woke up in her own bed, lips aflame and heart racing.

      [image: image-placeholder]As the red sun set in the violet sky, Klaus ran through the orchard to his uncle’s workshop. He’d told his parents he was retiring early, only to slip from the palace with them none the wiser. Light still shone in the window of the small wooden building tucked at the edge of the Sugar Plum Palace grounds. Thank the Goddess! He hadn’t missed his window. Bursting through the cinnamon wood door, Klaus entreated the old man. “Uncle Ludwig, you must take me with you tonight!”
Still bending over his bag, Klaus’s uncle raised his head, his eye patch hiding his one purple eye. Barren shelves surrounded them, the tables strewn with tools and scraps from last-minute revisions. All the toys were in the gray fabric sack in front of the white-haired man standing before him.
“Good evening, nephew.” Ludwig Drosselmeyer chuckled. “Have you discussed this with your parents?”
“There’s no time! The mice are nearly at our door, and we need help. They wouldn’t understand, anyway.”
Uncle Ludwig rubbed his chin in thought. “Are you sure you don’t just want to see her again?”
Klaus sighed in exasperation. Ten years before, he’d snuck into Uncle Ludwig’s sack of toys for the children of the Stahlbaum Christmas party. Upon finding him, he’d begged his uncle to hide his wooden Nutcracker form in the tree, so he could see what it was all about. Then Clara appeared.
Fierce, brave Clara, with her soft brown eyes, and softer lips. When the mice attacked, it had been her who had defeated the Mouse King, not he. But his parents had never believed him. He’d brought her to his realm and shown her around, then had his first kiss under the holy mistletoe in the Land of Sweets and Toys. According to the legend in his world, that meant Clara was his true love, that fate chose them for each other. But they could only be together if she came to this realm again. He was stuck in his wooden doll form when he traveled to her world.
He’d been a boy then. But the feelings he had for her, the dreams of seeing her again, were still there. Father and Mother were starting to make noises about finding him a princess, ensuring stability for the Sugar Plum kingdom.
Klaus had yet to tell them who he wanted.
“Which answer results in you taking me with you?”
Uncle Ludwig sighed and opened his pack. “Take care not to get caught by the mice this time. Your father will skin me alive if it happens again.”
“Thank you, Uncle!”
He stepped into the fabric. Uncle Ludwig opened the portal to the Realm of Waking. Its blue light growing rapidly until the other world came into view. Beyond the portal stood the stately bricks of Stahlbaum manor. Warmth glowed from every window and door, welcoming the guests for the annual Christmas Eve festivities. That was the last thing he saw as the uncomfortable stiffness of his Nutcracker form overtook him. He shrank into the sack as Uncle Ludwig hefted it onto his shoulder. Soon, he would see his Clara again.
After all this time, would she remember him?

      [image: image-placeholder]Footsteps marched down the hallway. Clara recognized her mother’s gait over the steam of the laundry room. “Heidi, could you press these linens and take them down to the drawing room? They’re for the desserts table.”
“Of course, Miss Clara.” The young maid’s cap bobbled as she curtsied, cradling the delicate damask.
“Thank you,” Clara responded, flustered. The way the servants deferred to her now that she was an adult always made her uncomfortable.
Heidi and she were both twenty-three, yet merely by the circumstances of their birth, they had fallen into drastically different roles in society. Clara’s maid had gone to the local schoolhouse until she reached working age. Her reading and writing were elementary, and she could add or subtract enough to handle her meager pay. Meanwhile, Clara and Fritz had been tutored by a private governess, and her father’s library was always open to her to expand her mind. While many girls of her station enjoyed their embroidery lessons, Clara had always escaped as quickly as possible into a book. Sticking her fingers with needles was not her idea of a pleasant pastime.
She’d never felt right treating Heidi, or any other servant, as a lesser person. They did not choose their life any more than she herself had. But Margareta Stahlbaum did not agree with her approach.
Clara took a deep breath and braced herself for her mother’s harsh tongue. She must have overheard her thanking Heidi and stormed into the room, her fierce green eyes shooting sparks. Heidi scurried out and away from the mistress of the house.
“Clara, what do I always tell you?”
Her gaze fell to the floor, unable to meet her mother’s smoldering ire. “The servants are not your friends.”
“The servants are not your friends,” Margareta repeated. “They are here to do a job. And it is your right and your duty to tell them what to do. Your father pays them and you owe them nothing more.”
