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Prologue
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He thumbed through his latest notes one more time. Feverishly, his eyes raced over the densely written pages. Then he grabbed one of several books lying on the table and started flipping through its pages at a frenzied speed that would put any machine designed for the same function—if such a thing even existed—to shame.

He stopped, went back a few pages, this time much slower, and froze. He glanced again at his notes, then at the book he was holding. He repeated this process several times, like a lottery winner incredulously comparing his ticket to the winning numbers.

"This is it!" he exclaimed, even though he was alone in the room, with no one to share his obvious discovery with. "But still... this can't be possible," he added, as if trying to convince himself that such a thing bordered on madness.

He stood in the middle of the room, which was packed with books, torn between what to do next.

Suddenly, he thought he heard some noises. No one else was supposed to be in the institute besides him. He pressed his ear against the door and held his breath. He was too frightened even to peek outside.

Silence.

He glanced around the room like a cornered animal. Then he made up his mind. He knew he had no time left to waste. If he left now, he could reach his destination by morning.

He rushed to his desk, where a computer and a phone sat side by side. He picked up the receiver. It didn't surprise him when no one answered; it was already close to midnight. After the beep, he quickly left a message, said what he thought was necessary, and hung up.

He took one last look around the room. Then he hurried over to the window, scanning the parking lot. Only his car remained. The others had left the institute hours ago.

Everything seemed quiet. Nothing out of place.

No time to lose.

He grabbed his briefcase, set it on the table, and stuffed it with all the papers containing his notes, moving with the speed and urgency of a bank robber trying to grab as much money as possible before the police showed up. He slammed the briefcase shut, grabbed the books from the table, and crammed them into the bottom drawer of the massive bookcase. He turned the small key twice, jiggled the handle, and made sure everything was properly locked. Quickly, he moved the rug and the small table back into place, partially concealing the view of the locked drawer. There was no time for neatness or precision. He shoved the key into his pants pocket and snatched the briefcase from the table. At the door, he paused, giving the room one final glance. He hugged the briefcase tightly against his side.

Peeking through the door, he cautiously stuck his head out and looked left and right. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. He left the door unlocked—the most valuable thing was already in his hands. He bolted down the stairs, ignoring the elevator, which would’ve surely gotten him to the ground floor faster. But this way, he felt safer.

Once downstairs, he checked to make sure no one was around. Moving at lightning speed, he unlocked and relocked the large, heavy glass doors behind him. Only he and a few of the institute's top officials had keys to the main entrance.

He hurried across about thirty feet of open ground, then stopped. Ahead lay the hardest part: crossing the brightly lit parking lot to his car. He regretted not parking closer to the building, but at the time, he'd thought it smarter to leave it in a more visible spot where no one could sneak up on it. Either way, he didn’t want to wait any longer.

He took a deep breath, squeezed the briefcase tighter, and bolted toward the center of the lot.  

Inside his pants pocket, he felt for his car key and frantically began pressing buttons. In his haste, he was pressing the buttons too fast, causing the doors to lock and unlock repeatedly. He silently prayed to every god he could think of that the car would be unlocked by the time he got there.

His prayer was answered. He practically dove into the driver’s seat, throwing the briefcase onto the passenger side. He immediately locked all the doors and felt a bit safer. 

Buckling his seatbelt, he closed his eyes for a moment and started the car. He figured any pursuers wouldn’t dare blow him up here.

Nothing happened. The engine purred steadily, ready to unleash its horsepower.

He pulled out, then slammed the brakes. He needed to make sure the braking system was working properly. The car came to a hard stop. Keeping his hands tight on the wheel, he took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly.

"God, what’s wrong with me?" he muttered, trying to banish the ghosts and monsters he believed were haunting him. Lately, he had become obsessed with the idea that he was being followed and watched. On the streets, he constantly felt like someone was right behind him. He was convinced someone had broken into his apartment and gone through his notes. 

And then there was the thing that worried him the most, but had nothing to do with his security.

He was a man of science and verified facts. He didn’t believe in supernatural forces or conspiracy theories. Yet... what sat inside the briefcase beside him screamed otherwise. He was well aware that lately his behavior had become increasingly strange and that many of his colleagues were watching his work with growing skepticism. He had been chasing this breakthrough for a long time—and tonight, he had undeniably proven it. The scientist in him simply couldn’t stay silent.

