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​Preface 
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This story was inspired by the fairy tale The Nutcracker and the Mouse King by Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann — and, perhaps, a little by its film adaptations.

But inspiration is only a starting point.

Before you lies a completely different fairy tale.

Here there is no Mouse King. No bloody battles or villains that can be defeated with a sword. In this world, heroes do not save the world — they save themselves. They will have to face something far more terrifying than an external threat: their own fears, traumas, and doubts.

This is a story about how important it is to light a flame — even in the darkest heart.

And to believe that miracles do happen. Sometimes — within ourselves.
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​Discovering magic 
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Mira kicked the snow with all her strength. She wanted to scream across the whole neighborhood: “Yes, they’re sunglasses! Yes, black ones! No, not for show!” But passersby probably wouldn’t appreciate someone yelling about protecting their eyes from the light. It wasn’t their heads the light was drilling into! And they wouldn’t even want to hear what photophobia is.

And the snow, just to spite her, reflected the sunlight straight into her eyes.

Everything annoyed her — even her own hair. Dry red strands kept getting into her eyes or her mouth.

The headphones were her last thread of calm. Five aggressive songs, and at least the anger pulled back a little.

The main street looked at her dully. The shop windows competed in grayness, as if someone had given them a task: make the New Year’s holiday as joyless as possible. Everything sparkled — yet nothing caught the eye.

And then Mira stopped. Some strange shop window caught her gaze. Between two painfully familiar stores, a little shop had suddenly appeared, as if... from a fairy tale. The windows, framed in wood, were painted with golden swirls, and the door was decorated with hand-carved designs.

Maybe it was a glitch? Mira blinked twice. The shop didn’t disappear. Odd — she’d walked this route a hundred times and had never noticed it before. Most likely, it was new.

Outside the window stood various items. Lamps, clocks, dishes... But the main thing that caught her attention was the toys. She hadn’t seen such magical ones even at exhibitions. Interesting.

A burst of determination — and Mira was already pushing the door. Her own collection had long been asking to be expanded, and toys weren’t just cute things. They were almost like friends. They might not talk, but at least they didn’t ask, “Aren’t you too old for kid stuff?” They just don't care how old you are or who you are in life.

As soon as Mira stepped over the threshold, everything went sideways. Well, first of all, the shop turned out to be five times bigger than it looked from outside. Mira was already short, and in a room with no visible ceiling, she felt like a lilliputian.

Shelves filled with things stretched into the distance like corridors in an empty school: long, gloomy, and suspiciously endless.

And the things themselves... They were too... individual. Every cup seemed to look into your soul, every doll clearly knew how old you were and why you cried in May. There were porcelain ladies with faces of princesses (or serial killers), wooden horses, plush bears, and cuckoo clocks ready to fly straight into your forehead.

Mira stared at all this splendor with a look like it wasn’t her looking — but the doll that looked like Ariel staring at her. And then she noticed the shop’s owner. He was standing behind a wooden table and smiling. His light brown hair with gray streaks was neatly combed, and his blue suit looked like it was made of silk and gold. Just like the wizard from a tea commercial.

“Welcome,” he said in a soft voice.

“Thank you,” she replied. “It’s... too magical in here. As if this isn’t even reality. Wait, what? Not reality?”

And then it hit her. Panic. Cold along her spine. Wait. What if she... forgot to take her pills?

Mira’s back cramped up like an old lady’s. She grabbed the wall and shut her eyes. She tried to breathe and count the seams on the floor, just like the therapist had taught her. No effect. The world was spinning like a ride, only without a ticket and without joy. She sank into a squat, clenching her hands into fists.

Why now, of all times? The moment she got to a wonderful place — a panic attack decided to ruin everything!

“Are you all right?” she heard behind her.

Mira turned around sharply. The shop owner was standing in front of her.

“Sorry... I just...” she frantically searched for the right word. “Is this all real?”

“Of course,” he replied with such confidence, as if flying dishes were just a normal routine.

