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NUTCRACKER OF CRYSTALFALL

Fae and Crystal Thorns, standalone

The annual Christmas party was going just fine... until the trolls showed up.

Clara is a young woman who is wickedly good at puzzles, but she also has a secret her parents have shamed her into hiding. The weight of that secret has ruined nearly every happy moment in her life.

At least this year’s Christmas party gets more interesting once a mysterious stranger shows up. He teaches Clara how to crack nuts, wears a soldier’s uniform she’s never seen, and flashes a smile she’ll never forget.

But then a cruel party guest destroys the only gift that matters to Clara. Even worse, trolls appear and try to kill the handsome stranger she only just met. The fight rages into the night. Soon, Clara has to make a choice.

She could finally escape her unloving parents and the dreadful life they have planned for her. It would only take a promise to join an even greater conflict in the magical and dangerous realm of Faerie—a land she previously didn’t know existed.

If she stays home, her happiness will end forever. If she goes to Faerie, a great adventure awaits her...but it might kill her too.
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TODAY WAS THE LAST DAY of Clara’s life. Though she’d technically still be alive tomorrow, everything she’d ever loved would be ripped away from her. The few bright spots in her gloomy, seventeen and a half years of life would be snuffed out and replaced with even darker, gloomier things. She had one last day to enjoy herself. One last day before everything changed.

But how could she enjoy herself with such a future looming ahead?

Her fingers twitched over the teacup in her hands. Doing her best to forget the event that would take place the next day, she used a dark cloth to polish the outer surface of the porcelain.

After conspiring with her estate’s baker, she had managed to paint and bake a protective glaze over the cup and saucer that would protect the designs she had spent months creating.

The polishing cloth now helped to make its surface shine. Delicate purple flowers and green leaves stood out against the bright white background of the small cup. She’d even strategically painted lines of gold around the teacup’s edge and handle to give it a luxurious feel. Clara’s lady’s maid, Heidi, would feel like a noble herself whenever she used the cup and saucer.

That thought brought a little smile to Clara’s lips. Maybe her lady’s maid wasn’t allowed to stay with Clara after tomorrow, but at least she’d be able to leave Heidi a gift she’d never forget.

With the polishing finished, Clara’s thumb traced a bundle of the purple flowers she had painted. This particular bundle held a secret only Heidi would recognize. The flowers along the outer edge of the bundle were slightly darker, which created the shape of a ring. Others wouldn’t notice the ring shape easily, but even if they did, they wouldn’t understand the significance.

Only Heidi would know the ring shape was meant to commemorate a brass ring Heidi had received from her mother as a child and, sadly, had lost recently. But the painted flower ring on the teacup in Clara’s lap was the exact same size and shape as that lost ring. Of course, it would never be the same as the real ring, but at least it gave Heidi a way to remember the special item.

Boisterous laughter rang out near Clara as a young couple floated past her with nearly empty glasses of wine in their hands. They wore silk party clothes, and the woman had her white-blonde hair expertly braided into a bun with soft curls, bright red flowers, and small fruits decorating it further. Judging by the direction the couple walked, they were on their way to refill their glasses.

Nearly all the guests had arrived. If some of them were already on their way to get a second glass of wine, she needed to hurry and place her gift for Heidi under the Christmas tree. Using the brown paper she had nicked from the kitchen, Clara carefully wrapped the teacup and saucer and positioned them inside a small brown box.

Spools of silk ribbon covered the table at her side. She chose a pretty blue ribbon with embroidered purple swirls. After unspooling it a bit, she eyeballed the length and then cut it. Her lips pursed as she examined it. The length would be perfect for Heidi to use as a hair ribbon.

No one else would ever think to use a gift wrap ribbon in their hair. No one else would ever imagine the length would be perfect for such a thing. But Heidi always appreciated Clara’s talent for perfectly estimating the size and shape of things. Her lady’s maid would know without even asking that Clara had cut it that length on purpose.

With the gift finally wrapped, Clara held it gently in both hands and started across the room. The dark walnut hardwood floor creaked under her feet, but with the violins and cello playing nearby, she could barely hear it.

Her gaze drifted to the Christmas tree in the center of the room. Its evergreen branches stretched so high, the tip nearly reached the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. A massive circular blanket sat at the base of the tree, catching the wax from the candles above. White candles adorned the needled branches, their little lights flickering with the same delight that filled the rest of the room. The wrapped presents sitting under the tree already piled high.

Dozens of guests crowded the normally-empty spaces of the large room. They ate and drank, danced and laughed. An almost-smile played at her lips at the sight of them. The guests were always her favorite part of her parents’ annual Christmas party. With so many people watching, her parents had always been forced to get her fine and fancy gifts. Otherwise, their neighbors might guess how cruel her parents really were.