Starting tomorrow, everything will change. The world would be stunned, and his name would go down in history alongside those who had made the greatest discoveries

"I can't afford negative thinking," he said out loud again. "I just need to focus on positive outcomes, and everything will be fine. Let's go," he added, pressing harder on the gas pedal.

Despite his positive thinking, he still kept glancing into the rearview mirror to make sure he wasn’t being followed. He chuckled to himself, feeling like the main character in some spy movie. Everything seemed fine. A sense of relief washed over him, and he was a little angry with himself for his almost paranoid obsession that someone was out to get him.

In that same spirit, he first brushed off the intense light coming at him from the other direction.

"Ugh, these careless drivers who don't dip their high beams!" he shouted out loud. He flashed his own headlights a few times to signal to the approaching car to lower its beams.

There was no reaction from the other side. Instead, the glaring light kept coming closer. Now he was seriously worried.

"Damn it... lower your lights!!!" he screamed at the top of his lungs. His fear turned into terror when he realized that the light was now squarely in his lane—like some maniac was barreling straight at him. Even more frightening, the light was so broad that it filled the entire road—both sides. He realized he was trapped. Just seconds separated him from death.

"Noooo... turn!!!" he yelled, a sound mixing raw fear and helplessness. He did the only thing that might save him: slammed on the brakes and yanked the wheel hard to the right. The car’s wheels skidded over the edge of the pavement.

He raised his arms to shield his head and chest.

The car flew thirty feet through the air before crashing into a steep, wooded hillside. It tumbled and bounced through the trees, spinning over and over across every axis. The wild ride finally ended at the bottom of the slope, in a dried-up riverbed. By some miracle, the car landed upside down. The battered body of the car spun a few more times horizontally before everything finally went still.

"I'm alive... I'm alive!" he shouted after a few stunned moments, opening his eyes. "Thank you, dear God... thank you." He couldn’t believe he had survived a crash like that. He moved his arms and legs, checking that nothing was broken.

He knew he had to get out of the wreck as quickly as possible. The smell of gasoline in the air was a clear warning. Miraculously, after a few tries, he managed to unbuckle the seatbelt. As soon as it released, gravity took over, and he crashed down onto the car’s roof. But he didn’t care. He was alive, and that was all that mattered.

"God is on my side. I'm unstoppable," he thought.

Then another thought hit him, pushing all other worries aside.

"My notes... my notes!" he cried out. "Without them, I'm lost."

His belief that some higher force was helping him was only strengthened when he saw the bag lying right next to him. He grabbed it and clutched it tightly to his chest.

"Everything’s here... now I just have to get out of this damn car," he thought, starting what he saw as the final mission to save himself. He tried pushing the door open, but nothing happened. The car’s brutal roll down the hill must have jammed the doors shut.

"Come on, move!" he shouted in frustration, aware that freedom—and survival—was just on the other side of those stubborn doors. He was just about to twist his body around to try kicking the door open when he saw something deeply strange.

Legs.

At least, the lower part that he could see from his awkward angle inside the wreck, lit by a nearby light.

"Rescuers," he thought with a surge of optimism. He could already imagine them cutting the car apart with giant power tools, yanking him free, hauling him onto a stretcher.

But then he noticed something that didn’t fit. The legs didn’t belong to a rescuer. Normally, rescue workers wore boots or some kind of protective gear. But the man standing outside wore something very different.

Sandals.

The man’s calves were unusually strong and muscular. And when the man leaned down to peer into the wreck, holding a torch, everything became clearer. A thick beard covered his face. He wore something strange on his head, but the crash survivor didn't have the presence of mind to think much about that.

"Gasoline... gasoline's leaking. It's not smart to walk around with an open flame like that... it could lead to..."  

He trailed off. There was no point in finishing the sentence.

Everything clicked into place. His recent research, the feeling of being watched, the mysterious light that had run him off the road, the strange man now lurking around his car.

It was over.

He didn’t need any scientific analysis to know the man had just ignited the gasoline leaking from the wrecked car. He clutched the bag with his research results even tighter. As terrifying as it was to realize he was about to die, it was even worse knowing the world would never see his discovery.

The flames first lit up the dried riverbed, and then the explosion shattered the silence of the night.
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Everyone Suspects Something
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Granny Advent arrived at her office every morning at five o'clock. This gave her plenty of time to calmly think over all her tasks for the day.  