Clara’s face burned in shame. Not at what she had done, but because she wasn’t the least bit sorry. It was an old argument, one her mother had lectured her on for years. She’d learned long ago it was easier to stay silent when she inevitably displeased her mother.
“Your next embroidery shall be ‘A mouse cannot run a house.’ And why are you concerning yourself with the linens? The head housekeeper knows what is required. She doesn’t need you.”
She remained silent. Clara knew better than to tell her mother she enjoyed feeling useful. Mrs. Schafer had asked to borrow Heidi because one of the other maids had come down with a cold. She had wanted to help like she used to. Before the servants changed how they treated her.
Her heart ached for her lost childhood.
“Now, the party will start in less than an hour and you’re still wearing your day dress. Go get ready. And have your maid pull your stays tighter; all those sweets you’ve been eating have done you no favors.” With that last dig at her plump figure, the slim, elegant Margareta swept back out into the hallway.
Clara waited until her mother was gone and then stole out the servant’s staircase to avoid anyone else seeing her. Fritz would have a field day if he knew Mama had scolded her. That golden boy could do no wrong in their mother’s eyes and it grated on her. His favorite hobbies were horseback riding and bullying his elder sister.
Even the thought of finally wearing her beautiful green silk Christmas gown, brand new this year, couldn’t brighten her spirits. She’d never been the daughter Margareta wanted; too sympathetic, too emotional. And far too invested in her books.
As a child, when she’d tried to tell her parents about the fantastic dreams she had at night, her mother would say, Stop telling tales.
It had been years since she dreamed regularly. Which was why the dream from the night before had been so odd.
But Fritz waited upstairs in the hall, buttoning his brown silk waistcoat. “Where have you been?”
“Around.” She didn’t need to answer to her little brother.
While he was much more pleasant nowadays, since they were adults, Fritz still lived to pester her. He just didn’t break her things anymore. Papa made him work in the stable last time, for an entire week two years ago, to pay him back for the last perfume bottle he’d shattered.
It had been her favorite, too.
“You’ll never get a husband if you insist on hiding in the library.”
The joke was on him; she didn’t want one.
Silence was best deployed when dealing with Fritz. Clara had learned that a long time ago. She slammed her door in his face and sighed.
Heidi knocked gently on her door shortly thereafter. “Miss Clara, your mother sent me to help you dress.”
“Come in.”
Her maid and best friend slipped inside and shut the door, head bowed. And then she knew her mother had said something.
“Heidi, I’m so sorry. What did Mama say to you?”
Raising her chin, Heidi appeared to brush off Margareta’s words once more. “It was nothing, Miss. Shall I help you undress?”
“Of course.” Resigned, she turned her back to her maid so she could begin unhooking the cotton bodice.
“You mustn’t use the servant’s stairs again, Miss Clara. Your mother doesn’t like it.”
“I simply couldn’t bear to see anyone after talking with her.”
“But you’re already receiving guests. The Galen family, including young Berengar, is here to see your father.”
“Then I am especially pleased I did not use the main staircase.” She saw Heidi’s smirk in the mirror. She knew Clara had no love for her brother’s friend. Berengar had often made jokes at her expense, much to Fritz’s delight. He was as much of a ruffian as Fritz.
It made no difference to her if they had arrived early.
Once she’d removed the day dress, Heidi produced two additional petticoats to layer under the evening gown.
“Heidi,” Clara sighed. “Mother asked that you tighten my stays before tonight.”
“But you’ll barely be able to breathe!”
“Please, Heidi. I would rather not risk any more of her wrath tonight. It’s Christmas Eve, after all.”
“Very well, Miss.” Laying the petticoats on the bed, Heidi got to work loosening the four petticoats she already wore, then did as she’d asked. Clara gasped.
“Are you alright? It’s too much…”
“No, I’m fine. Leave it, Heidi.” If she fainted, her mother would simply have to excuse her from the festivities. She tried to shake off her foul mood. After all, her friends would be there. It’d been ages since she’d seen Adelia and Francesca.
After her undergarments were back in place, Heidi slipped the additional petticoats over her head, followed by her gown. The off-the-shoulder masterpiece had a pointed bodice, which elongated her plump torso and gave the illusion of a slimmer figure. A white lace bertha hung from the en coer neckline, enhancing her decolletage.
“Miss Clara, you look radiant,” Heidi gasped as she hooked the bodice together in the back.
“It’s a beautiful dress.” But Heidi was right. The green silk highlighted her golden hair and brought out her brown eyes. She looked elegant, like a voluptuous version of her mother.
