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Dedication




For my grandfather, who gave me the gift of stories in music.








Chapter One




It’s dusk on the twenty-fourth of December, and I’m sitting alone in the back parlor. The dark creeps up from the corners, along with the chill of winter. I tuck my feet up and curl my toes inside my satin slippers so they don’t grow numb.

The doors across from my seat on the sofa are closed, but lamplight leaks around the edges. If I half-close my eyes, it is a frame of light around a portal of pitch black: the entrance to another world, not merely the drawing room.

Every year, my parents throw a party on Christmas Eve, as regular as clockwork. Every year, I wait, imagining that this will be the night when my nutcracker returns. And every year, I have been disappointed.

I twist my fingers in the golden chain around my neck, then untwist them again. I’m eighteen now—much too old for childish thoughts of magic—and yet, still I sit here in the cool darkness, waiting. Suppose this is the year when he returns?

The drawing room doors burst open with a rattle. Lamplight overflows into the parlor. My cat, Maunzi, who has been sitting on the other end of the sofa, leaps down and runs off into a still-shadowed corner as my little niece, Clara, bounces in.

“Aunt Marie!” She climbs onto the green velvet sofa beside me, not worrying about crumpling her new silk frock. “Why are you sitting in the dark?” she asks, then, not waiting for an answer, demands, “Tell me a story.”

“What sort of story?” I ask. My head is filled with the delirium of memories from that other Christmas. The drawing room overrun with mice. My brother’s toy soldiers marching into battle. The image of the mouse king scattered across shards of glass: dozens of fierce faces lit by dozens of candle flames. The nutcracker doll leading my brother’s toy soldiers and the other playthings into battle. The final bloody duel between the nutcracker and mouse king—all these things swirl in my mind, as they always do in these dark days before the new year, when the world is disordered and the veil of reality seems thin and threadbare against the unknown that waits in the cold winter nights. But Clara is only five; I can’t tell any of these things without frightening her.

“Any story you like,” Clara says earnestly.

I shake my head, trying to bring myself back to the present moment. The mouse king is dead, and the nutcracker, who promised to return for me, has never come. 

He will not come. More than ten years have passed. It was only a childish dream, and I’m too old to believe otherwise. “I’ll tell you a story later, Schätzchen,” I say to Clara. “Let’s go into the drawing room. I have a present for you.”

She takes my hand, and we go into the other room, where all is light and warmth and laughter. I give her a whole packet of gingerbread dolls, and she lines them up on the table, naming them for her family: “This is Papa, this is Mama, this is you, Aunt Marie, and this is Uncle Fritz.” She looks up at me with wide brown eyes. “Where is Uncle Fritz?”

“He’s coming later,” I promise, though I’m not certain that he is. 

Even though my brother is home from the army on a holiday leave, he tends to disappear in the afternoons with his hussar friends. He returns late, sleeps late, then goes off again. If he comes back for the party tonight, he’ll probably bring his fellow cavalry troopers with him, the whole lot of them smelling of beer and smoke and horses. Mother will pretend she doesn’t notice, Father will look thunderous, and my sister Luise will say something cutting about proper behavior for gentlemen.

Do hussars count as gentlemen? I’m not sure they do, even if they are a part of the Grand Imperial Army. The hussars consider themselves a breed apart: more daring, more dashing, more dangerous than other cavalrymen, let alone common foot soldiers.

Clara takes a handful of walnuts from the bowl on the table and pretends they are gifts the dolls are giving to one another while I sit beside her and look around the room. My father is greeting guests. My mother is overseeing the musicians who are arranging themselves in one corner of the room.

My sister Luise is by the great Christmas tree with her husband, Johann. It’s a quiet moment for them, with Clara out from underfoot. Luise leans her head against Johann’s shoulder. Neither of them speaks, and I wonder if I would ever want that with someone—to simply stand quietly next to one another.

From the open parlor door, Maunzi slinks past the toy cabinet that stands in one corner, past the musicians, and the tree, and the tall grandfather clock in the other corner, to disappear out the other door. He will go sulk upstairs until the hustle and bustle of the party is over, no doubt.

Under my eye, the great gilded owl atop the clock looks back at me, lifting its wings and whirring as it prepares to strike the hour. My heart skitters briefly in my chest. The sound of this clock once heralded the arrival of the mouse king.