“Sorry for repeating myself, but... are you sure this isn’t a hallucination? It’s just... I don’t remember if I took my meds today. And if I didn’t — this could be a hallucination. I have bipolar disorder. And anxiety. A mix for two. But I’m alone.”

“Meds?” he repeated without judgment, sitting down next to her.

“Yeah. And all this is too bright and unusual. What if I’m having an episode?”

“Mira, I understand. In your world, magic is cartoons and pills. But here — it’s reality. Very real.”

“How do I check that?” she whispered.

He held out his hand:

“Let’s try a little experiment. Can you feel my hand?”

“Yes...”

“Now close your eyes. Can you hear it? The ticking clock? The creaking floor? The street outside?”

She closed her eyes. She could hear it. All of it. The clock, the boards, the distant hum — as if life was going on here too.

“It’s all real,” he quietly confirmed.

She opened her eyes. The picture was bright, but clear, not like in a dream.

“Wait. You called me by name? But... how do you know my name? Are you a wizard or something?”

“Yes,” he replied with an innocent smile. “My name is Hans. Very nice to meet you!”

“Nice to meet you, Hans,” she replied — and immediately giggled, covering her mouth. As if she’d said something silly, not just learned someone’s name.

After taking a couple of breaths, Mira finally found her balance and got to her feet:

“All right. Let’s say this isn’t just my inflamed mind. Then... why am I here?”

“Because the shop appeared here. And you walked into it. Makes perfect sense,” he shrugged. “You ended up between worlds. A kind of transfer station, so to speak.”

“Like an embassy?”

“Exactly.”

“Okay, you’ve almost convinced me. Thanks.”

“Either way, don’t forget your meds,” he winked. “Even in a magical world, health isn’t a joke.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she muttered. “By the way, weird... Why is no one else here? Such beauty, and no one around.”

“Because the shop doesn’t let just anyone in. Only those who believe in miracles.”

Mira froze for a second.

“But I don’t believe in miracles!” she protested.

“Really? Then how did you see the door?”

“Maybe the recognition system broke?”

“Impossible! In that case, no one would get in.”

“You got me! At twenty-three I’m still a little... infantile? No, not the right word...”

“Attentive, observant, hopeful...” Hans listed.

“Yes. Thank you! And anyway, I’m a writer — I’m allowed to be!”

“Did I say it was a bad thing?”

“No.” Mira smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, it’s a habit. By the way, do you sell magic wands here?”

“Even if I do, you don’t have a license.”

“Too bad,” Mira drawled and continued looking around the magical place.

Mira slowly approached the bookshelves, feeling the scent of paper, ink, childhood, maybe even a hint of cinnamon. She had only just managed to relax when, without warning, a book crashed down from the top shelf right into her hands.

“Thanks for not hitting my head,” Mira muttered and instinctively caught what had fallen.

She turned the book in her hands and examined it. Golden letters sparkled on the cover: “The Prince Who Became the Nutcracker.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Mira mumbled, already sinking into a rocking chair that seemed to whisper, “Sit down, I’ll rock you into oblivion.”

Mira flipped through the pages carefully, as if afraid that the gif illustrations would jump out of the book and immediately start dancing in a circle.

“Can I read this?” she asked, raising her eyes to the shop owner, who was watching the scene in suspicious silence — as if he knew the book would fall right into her hands. Or maybe he had thrown it himself?

“Of course,” the owner replied. “Tea or coffee?”

“Not that, please,” she shook her head. “If I drink coffee after lunch — that’s it, I’ll be counting flies on the ceiling till three in the morning.”

Usually, that’s where the argument starts: “Well, I drink liters and I’m fine!” — but no, Hans just nodded:

“Then water?”

“Perfect,” Mira whispered in disbelief.

And as soon as she said that, a cup floated smoothly toward her.

Mira froze, blinked a few times, and finally carefully took the water.

“Thank you,” she said, without specifying to whom. Probably to Hans. But maybe... to the cup.