Margareta would have no reason to complain again tonight.
“You’re a Christmas angel. And that has nothing to do with the gown.”
She turned to Heidi, who was starting to speak like herself again. She smiled.
“Thank you, Heidi.”
Her secret friend grinned back at her. “Let’s get your hair curled.”






  
  Chapter 2


Clara still had some time before the party began. In her new silk gown, with her hair curled prettily around the pearl circlet her papa had gifted her for Christmas ten years ago, she looked like a princess. 
And felt like it too, trapped in a tower with no way out.
Well, she did have one, albeit a temporary way. Reading had always been her escape. Anxious to fill her time before the party, Clara crept into her father’s library. Dark wood shelves lined the walls, laden with leather-bound volumes. Most of them were Papa’s ledgers, but he had plenty of fiction as well. She pulled down an old favorite, caressing the worn cover. There was time for a quick chapter before the party.
No sooner had she settled into a chair than the door opened. “Ah, there you are.” Papa let Mama into the library and shut the door behind them. Clara laid the unopened book on her lap.
“Clara. Your father has fantastic news.”
“Yes, Papa?”
Her father clapped his hands and puffed out his chest. “My dear, you have a suitor.”
“A suitor.” Who could it be? Her brows furrowed in confusion.
“Yes, the von Galens came to me today to discuss a marriage between you and their son.”
But their only son was... “Berengar?”
“The very same.”
No. No, no, no no! She tried to wipe her clammy hands on the book in her lap. “But Berengar despises me.” She hated how her voice trembled.
Finally, Mama spoke. “It’s time for both of you to grow up past this silly childish nonsense. The von Galens are a fine family. By the wedding next year, you will be ready to be a proper wife.” Margareta’s glare showed that her lessons in embroidery and commanding servants would soon become more intense.
Clara’s breaths became short, and she inwardly cursed that she had insisted Heidi tighten her corset. This urge to please her parents would be the death of her.
Papa drew closer and kneeled down so he could look her in the eye. “I know it’s a lot to take in. But don’t worry about it right now.” Clara could hardly register the remorse on his face; she was so shocked at this betrayal. He must have expected a more positive reaction, but she didn’t care about how much money this other family had. She cared about how their son had treated her. And somehow her own dear Papa had promised her hand to that brute.
“We won’t be announcing it right away. Baron von Galen didn’t want to overshadow the Christmas Eve celebrations, so we’re going to announce it at the New Year’s Eve party. That will give you time to get used to the idea.”
She only had one week to come to terms with the worst announcement in her life. And now she had to go to the Christmas Eve party and pretend nothing was wrong. Clara tried to swallow the lump in her throat. Of her twenty-three Christmases, this was the worst.
“We need to greet the guests, Friedrich.” Mama reminded him.
“Yes, the guests. I’m coming, my love.”
Papa rose and linked Mama’s arm through his and turned to leave.
“May I…” When she spoke, they turned their heads. “May I speak with Mama for a moment, please?”
Margareta patted her husband’s arm and turned back to Clara, a gentle smile on her face. Once the door had shut behind Papa, she asked, “Are you frightened, my daughter?”
“I — yes!” How did Mama know?
“The first time is painful. I won’t lie to you. But after that, it’s much better.”
Oh heavens. That’s not at all what she had meant!
Her face heated as she stammered. “No, Mama. That’s not it.” She shook her head. “I just, I always wanted what you and Papa have. I want a husband who loves me.” Not a bully.
Despite how her heart hurt, in her head, Clara knew her parents loved her in their own ways. Papa gave her far more leniency than her peers’ fathers, having never found an educated woman intimidating. Mama meant well with her lectures, but neither fully understood what Clara desired, nor, she feared, did they care.
Margareta held her arms out and Clara accepted one of her rare hugs. “My dear child, your papa did not love me when we married. Nor did I love him. The love happened gradually. It will come in time.”
Her heart sank as her mother released her and nodded at her in encouragement. “Now it’s time for the party. Put the book away and come on down.”
She took the time to pat at her eyes with her handkerchief before placing the novel back on the shelf. Clara had realized a long time ago that life would force her to shelve her books one day. Many women her age had long been married and were already mothers. Still, the thought of becoming Mrs. Berengar von Galen felt as though someone were cutting out her heart with a rusted spoon.
She didn’t want to be a peacock in a gilded cage. But what choice did she have?