But not tonight. Instead, my best friend Trudy sweeps into the room with her parents and her younger sisters. I leave Clara with the gingerbread dolls and the walnuts on the tablecloth and go to greet the Wendelsterns.

Trudy is scanning the room when I reach her side.

“Fritz isn’t here,” I say into her ear when I lean in to hug her.

“I wasn’t looking for him,” Trudy replies quickly. Water droplets glitter in her hair where snowflakes have melted, but I think the red on her cheeks is more than the cold winter air outside. She is neither a soldier nor a horse, and so Fritz hasn’t noticed her blushes and sighs and stammers over the last year. Still, I like the idea of Trudy as my sister, so I haven’t tried to discourage her.

I draw her away to the table with Clara, who immediately asks again for her story.

“In the Kingdom of Dolls,” I tell her, “there is a lake of rose water, as pink and sweet-smelling as you could ever wish. On the water swim silver swans with golden necklaces on their long necks. They don’t eat bread crusts like the swans you know, but only marzipan. Would you like to visit the lake shore and feed the swans?”

But Clara shakes her head. She doesn’t want to share her sweets with birds, however beautiful they might be, and her attention is wandering. There is so much to see around the room. She slips down from the table and goes with Trudy’s younger sisters to investigate the shining treasures in and around the Christmas tree.

I stay with Trudy. The Aschenbrandts have arrived. Petra and Magda join us, and we all exchange stories about the things we saw on our separate visits to the Christmas market until there is a banging and clattering in the entrance hallway.

At first, I can’t see through the crush of bodies in the room. Then there is a flash of emerald green, the crowd parts, and Godfather Drosselmeier is there.

He twirls the green cape from his shoulders and reveals a large package in his hands, tied up with a wide red ribbon. Little Clara creeps close to Luise’s skirts with wide eyes, and my sister puts a protective hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

Godfather Drosselmeier is uncanny, with his wrinkled face, his shining white wig, and the large black eye patch which takes the place of his right eye. If I were to see such a strange-looking person on the street, I know I ought not to stare—and yet, I believe that he enjoys the effect he has on people, that he wants to be stared at. No one, I think, would insist on wearing a violently yellow frock coat all year round if they didn't wish to be noticed.

He stands in the middle of the room, grinning brazenly at the guests and making a spectacle of himself. Another swoop of his cape, and the single package has become three, stacked together in a precarious tower atop his outstretched hand. Clara claps, and the adults murmur appreciatively, even though Godfather plays these tricks with his presents every year.

He hands the smallest parcel to Luise, the middle one to me, and the largest one to Clara, who pulls at the ribbon immediately. The wrapping falls open. There is a doll inside, slender arms upstretched above her dress, which has skirts like pink flower petals.

Clara lifts the doll from the box, but before she can do more than stroke its painted face, Godfather Drosselmeier plucks it from her hands. With a dramatic flourish, he inserts a little golden key into the doll’s back through a slit in the fabric of her dress.

There is a clicking sound as he winds its mechanism, then he sets the doll on the table, and everyone watches as it begins to dance.

Luise and I open the other two packages, and there are two more dolls in purple and red costumes. We hand them over for Godfather to wind up, and soon all three are moving across the tabletop. Each doll spins to the left while raising its right arm, pauses, takes a step and blinks its painted eyes, then reverses its arms and spins in the other direction.

By the time the third doll is wound, Clara is already fidgeting. I’m looking for the polite words to thank Godfather for the beautiful dolls that can only be looked at and must therefore inevitably join the ranks of similar puppets on the highest shelf of the toy cabinet. I’m too old to play with dolls, the way I ought to be too old to believe in magic.

Before I can form the right phrase, however, there’s a fresh commotion at the doorway. Fritz enters with his fellow hussars. They are dressed as splendidly as his toy soldiers ever were, with dark green attila jackets and the matching pelisses fastened over their left shoulders all smothered in yellow braid. Unlike the toys, however, these cavalrymen are tall and vigorous, and the floor shakes under the stamping of their boots.

The table, too, vibrates with their arrival. The dancing dolls tip over on the tablecloth, arms still twitching. There is a delicate grinding as the mechanisms attempt to spin the prone bodies and fail.

