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Prologue
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He stumbled yet again, for who knows how many times now. Getting up was becoming increasingly difficult. Wild-eyed, he looked around. He was certain his pursuers hadn’t given up their intent to catch him. Now he realized that the idea of escaping through the forest he currently found himself in wasn’t the best solution. In the bustling city, he might have felt safer, but everything happening to him seemed so unbelievable that analyzing it felt pointless.  

The characteristic hat of a Christmas gift-bringer had long been lost, and now he had discarded the red jacket with the fur-lined collar as well. He had cursed his friend a hundred times for convincing him to take on the role of Santa Claus in his place. 

All the alcohol had evaporated from his system. Moments ago, he had vomited. The lack of any physical activity had taken its toll. He had hidden, but crows gave away his location with their cawing, forcing him to keep running. 

Just minutes earlier, he had been sitting calmly, leaning against the back of a large department store that had hired him to play Santa Claus during the Advent season, based on the recommendation of an acquaintance who was overwhelmed with work. He had rushed through the rehearsal they insisted on and then relaxed with his favorite hard liquor. 

That is, until these monsters chasing him now had descended from the sky. Yes, that’s exactly what happened.  

He looked around, hoping someone else had seen it too, but there was no one. By now, he had been drunk countless times—one might even say too many to count—but this had never happened to him before. He rubbed his eyes in disbelief. He’d heard stories about people inebriated enough to start hallucinating, with white mice being the most infamous vision. He’d never believed those tales. 

Yet, what had entered his field of vision was far more dangerous than rodents of any color. The three riders from the sky had first appeared as mere dots in the distant twilight sky, growing closer and closer with each passing moment. He watched, utterly stunned, as they landed nearby. At first, he thought it was part of some promotional event for the retail chain whose back lot he had been peacefully using to sip from his bottle. He noticed they were dressed strangely, but he hadn’t managed to get a good look at them. The only thing he saw clearly was that they had some large dogs—or were they wolves, and birds circling around them.  

“What the h...?” he began to say in disbelief. He didn’t finish the question, nor was he sure who he’d been addressing. His train of thought was interrupted by the realization that something heavy was flying toward him at great speed. Only when it slammed into the wooden paneling above his head did he realize with horror that it was a massive axe—not the kind used by firefighters or for splitting logs, but a real weapon, with a double-edged blade fixed to a wooden handle.  

There was no time for amazement or closely examining what had narrowly missed him. He wasn’t much of a military expert, but he was sure this attack wouldn’t be the last. He also didn’t need to be psychic to know that if he stayed where he was, the group trying to take his head off wouldn’t fail again. He didn’t hesitate for another second. His only option was to run—and fast.  

“Damn you all!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, hurling the bottle with all his strength at the three riders. In a panic, he scanned for an escape route. The path to the busy walkway in front of the shopping center seemed too far. Then he spotted the forest nearby and decided it would be his best chance for salvation.  

He sprinted toward the dense pine trees that surrounded the back of the store. He heard another object whizzing past him but didn’t look back. Since he felt no pain, he assumed he hadn’t been hit. 

As he reached the first line of trees, he could hear shouting and commotion behind him. It was clear the chase had begun.  

Now he was in the wood. The crows continued to caw loudly. 

He suddenly heard a new sound and realized there was a highway ahead of him. That was a huge opportunity, he thought. Surely, his pursuers wouldn’t behead him in front of a crowd of drivers. The only obstacle was a two-meter-high fence, installed to prevent wildlife from wandering onto the highway. Now, the prey preparing to step onto the busy road was him. He knew this might be his chance to escape his pursuers.  

He hesitated for a moment before deciding. He dashed toward a small incline that led up to the highway. Glancing back, he saw no one. 

The slope ahead was steep, so he began crawling on his hands and knees, digging his fingers into the damp earth to stop himself from sliding backward. Rescue was so close. He reached the top and grabbed the chain-link fence, pulling himself forward. 

All that remained was to climb to the other side. He took a few quick breaths and started scaling the interwoven mesh. He wasn’t sure how he was managing it so skillfully, but it must have been a mix of adrenaline and fear coursing through his body. 