It did not fill her with joy to know she now needed assistance from one of them. Her pink silk skirts swished as she ambled through the room. It only took a moment to spot her mother. The woman’s soft brown and gray hair had been braided with ribbon that matched her yellow and red dress. Her voice reverberated through at least one third of the room as she laughed and gossiped with her favorite women in their town.

Judging by the splashes of wine on her hand, she was already past her second glass and well into her third. Better to avoid Mother then. After that much wine, she was more likely to expose Clara’s secret by accident—a secret no one except her father, mother, Heidi, and a few tutors knew.

Clara’s shoulders tensed as she changed direction, heading toward the plushy chairs in front of the large fireplace at one edge of the room. At least her father sat alone as he leaned over the short wooden table in front of him, probably finishing a few last pieces of the paperwork that would spell out Clara’s doom.

She darted toward him, grateful to have found him alone. Coming to his side, she knelt on the rug at his feet and held the gift and a small tag out to him.

After glancing over one shoulder, she leaned in close to whisper. “Could you address this for me?”

He had completely ignored her until that moment. As soon as the words left her lips, his gaze shot upward to scan the area around them. He found them in complete privacy, just as she had observed a moment ago. That didn’t stop him from snatching the tag from her hand with a glare.

“What shall I write?” His gruff voice sounded even more gravelly than usual. His recent cough probably attributed to it, but the sound still made her limbs shake.

She gulped. “From Clara.”

He rolled his eyes, clearly expecting her to say who the gift was for before she said who it was from. But she knew better than to give that away yet.

Despite his eye rolling, he did write the words in his sweeping, beautifully curved handwriting. More than anyone, he didn’t want her secret getting out. So, he’d help begrudgingly as long as it didn’t look suspicious. “What else?” Even in a whisper, he managed to make the words feel like an ugly shout.

“To,” she continued, purposefully waiting until he started writing before she said more. When his pen stopped, she took a deep breath. “Heidi.”

The snarl she expected bloomed across his face even fiercer than she had imagined. He bared his teeth as he leaned closer to her. “You have only one gift to give, and it’s for a servant?”

Clara leaned back as she lifted her palms in a posture of surrender. “Heidi already helped me address my other gifts. We did it days ago.”

He continued to snarl with his nose now twitching as he scrawled the name onto the tag. It looked far less beautiful than his previous handwriting. At least he had written it.

Just as she reached to pluck the tag from the table, an icy gust of wind shot across the room. Father had to grip the tag a little tighter to be certain it didn’t blow away.

Both of them glanced toward the heavy wooden doors that had just been opened to the world outside. Five people entered the room, all dressed in fine silks and fur coats. Lord Metternich and his wife’s eyes twinkled when they caught sight of the decorated Christmas tree. Their oldest son, Hans, and his wife smiled at the room as they shrugged their coats off.

And then there was Fritz, the person who would soon end her life as she knew it. Clara shuddered at the sight of him. The young man was a few years older than her. He wore what seemed to be a permanent scowl that even darkened his blue eyes. His golden-colored hair shifted lazily over his head as he scanned the room. When a servant helped remove his coat, he immediately adopted a threatening stance and glare, causing the servant to cower. Whatever words he had just spoken could not have been pleasant.

Upon seeing Fritz, Clara’s stomach curled into a tight knot. Her throat ached when she tried to swallow. She knew it was useless, but she turned to her father anyway. Maybe one last appeal would work. Maybe she could change his mind if he heard the ache in her voice.

“Papa, please don’t make me marry him.”

Her father’s eyes flashed as he glanced around to make sure no one had overheard. Once satisfied they were still speaking in private, he looked down his nose at her. “Whyever not?”

After kneeling at the side of his chair for so long, her knees had started to cramp. She swallowed hard. “He’s horrid.”

Her father’s eyebrows pinched together until a crease formed between them. “A horrid man for a horrid girl.” Now, he raised one of his eyebrows. “It seems you two are a perfect match.”

The words alone were enough to tighten the ache in her throat even more, but then he crushed the tag in his hand. With a flick of his wrist, he tossed the crumpled paper into the roaring fire at his side.

“Get that gift out of here. I won’t have a servant’s present under the tree with all the other gifts.” He dipped his head toward the ribboned box on the table, but at the last moment, he also swept his hand across the table to knock the box off it.

Sucking in a gasp, Clara barely caught the small gift before it fell. With the table so low to the ground, the teacup and saucer probably wouldn’t have broken, but she didn’t want to take that chance. She had spent months painting the porcelain. And it was meant for the only true friend she had.

Pulling the box tight against her stomach, Clara stood to her feet and nodded a quick goodbye to her father. It seemed she would have to get her mother to address the tag, after all.

Just as her silk skirts started swishing, her gaze snagged on Fritz. He shoved a servant out his way so he could reach the platters of food on a table faster.