Godfather Drosselmeier scowls and reaches for the dolls. Luise helps to right them, but Clara runs to Fritz. I turn away from my godfather’s glowering eye and follow after the child. Trudy, Petra, and Magda follow after me toward the cavalrymen.

Behind us, I can hear my godfather muttering dyspeptically while Mother and Luise soothe his wounded feelings. Fritz has always been the least appreciative of Godfather Drosselmeier’s gifts, seeing no purpose to figurines that only move in a set pattern over and over. Our godfather spends so much time on his clockwork mechanisms, and I ought to be more appreciative—but I’m glad for my brother’s interruption.

Fritz catches Clara up and tosses her into the air. “Again!” she cries, and he obliges while the rest of us look on.

When he has sent Clara flying half a dozen times and she is breathless with laughter, he sets her down and pulls an orange from the dangling sleeve of his pelisse. “Merry Christmas, Schmusebacke.”

The other troopers make a semicircle around us, all inquisitive eyes and pert mustaches. They smell not of beer, but of mulled wine from the Christmas market: warm spices and citrus overlaying the wool and leather scents released by the snow which has melted into their uniforms. One of them elbows Fritz with a mischievous look in his dark eyes. “Are all of these young ladies your nieces, Stahlbaum?”

Fritz rolls his eyes, but he introduces us to his fellow hussars, even the ones who are from our city and already well-known to us. He delights Clara by naming her “Mademoiselle Clara Kaltenborn,” as if she were a grown lady. Even if nothing else magical happens this evening, it feels like a small miracle to see these tall young men, softened by the holiday atmosphere, bending low to kiss Clara’s hand as if she is a princess.

She manages to keep up a dignified facade until the dark-eyed trooper who asked for introductions kisses her hand. He has a particularly luxuriant mustache, and she giggles when it tickles her. Immediately, she is mortified by her outburst and hides her face in my dress.

“Ah, Mademoiselle Kaltenborn, forgive me,” he says and winks at me. “I didn’t mean to offend you with my whiskers.” When she is coaxed to look at him again, he makes a great show of twisting the ends of his mustache until she smiles shyly at him.

Fritz introduces me and Trudy, and the Aschenbrandt sisters as well. The dark-eyed hussar is called Dietrich Lang. He has the same lines of golden braid on the cuffs of his jacket as my brother, showing his rank as a lieutenant. When he bows over my hand, his mustache doesn't so much tickle as tingle. My skin feels peculiar under his touch: too hot, too cold, too tight, too… something.

He straightens, but his hand lingers on mine, and there is something in his eyes I can't define. Expectation, perhaps, but what does he expect from me? I know my skin is turning pink under his gaze, and I’m as flustered as little Clara was. I don’t want hussars to wink at me or kiss my hand or smile at me in the way that Lieutenant Lang does.

“What an unusual necklace you wear, Mademoiselle Stahlbaum,” he says, and I’m glad for the excuse to pull my hand from his. My fingers find the delicate chain at my throat and the seven circlets strung on it.

“It was a gift from a friend,” I say. “I wear it in remembrance.”

“It’s a lucky man who is remembered by such a lovely lady,” he says, his gaze lingering at my collarbone.

“Yes,” I say, grabbing Clara and retreating quickly. Only as I walk away do I realize I didn't say the rings were given to me by a man.








Chapter Two




Petra and Magda stay to talk with the hussars, but I take Clara back to Luise, trying not to feel the gaze of the cavalrymen on my back. Trudy comes with us, though not without a glance over her shoulder and a breathy little sigh. She and Fritz have one thing in common, I think. They both find the sight of him in his uniform very pleasing.

I look back, too, and meet Lieutenant Lang’s eyes again. Immediately, I turn away.

He’s no different from the other hussars. Of course, they’re not all lieutenants, but meeting his gaze shouldn’t affect me any more than looking at my brother. They are both tall, both smiling, both wearing the same uniform—but I don’t dare hold Lang’s gaze. If I look too long at him, I’m afraid I won’t be able to look away.

Clara goes to her mother. “Look,” she says, showing off her prize. “Uncle Fritz gave me an orange.”