Gathering her wits, Clara made her way down the hall to the drawing room where her parents stood welcoming their guests. There would be time to cry after the party when she lay in her bed. Happy Christmas, indeed.
She stood next to her mother and played the dutiful daughter. Thankfully, the von Galens were already enjoying the festivities. Berengar was surely notifying his best friend Fritz that they were to be brothers-in-law.
She prayed Fritz wouldn’t ruin the party by announcing her fate early.
“Happy Christmas, Stahlbaum family!” Clara’s childhood friend burst with delight as she and her family entered the house.
“Adelia!” The two friends had not seen each other since Adelia had married Franz. “Who is this?” She gestured at the bundle of blankets her dear friend carried.
“This is my son, Josef.”
She peered at the tiny pink face as his mother pulled back the blanket protecting him from the cold. “He’s beautiful, Adelia.”
Francesca and her husband, Johann, appeared as well, and the trio of women shared a joyful reunion.
“You look amazing, Clara. Did you get my last letter?”
“I did, but I hadn’t the chance to write back yet. Congratulations.” Francesca had confided in her that after years of trying, she was to be blessed with a baby in the summer.
This year’s party couldn’t be terrible with her old friends by her side.
The last guest to arrive always used to put a huge smile on her face. He wore his signature aubergine top hat, the same old gray overcoat, and his black eye patch over his left eye.
“Friedrich! Margareta! A happy Christmas to you both!” Godfather Drosselmeyer shuffled in, laden with his bag of presents for the children.
“Happy Christmas to you as well, Godfather Drosselmeyer.” Papa smiled brilliantly, and Mama curtsied as their honored guest kissed the back of her hand. Servants whisked away his hat and coat. Then her godfather stood before her and bowed.
“It’s always good to see you, Godpapa.”
“My dear Clara, you look lovely tonight. You do so take after your mother.”
Clara curtsied, but her attempt at a smile didn’t fool him.
He pulled her aside and looked around with glittering, mischievous eyes. “I have just the thing to cheer you up, child.” Reaching into his bag, the white-haired man produced a familiar wooden soldier. Dark hair, painted blue eyes, a golden crown on his head, and a bright red uniform.
“My Nutcracker! Oh, Godfather…” Her face fell as Mama’s words came back to her. But she couldn’t be rude in the face of the one gift she’d wanted for the last ten years. “I love him. Thank you ever so much.”
“What’s troubling you?”
“I’m afraid I’m too old for Christmas presents such as this.” Tears stung the back of her eyes as she pushed the emotions down and whispered the awful truth. “I’m grown up now. And Papa has decided I shall marry Berengar next year.” Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the disdain out of her voice as she spoke his name.
The Nutcracker’s jaw dropped as she lifted him up to see him one last time.
“You’re never too old for this sort of present,” Godfather Drosselmeyer assured her, pushing the Nutcracker back into her arms. “You’re a dreamer, Clara.”
She sighed and repeated the mantra Mama had drilled into her head since childhood. “Dreams don’t mean anything.”
“No, child. Dreams mean everything.” The strange man gave her his quirky grin. “And some of them are true.”
What did he mean, they were true?
“Listen to me, child.” Drosselmeyer motioned to her to get closer, then spoke in her ear. “Take him to the clock at the stroke of twelve. You don’t want the mice to catch him again.”
She furrowed her brows at his words, but her eyes widened. Drosselmeyer did send her dreams. She knew it!
Then Drosselmeyer did the strangest thing. He spoke to the Nutcracker.
“Klaus, I will send two horses to the other side of the portal in the Enchanted Forest. You will have one hour. The mice will be sufficiently distracted, but I can’t be sure their Seers didn’t find you again. Stay vigilant.” Then Drosselmeyer winked at her and turned away.
Clara stood there, flabbergasted. Perhaps her godfather was as crazy as everyone said!

      [image: image-placeholder]Were Klaus in his true form, he’d be sweating. His Clara was engaged to another? He cursed his current state, but there was nothing he could do except lie in her arms while his uncle passed out toys from his magical sack of gifts. She kept him pressed to her breast, as if worried that someone would take him from her.
When the dancing began, a dark-haired woman dressed in a pale blue gown approached them.
“Daughter, there you are. The grand promenade is about to begin. Berengar is waiting for you.”
“Mama…”
“You need to dance with your intended, my dear. Put the Nutcracker down. No one will bother him on the table there.”
As much as he wanted
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