A chill slithered down her spine. Maybe she needed Mother, but she wasn’t about to go near her now. Not with Fritz nearby.

She’d do anything to avoid her betrothed for as long as she possibly could. Knowing him, he’d probably find a way to terrorize her sooner rather than later. She’d just try to keep to the edges of the room until then.
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SINCE THE MAIN FOOD TABLES were off-limits for Clara right now, she headed over to a narrow table covered with bowls of hazelnuts, macadamias, and chestnuts. Reaching for the nearest nutcracker, she placed a macadamia nut inside its mouth and lowered the lever.

Instead of hearing a nice crack, the shell stayed completely intact. Her mouth screwed into a knot as she set the nutcracker aside and reached for another one. The second one didn’t crack her nut as much as smash it, so she had to pick out pieces of shell from the squashed nut before she could enjoy it.

While carefully plucking out broken pieces, she vaguely noticed someone join her at the table. Without even choosing a nutcracker, a sharp crack soon sounded. Her fingers still held her smashed nut from which she had nearly removed all the shell pieces, but her gaze trailed over to the nearby hands now reaching for a second nut.

The man plucked a hazelnut from a bowl and held it tightly between his finger and thumb. Another moment later, the nutshell split apart as easily as if it had been an eggshell. She almost didn’t believe it, except he picked up a macadamia nut and cracked open the shell with his bare hands exactly like he had a moment ago.

Clara’s eyes opened wide. “How did you do that?” The words came out in a rush as she glanced up to see who had done such an incredible thing.

But as soon as her gaze met the young man’s face, her head immediately dropped. She lowered her chin to her chest and took a small step back.

“What is it?” the man asked after seeing her reaction. He patted his overcoat. “Do I look strange to you?”

Involuntarily, her gaze lifted to his once again. Now that he mentioned it, he did look strange. No, strange wasn’t the right word. He looked wondrous. Magical. She had never seen anyone with such exquisite features, especially not someone only a few years older than her.

Sharp cheekbones perfectly accented his stormy gray eyes. He had fair skin and a crop of brown hair that looked shinier than her pink silk dress. His broad shoulders and strong arms gave the impression that he could probably lift her off the ground as easily as he had cracked those nuts. Easier maybe.

“Why did you look away from me like that?” He patted his blue scarf and blue overcoat that almost looked like a soldier’s uniform. Except no soldiers in her town ever wore blue, especially not light blue brocade with swirling silver designs. She didn’t know of any nearby countries whose soldiers had such uniforms.

She raised a hand to wave away his worry. “It’s not the way you look, it’s just...” She swallowed and lowered her chin again. “We haven’t been formally introduced.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she could just make out his lowered eyebrows. He didn’t look confused; he looked aghast. After a small shake of his head, he cleared the expression away to reveal one of politeness. “Formally introduced. Right. I am Revyn.”

It might have offended her that he didn’t extend a hand toward her to shake in greeting, except she was too surprised by his name to even notice.

“Revyn? I have never heard such an unusual name. Is that your house name or your personal name?”

He mouthed the words house name and then shook his head. That same polite expression returned. “Revyn is my personal name. I believe as part of the formalities, you should state your name as well, correct?”

Nothing about this conversation followed the typical way people were formally introduced. That usually happened with a mutual acquaintance making the introductions. But this young man had probably just had one too many glasses of wine. What did it really matter anyway? This was a Christmas party. Her life was about to change, and not for the better, so what did she care about formalities?

She held out one hand toward him. “I’m Clara from the House of Reginar.” She gestured vaguely at the room. “This house. My father is Lord Reginar, which leads me to ask, how do you know my father?”

“Know him?” The young man’s head tilted to the side as he narrowed one eye. He gave off the distinct impression that he was trying to figure out not the answer to her question but why she had even asked it.

He also glanced down three different times at her hand, which was still extended toward him, but didn’t seem to know what she expected him to do with it.

Once she lowered her hand back to her side, he finally seemed able to speak again. He ran a hand through his silky hair and flashed a roguish smile. “What was it you asked me earlier? You wanted to know how I did something, I believe.”

The words disarmed her completely. Her cheeks suddenly tingled with heat as an involuntary smile crept through her lips. She placed a hand on her collarbone and had the sudden urge to fan herself. “Uh, it was...” She bit her bottom lip. “Oh, I wanted to know how you cracked those nuts with your bare hands.”

His eyebrows twisted in confusion as he plucked a nut from the nearest bowl. Without showing the slightest strain in his face, he pinched the nut until the nutshell perfectly cracked in half. “Like that?”

Her eyes widened at the sight while the heat in her cheeks burned even hotter. If she dared to speak, her words would surely come out breathless.

Revyn gestured toward a bowl. “How do you crack them?”