“Do you want help opening it?” Luise asks. She’s still at the table beside Godfather Drosselmeier, who is working on the dancing dolls. They lie on the table, stripped of their fine dresses. Their faces are turned to the side, and now the red-painted cheeks look as if they are ashamed of their nakedness. Next to the dolls, Godfather has spread his clockwork tools out on the tablecloth in a neat line of tiny metal implements I can’t name.

It’s one thing to see him working on the gears within our tall grandfather clock and quite another to watch him rummaging about inside the open torso of a female form with her bare legs akimbo. It makes me feel ill. I don't want to see this peculiar scene, and suddenly I’m quite sure that I don't want Clara to watch it, either.

“Come and see what’s in the toy cabinet,” I say to her, but she’s staring at the naked dolls.

Godfather Drosselmeier looks up from his macabre work and fixes his single eye upon me.

“Click and whirr, whirr and click,

This pretty little doll

Took an unexpected fall

And now her gears all stick.”

As he recites his rhyme, he jabs inside the doll with one of his tools. Luise winces, and I try not to grimace at the horrifying sight.

“I’m sure you’ll have her fixed up soon,” I say as he finishes his rhyme. Then I grab Clara and Trudy and pull them both to the far side of the room, away from Godfather Drosselmeier and farther away from the hussars. “I’ll show you the toys your mama and I played with, Schätzchen. Would you like to see my favorite doll?”

I open the tall glass doors of the cabinet and take down the doll I named Mamsell Trudchen after my best friend. Her porcelain face is smudged with persistent dirt, and her dress shows just how many times she was served with tea and bread and jam by my small, unsteady hands in years past.

Trudy rolls her eyes when I introduce the doll to Clara. “Marie is only trying to flatter me, Clärchen. That is her favorite doll, up there.” She points to one of the higher shelves where the nutcracker stands. Despite the years which have passed since that Christmas when he first arrived in our house, his lovely violet uniform is still as smart as any of the cavalrymen Fritz has brought with him tonight. 

“He’s not a doll, he’s a soldier,” I say, but I see how Clara’s eyes light up when she sees the little man on the shelf. He looks back at her with his kindly face and painted smile.

“He’s still a doll,” Trudy says.

“Not just a doll,” I say, taking him down and setting him in front of Clara. “This nutcracker once saved my life, you know.”

Clara looks at the nutcracker, with his large head and torso balanced on spindly wooden legs. Then she looks up at me, as if sensing the story she demanded earlier is imminent. “How, Aunt Marie?”

“One Christmas Eve,” I begin, “when I was only a bit bigger than you, Schätzchen, I stayed up very late. I should have gone to bed with everyone else, but I was playing with my new toys and didn’t want to put them away just yet.”

I pause, looking for the right words to tell the story to her. I’m not the storyteller. Petra is the one always coming up with new and fantastic tales to entertain us at our little sewing circle. I only have the one story, all the more wondrous for being true. No one ever believes it when I tell it, but the memories stay with me, cold and dark and inevitable as the snowy night outside.

“When the clock struck midnight,” I continue, “I suddenly heard the sound of little feet all around the room. A great army of mice had come in, ready to eat up all the gingerbread and sugar dolls and apples on the Christmas tree. They came over the floor, right up to the footstool where I was sitting.”

Clara clutches Mamsell Trudchen tightly. “What did you do?”

“I climbed up on the stool,” I tell her. “I was about to scream for help when there was a commotion in the toy cupboard. The nutcracker jumped down from the shelf and called Uncle Fritz’s toy soldiers to arms. Under his command, they drove the mice away and saved me. The nutcracker himself borrowed a sword from one of Uncle Fritz’s cuirassiers and slew the king of the mice with it.”

I pick up the nutcracker and straighten a piece of the braid on his jacket. “And all this he did while gravely injured!” I hold out the nutcracker for Clara and Trudy to inspect, pointing out the line beneath his teeth where he’s been repaired. “Uncle Fritz made him crack too large a nut and broke his jaw, so he ought to have been in bed recovering, but he still came to save me.” Then, because it is Christmas Eve and I know I should act charitably even though Godfather has unsettled me, I add, “Godfather Drosselmeier was his surgeon after, and you can see he's practically as good as new.”