Opening the book, Mira read the first line — and already couldn’t stop.

A long time ago, in the distant kingdom of Celestia, there lived a prince named Kaiden.

His childhood was short and not particularly joyful: the king and queen died in a car crash when Kaiden was one year old.

The people of Celestia tried to surround him with love, but none of the thousand citizens or hundred servants could replace his mother and father.

As the prince grew up, instead of learning friendship and respect, he quickly realized how easy it was to manipulate people. Sometimes he even gave the servants absurd orders, just to laugh at their confusion.

Years passed. The prince grew older, but, alas, not wiser. His life gradually turned into one endless ball, with breaks for “bring me another soup, because this one is looking at me judgmentally.” He meddled in the affairs of cooks, hairdressers, and tailors — even though he understood nothing about cooking, got lost in hairstyles, and knew exactly one thing about fashion: “I want it shiny.”

Even at night he didn’t stop: he made the servants tell him stories until he fell asleep.

The role of regent had to be taken on by the wizard Hans — the prince’s uncle by blood. He was obligated to maintain order until the time came for Kaiden to rule the country. But the closer the coronation day came, the more obvious it became: the boy was growing not into a king, but into a walking disaster.

Then came New Year’s Eve.

And Hans decided to go all in.

He handed his nephew a sparkling magical nut — the Krakatuk.

“The nut will grant any wish you make,” he said solemnly. “But think carefully — what kind of ruler do you want to be?”

The answer came faster than Hans could blink:

“Uncle, sure, you’re a wizard, but you’re a pretty bad comedian! You think I’d waste a wish on becoming a good ruler? Pfft! I’m already the best! I’d rather wish for something useful. Like... being able to open a beer bottle with my teeth without any problem!”

Hans frowned.

“Seriously? Beer?”

“Well yeah! I’m getting crowned soon. A king has to be cool,” Kaiden giggled.

“Prince, do you truly want to waste your one and only wish on such a trivial thing?”

But the prince was no longer listening. With an excited smile, he brought the nut to his teeth and tried to crack it... But the nut turned out to be tougher than he expected. Angrily, the prince exclaimed:

“And nuts too! They should crack easily, not like this!”

Kaiden grabbed a chair and struck the Krakatuk with all his might. The nut cracked, and the magic began to work. The prince’s wish came true — but not at all how he had intended. He himself turned into a wooden nutcracker.

Many years have passed since then. Hans tried to return his nephew to human form. But wish magic is a fickle thing. It worked precisely — albeit foolishly. To break Kaiden’s spell, a new wish was needed.

Hans believed that one day, someone would come who could help Kaiden not just become human again... but become someone truly worthy of being called a king.

"Is it true?" Mira shut the book and placed it on the table. It floated gently up and returned to its place.

"It's true," Hans nodded.

"The prince really did need to be re-educated," Mira's eyelid twitched nervously. "I just don’t get it... What stopped someone from just making a wish? ‘I wish the prince would turn into a sweetheart.’ Done."

"You can’t change a person — even with magic — unless they want to change themselves."

"Convenient," she muttered. "That might even be protective, in a way. So where is the ‘charming prince’ now?"

Hans snapped his fingers — and a small carved door suddenly grew out of the bookshelf. It opened without even a creak.

"Here," he answered in almost a whisper, as if someone was sleeping behind the door.

Mira stepped closer and peeked inside. Behind the little door was something like a dollhouse. Lavender wallpaper, wardrobes, a bed... Even a wooden horse was facing the wall. And in the middle of all this madness stood the nutcracker.

"Can I... take him?" Mira asked timidly.

Hans nodded.

She picked him up. The nutcracker was smooth like a glossy book cover, and hard like a door. His uniform was sky blue, as if it had been stolen from the heavens. It looked like silk but felt like wood. And the crown was golden, with little gemstones. They sparkled so much it made her want to try it on herself. Even though his head was wooden, the golden hair looked real. And the blue eyes looked like they’d been painted by a realist artist.
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