Since the office wasn’t far from her house, she walked there, using the opportunity to breathe in some fresh air before the morning traffic rush began. Instead of her traditional cloak, she wore a lighter robe, and on her head, a Christmas hat made from thin material. Christmas and New Year’s were just around the corner, but the air temperature was unbearably high.

She threw the windows wide open because of the suffocating heat, refusing to use the air conditioning. If climate change had become a major topic over the past decades, then what had happened in the past year had pushed it all to an entirely new level.  

It seemed like all the dire predictions of what could happen in fifty years if no solution to global warming were found had moved up into the present. Due to massive droughts, crop yields had fallen dramatically, and food prices had soared. A growing portion of the population was struggling to feed themselves. Many rivers had dried up, causing drinking water shortages in some areas. Glaciers were melting rapidly, and rising sea levels had already submerged some coastal regions. Catastrophic scenes were becoming a daily sight on the news, coming in from all over the world.

All this chaos also fueled a wave of folklore, with various groups loudly proclaiming that the Devil had arrived on Earth and that the end of times was near. Prophets and fanatics bombarded the public with doomsday messages almost every day. No one had a real answer as to why global warming had suddenly accelerated so dramatically despite all the world’s efforts.

Granny Advent mused how the idea of a "White Christmas" now sounded like a cruel joke. There was even talk of canceling Christmas celebrations altogether as more and more people lost their faith. Many Advent fairs were already being called off.

Despite everything, Christmas was approaching, and like every year, she took this time to reflect on the past twelve months. As usual — almost traditionally — she found herself facing a problem related to the previous Christmas. Last year, she somehow managed to explain away her involvement after returning with the kidnapped children, thanks to her skilled storytelling.  

She had hoped that this year would be free of such troubles, but that wasn’t the case.

Even though, after the showdown at the Christmas market, Odin had performed his memory-wiping trick on all those present, not everything had gone completely unnoticed. Even the supreme god of Norse mythology couldn’t control everything.  

The arrival of his heavenly troops had not gone entirely unseen, and many witnesses claimed they had seen a powerful light above the Christmas market with no plausible explanation. It was calculated that during a certain period, there were no photos or videos from those at the Christmas market — something that sparked even more suspicion. It was as if they had entered some sort of black hole during that time. Statements from people who had been at the market became highly prized in the media, and many went viral. Some individuals even underwent hypnosis sessions to try and retrieve memories of what exactly had happened.

Then there were those abducted throughout the year by the Wild Hunt and the Berserkers. Odin had "returned" them during the handover of Father Christmas’s body, wiping their memories of their captivity as well. Investigators questioned them thoroughly, but none could recall anything about their disappearance.  

However, they remembered clearly what had happened after they returned to Earth.  

Some spoke of witnessing a bizarre scene where Santa Claus arrived and departed in his sleigh. They also mentioned Granny Advent. Investigators had no choice but to summon the old lady for questioning again. By now, she had practically become the usual suspect and had gotten used to spending the post-Christmas season at the police station. She even joked to herself that it had become her traditional Christmas after-party.

She explained that she had just been out for a Christmas stroll with her granddaughter when she noticed a large group of confused and disoriented people. Wanting to help, she approached them. When asked about the flying Santa Claus, she claimed to have no knowledge of it, saying they must have been joking.

Police remained suspicious, as her name had once again come up in connection with missing persons, following the previous year's case involving kidnapped children.  

They were certain that Granny Advent hadn't been flying around the planet kidnapping people, but they still checked — and eventually dropped all suspicions, closing the investigation.  

Instead of chasing an elderly woman with an exceptionally positive public image, they shifted their focus toward finding a mysterious organization that had, throughout the previous year, been abducting people somehow connected to Christmas.

Still, even though the police had closed the case, there were others who weren't satisfied. 

Now, Granny Advent was no longer just receiving letters and emails from children wishing for presents but also from conspiracy theorists, UFO researchers, paranormal investigators, and others of similar profiles. They were all convinced that something had indeed happened at the market, and that the government, the deep state, or other "usual suspects" were covering it up.

Among the many theories, some even suggested that the Christmas market had been attacked. Rumors leaked to the public that Granny Advent had been questioned by the police in connection with the event, escalating the situation even further. If there truly had been an attack on Christmas, namely the Advent fair, then naturally someone must have defended it.  