Clara sets Mamsell Trudchen down and looks the nutcracker over carefully. I watch her discover the wooden cape at his back that acts as the lever to open and close his mouth and remember how delighted I was with the toy when I first saw him.

If it was not a dream, if he really were to return for me, I know that he would be a perfect gentleman, for all that he wears a hussar’s uniform.

“Can we feed him a nut?” Clara asks, admiring his sharp white teeth.

“Yes, let’s put the little man to work,” says another voice.

I startle and nearly catch my fingers in the gold chain at my neck, where they have strayed unconsciously. When I turn, it is Lieutenant Lang who stands there with one shoulder propped on the corner of the toy cabinet. How did I not notice him approach? I was too deep into my memories and dreams, losing track of the real world again.

He waves to the table, where the bowl of nuts is set out among the other holiday treats. “Shall I fetch some nuts, mademoiselles?”

“Yes, please,” Clara says. She looks up at him, then turns to me and holds up the nutcracker. “Please, Aunt Marie?”

But I shake my head, trying to calm my heartbeat and find my voice. I take a breath and say, “Thank you, Lieutenant. But I don’t want to reinjure him, poor fellow.”

Lieutenant Lang pushes off of the cabinet. The glass panes of the doors rattle, and I cringe inwardly, thinking of one of the details I left out of the story for Clara: how, during the battle, I stumbled against those cabinet doors with disastrous results. It’s not overly visible in the golden light of lamps and candles in the drawing room, but my left arm still shows a spiderwebbing of white. I can’t help putting my hand over my elbow to cover the scars.

“Very well,” the lieutenant says. His mischievous grin has returned, and there are fine laugh lines at the edges of his eyes.

He is dangerously handsome with that smile. I am caught again in the trap of indecision: wanting to stare at him, knowing I should look away.

“Perhaps I’ll eat some of the gingerbread dolls if I can’t make use of the nutcracker,” he says.

“No!” Clara cries indignantly. “Don’t eat my gingerbread dolls!”

“Don’t tease the child,” Trudy says. “Not on Christmas Eve.”

“Who says it is Mademoiselle Kaltenborn I mean to tease?” Lieutenant Lang says. He’s still looking at me, and I still haven't managed to look away. “Will you really not give up your nutcracker, Mademoiselle Stahlbaum?”

“No,” I say. I can feel myself blushing again. Where are the other hussars? If one of them must come to pester us, it should be Fritz so that Trudy can moon over him. Perhaps he’s aware of her interest after all and is therefore avoiding us.

“You love this doll so much?” Lieutenant Lang asks. “He’s an ugly little thing, really.” He looks at the nutcracker’s oversized head and white beard of cotton wool and raises a sardonic eyebrow. 

“Yes,” I say in frustration. Of course, the wooden doll’s features don’t compare to the man who stands before me, but that isn’t the point. “I do love the nutcracker. Not for his looks, perhaps, but for his noble actions.”

Lieutenant Lang tilts his head to one side, his dark eyes flashing. “And yet, you won’t allow him to do what he’s been made for.”

I can’t possibly explain what I mean to the lieutenant. He would never believe me; no one has ever believed me. All I can do is glare at him. “We have other nutcrackers,” I say. “Of less sentimental value. Let me show you.”

I leave Clara and Trudy beside the toy cabinet and stride across the room to the table where Godfather Drosselmeier is still fussing over the dolls. He looks up as I approach, but I’m too focused on dealing with Lieutenant Lang to wait for whatever Godfather might say to me.

There is a perfectly ordinary and serviceable nutcracker beside the bowl of nuts on the table. I pick it up and turn to thrust it into the lieutenant’s hand, but at that moment the musicians begin to play. Before I know what he’s doing, Lieutenant Lang has passed the nutcracker from one hand to the other and set it back on the table, all while keeping hold of me.

“Would you do me the honor of this dance?” he asks, then tugs me out into the middle of the room before I can reply.

I don’t want to dance with him, but I can hardly pull away. I’m too old to pretend I’d rather be with the dolls at the toy cabinet, and I’m certainly not going back to sit with Godfather Drosselmeier and his black looks.