Grateful for a chance to break her gaze away from him, she grabbed a hazelnut and stuffed it into a nutcracker’s mouth. After lowering the lever as quickly as possible, it still only caused a small fracture across the shell’s surface. She wrinkled her nose at the pathetic outcome.

Shrugging, Revyn reached over and cracked the nut for her. Then he took a few more from the bowls, cracked them, and set them in front of her too.

“Thank you,” she said as she stuffed a macadamia into her mouth.

He blinked in astonishment. After glancing around the room, he turned back to her with a dark expression. “You should not say those words to me.”

Before she could react to the strange response, his blue knit scarf was caught in a gust of wind from the front door and flew off his neck. He darted after it and soon got lost in the crowd.

Warmth still prickled in her cheeks as she tossed a hazelnut into her mouth. She’d probably never see him again, but she still marveled at the meeting. How strangely remarkable to meet a nutcracker...man.

Her mind was so thoroughly engrossed in the memory of Revyn that she hardly noticed she had eaten the nuts he’d cracked for her. And she definitely wasn’t thinking straight when she meandered over to the food tables to gather a plate for herself.

With her gift to Heidi under one arm, Clara piled carrots drizzled with a honey and balsamic glaze onto her plate. Then she added a slice of wild duck with orange sauce and finished by grabbing a plump sausage. She managed to gobble down half the sausage before running into trouble, but soon she was reminded why she’d been avoiding the food tables.

Her nonchalant walk ended with a start when she found Fritz in a corner of the room watching a few young ladies dance. Although, he wasn’t even watching them. He was leering at them a little too gratuitously for someone who was currently engaged to another woman.

She tried to back away without him noticing, but he glanced up as soon as she attempted it, sneering at her.

Since she couldn’t avoid him, she sneered right back. “You probably shouldn’t stare so salaciously at other young women when you and I are getting married tomorrow.”

His hand shot forward. For a moment, she thought he might be reaching for her body, but he grabbed the gift box she was holding instead. “Thinking of the wedding, huh? This must be for me then.”

He ignored her protests as he tore off the bow, lifted the lid, and carelessly threw off the brown paper protecting the porcelain. He laughed when he saw the items. “Did you paint this? How quaint.”

“Give that back,” she said through her teeth, which he completely ignored.

“I suppose no one told you, but I do not care for purple flowers.” Holding her gaze steadily, he gripped two opposite sides of the teacup and yanked. Before she could reach out, he’d broken the teacup in half.

She gasped.

“I suppose now there’s no use for this either.” He threw the saucer onto the hardwood floor where it promptly split into three different pieces.

Tears pricked her eyes as her hand flew to cover her open mouth. “How could you?”

A vicious grin lifted his mouth. “You must have really cared about those pieces if they were enough to make you cry.”

She had spent months of painstaking work designing and painting the cup and saucer. Maybe she didn’t have the skill of the most famous artists, but her flowers were certainly beautiful. And now, all of her hard work had been destroyed. Her one last gift to the only person who had ever treated her with dignity was broken and lay in pieces on the ground.

Fritz laughed and ground the fragments into the floor with the heel of his boot until they shattered even more. He then dropped the cup pieces on top.

Uneven tears slipped down her cheeks. She tried to control her breathing, which had turned unnaturally quick.

Suddenly, Fritz leaned closer and whispered. “Everyone says there’s something wrong with you. Something your parents keep secret.”

A breath shuddered through her, and she immediately tried to gulp it down. It wasn’t as if she had an extra limb or accidentally killed people in her sleep. It was that she couldn’t read or write no matter how many tutors had tried to teach her throughout the years.

It wasn’t her fault letters jumped around and rotated whenever she tried to look at them. When she concentrated very, very hard, she could read a little, but never out loud. And even then, it took so long to decipher each letter that comprehension became nearly impossible. One of her tutors had the same condition, but even that tutor had given up. Apparently, Clara’s condition was much worse, and so, she was written off as a lost cause.

She could enjoy the beauty of handwriting, and she had no trouble reproducing actual objects like flowers, but letters and numbers liked to dance so much she couldn’t dream of reading and writing the way others did. Still, it wasn’t like she was a demon or a criminal. Even now, she didn’t understand why her parents were so mortified by her condition that they had kept it secret all these years.

A wild flash lit up Fritz’s eyes. “Whatever your secret is, I don’t care. I want to make it clear, I have no desire for you at all. I can easily find companions,” he glanced pointedly at the nearest young ladies, “to satisfy my needs. From you, I only need one thing, and that is your money.”

One last tear trailed down her cheek as she lifted her chin in the air. Maybe her hands still trembled from the emotion inside her, but she could control it well enough to speak. “I should have known a second-born child like you would feel that way. You’ve spent your whole life trying to measure up to your brother, Hans. Maybe you’ve learned ambition, but you know nothing of honor or decency.”
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