Given her previous status as a hero for rescuing the kidnapped children, it was only natural for people to credit her once again. In a world increasingly full of injustice and widening gaps between rich and poor, people longed for heroes.

At first, Granny Advent ignored these insinuations, but over time, the public pressure became unbearable. Through her social media profiles, she publicly rejected all such claims and asked that people not associate her with them.

Still, for some, that wasn’t enough, and despite everything, they hailed her as the Defender of Christmas.

A knock on the door interrupted her train of thought
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A Strange Call
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"You have to hear this. The call came to the answering machine late last night," the secretary said in one breath, peeking through the door.

It was another one of the mayor’s ideas — to assign someone to Granny Advent’s office who would help her with incoming mail, check her emails, manage social media, and handle all other types of communication.

Granny Advent was pleased that someone could find employment, but she still thought it was a bit excessive.

She hurried to the front room, where a desk stood with a computer and a telephone on it.

After the secretary pressed the answering machine button, an excited male voice filled the room. After quickly introducing himself — though still clearly enough — he explained that he urgently needed to meet with Granny Advent and was already on his way so he could be there by morning. He said the matter was too important and confidential to discuss over the phone. He also mentioned that he knew Granny Advent must be very busy, but begged her to see him urgently because it was a matter of life and death.

The name wasn’t unfamiliar to Granny Advent. The man often appeared in public and was a leading authority on climate change. Recently, he had drawn even more attention by announcing that he was about to reveal a discovery that would fundamentally change everything previously known about climate change and global warming. The wider public knew him by the name ‘Mr. Climatologist’.

Granny Advent asked the secretary to replay the message. After listening to it again, she sat down on a small couch that stood in the room.

"I don't understand," said Granny Advent, "why a climatologist would want to talk to me. And so urgently that he left a message at such an odd hour. What could be so important that it couldn’t wait until morning," she continued sharing her thoughts with the woman who helped her with her daily duties.

"All sorts of people have been calling you lately. You know that better than I do. I think you should be careful," the woman said, showing genuine concern. "Maybe you should put a guard at the building entrance, just in case. We can’t have just anyone walking in here."

Granny Advent smiled warmly at her. "Thank you for your concern, but you know that’s out of the question. I don't want people to think I’m afraid of something, and I certainly don’t want to put any barriers between myself and anyone who wants to visit."

The secretary returned the smile, as she had expected such an answer.

The morning passed quickly. Granny looked at the clock and saw that noon was approaching.

"Has the gentleman who left that strange message called again? Has he arrived yet? By what he said, he should have been here some time ago," she asked the secretary.

The woman shook her head. "Unbelievable. So much urgency, and then he doesn’t even show up. There are all sorts of people nowadays. Granny, you be careful with all those oddballs," she added.

Granny Advent didn’t reply but found the situation strange. She decided to wait a little longer, just in case Mr. Climatologist arrived. She thought it wouldn’t be fair if someone made such a long trip only to find her gone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Breaking News


[image: ]


"Grandma, there aren't any Christmas-related crimes happening this year. Isn’t that strange?" said Little Advent Girl.  

Granny Advent looked at her and shrugged. They were sitting in the living room, drinking tea.  

Granny had waited until late in the afternoon for the climate change expert who had announced his arrival, but he never showed up. She was deeply intrigued by his call and couldn’t understand why he hadn’t come to the meeting he had arranged.  

Before leaving for the day, she had asked her secretary to call the number from which the message had been left on the phone, but no one answered. They tried several more times, but the result was the same. Afterward, they both left the office.  

Shortly after, Little Advent Girl arrived.  

"It’s probably better this way. No one wants anything bad to happen right before Christmas," Granny Advent answered her granddaughter. Still, she knew the girl had a point. Over the past months, they had feverishly searched social media and news portals for any reports related to Christmas crimes. They found nothing. Under normal circumstances, this would have been great news, but after Odin’s warning last year, it worried her. 

She didn’t want to share these thoughts with her granddaughter.  

"You know, Little Advent Girl, maybe it's for the best. Maybe Odin just wanted to scare us and enjoy some petty mischief when he failed to steal Christmas and drive away Santa Claus. With that old trickster, you never
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