Lieutenant Lang seems to be greatly entertained by teasing me. If I make a fuss about dancing with him, then he’ll only be more amused. Besides, if I leave him in the middle of the dance, everyone will see and want to know what has happened. And then what will I say? “This man has been laughing at me with his eyes all evening, and I find him infuriating” won’t win me anyone’s sympathies. My only remaining option is to stare angrily at the lines of yellow braid across his chest.

“You are upset with me, Mademoiselle Stahlbaum,” he says, as if reading my thoughts.

“Nonsense,” I say, lifting my chin to look him in the eye. “It’s Christmas Eve. How could I be angry with anyone on a night such as this?”

“How indeed,” he says wryly, and twirls me about.

Unfortunately, he’s a masterful dancer, and there’s no chance for me to step on his toes. He leads us through the other couples easily, past Luise and Johann, around the Ritters and the Wendelsterns. Fritz is on the sidelines, but Trudy and Petra and Magda have all found dance partners among the hussars.

At first, I’m angry with Lieutenant Lang for his insult to the nutcracker, then I’m angry at myself for being so irritated when he can't know what the nutcracker means to me. He’s a handsome officer who is obviously a friend of my brother, who made Clara smile, and who is neither stepping on my toes nor letting his hand wander from the proper position at my waist. If he hadn’t said anything about the nutcracker, wouldn’t I be flattered by his attention? I’m being childish when I should be acting like a proper young lady.

I begin to relax. What does it matter if Lieutenant Lang has irritated me? It’s only one dance, and then I’ll have plenty of other partners. For once, my brother has brought me a pleasant Christmas present, though I doubt he meant it. Tonight, I will dance every dance with a different young man, all of them smartly dressed in their fine uniforms.

“What are you thinking of now, Mademoiselle Stahlbaum?” Lieutenant Lang asks. “Dare I hope it is my company which puts such a pleased look on your face?”

“You may hope anything you like,” I say, because even if I’m no longer angry, I’m not willing to admit that he's even partially correct.

“Ah, mademoiselle,” he says softly, and a shiver runs over my skin despite the warmth of the room. “You cannot even begin to imagine what I hope for.”

I stare up at him and nearly miss my step before he pulls me along.

The music ends. Lieutenant Lang bows, and I curtsy. Another of the hussars is immediately at my side, asking for the next dance. I turn to him with the widest smile I can manage, but Lieutenant Lang turns me over without hesitation.

I dance with each of the other cavalrymen, even a blushing young ensign who can barely meet my eyes. As the evening continues, however, I find my attention straying from my partners to seek out Lieutenant Lang again and again. Is he still watching me? Will he catch me watching him?

He dances with Trudy and Petra, makes a gallant partner for a few of the matrons who are feeling sprightly, then retreats to the edge of the room, talking with Fritz and the other troopers. He doesn’t seem to be looking at me, and I try not to feel disappointed. What does it matter if he’s paying attention to me or not?

By the time the musicians are growing red in the face and my father calls for a halt to the dancing, I’ve half-convinced myself that I should apologize to him for my rudeness. Perhaps, after dinner, I will go up to him and try again.




Chapter Three


We all go into the dining room. Before I reach my seat, however, Luise takes my arm and pulls me aside.

“Well?” she asks.

I look at her in confusion. “Well, what?”

“You danced with half a dozen young men,” my sister says. “Was there a spark with any of them?” She looks at the foot of the table where Fritz and the hussars, having come late, are seated in a masculine group.

I follow her gaze and feel my cheeks warming. “I—I don’t know,” I say.

“What about Ernst Hatt?” she asks, indicating the trooper sitting beside Fritz with an unsubtle raise of her eyebrow and jut of her chin. “The judge’s son.”

Ernst has been Fritz’s friend forever, but he’s obviously taken with Petra Aschenbrandt, and he’ll never be my nutcracker. None of them will ever be the prince I’ve been dreaming of for the last decade. Not Ernst Hatt, and especially not Lieutenant Lang, no matter how well he dances.

“‘Hussar’s wife’ is just another way to say ‘widow,’” I say to Luise. It’s what Fritz says whenever anyone asks when he’s going to find a wife, and right now it seems a fine excuse.

My sister frowns at me. “But Ernst won’t be in the army forever,” she says. “He’ll want to settle down when his service is finished.”

I don’t care the slightest about Ernst, and even if I did, he’s
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