His hands grasped the rounded metal bar that formed the top of the fence. He pulled himself up, nearly getting the upper half of his body over. It seemed almost unbelievable, but at that moment, his eyes locked with the driver of a large truck passing along the highway. The sheer shock on the driver’s face was unmistakable. 

The fugitive hesitated for a split second as he swung a leg over the top, preparing to jump to the other side. He wasn’t as agile as soldiers or special forces officers who could clear such obstacles in one smooth motion, but that didn’t matter now.  

He never made it to the other side.  

Something grabbed him and yanked him back. 

He fell to the ground. The last thing he saw was a strange figure looming over him. Then everything went dark.
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Granny Advent gently pulled back the curtains to check once more if there was anyone outside the house. The scene before her seemed almost unreal. There were no paparazzi, no journalists, and none of the usual curious onlookers. Encouraged by this realization, she opened the window and leaned out, her whole body extending, to make sure the street was truly empty.

She took a deep breath of the crisp winter air. She stood there motionless for a moment longer, then pulled back inside and closed the window. Drawing the curtains once more, she settled into the armchair nearby.  

Nearly a year had passed since her triumphant return with the missing children at the Christmas fair. In that time, more had happened in her life than in all her previous years combined. 

Adjusting to her new role as an incredibly popular public figure—recognized everywhere and constantly asked for photos—had been difficult. She had been before a public figure, but this was on an entirely new level. Still, she knew this was the only way to achieve her goals. Nothing felt too hard because of it. 

She worked with every foundation dedicated to helping children. It had become her mission. She didn’t hesitate to take part in promotions of this kind. She wanted to use her newfound popularity to help children who couldn’t experience a happy and carefree childhood.  

Since bringing the children home a year ago, she had received an overwhelming number of messages from boys and girls asking her to personally deliver their Christmas presents. Letters poured in from all over the world, filled with wishes and requests for help.  

That was the good part of the past year. But there were also things that weren’t so pleasant.  

One could say she was equally burdened by the problems rooted in the events of last Christmas and those stemming from what was yet to come—or rather, what had already begun to unfold. 

After returning to the Christmas fair with the missing children, she knew there would be countless questions, from official institutions, the media, and the general public. She had spent a long time thinking about how to explain everything surrounding the disappearance and rescue of the children.  

Then she made a decision. She didn’t know if it was the right one or not. She would tell the complete truth—every last bit of it.  

At that moment, Granny Advent was at the center of the world’s attention, celebrated as a great heroine. Because of this, the official institutions had to tread carefully in dealing with her. 

They extended a very polite invitation for her to come to the police station and provide a statement about everything that had happened, particularly regarding the children’s disappearance. They began questioning her cautiously, asking how she had become involved in such extraordinary events. 

Once she started explaining, she couldn’t stop. 

The next few hours were anything but a typical police interrogation. Granny Advent described everything in vivid detail, almost as if she were performing in a dramatic play rather than speaking to seasoned investigators. 

She began with the incident at her son’s house when Krampus kidnapped her grandson, followed by her journey to the north, her battle with Father Whipper (aided by Snowmaiden and the Nutcracker), her encounter with the Christmas Scarecrow, and showdown with the Black Knight at Cliff of the Desperate Girls, during which the mysterious Peter the Dutchman joined their group.  

Without pausing much, she continued with her account of meeting Frau Perchta and the great battle with Krampus.  

At that moment, she paused. She glanced around the room and realized that, at some point, it had become completely packed with people. Despite the crowd, the room was silent as a grave. Everyone was watching her in stunned silence.  

Not knowing what else to do, she simply continued her story.  

The story of Knecht Ruprecht, Lucy, Tomte, Christkind, the Yule Lads, the great Christmas Cat, and finally Gryla was no less fascinating, leaving the people in the room with the same reaction: stunned silence. By the end of her account, Granny Advent was staring at them, and they were staring back at her—speechless.  

They reminded her of an audience at a movie theater, waiting for a post-credits scene to explain the plot twist, unwilling to leave their seats. Similarly, the police inspectors seemed to expect her to admit she had been joking, that everything she had recounted was pure fabrication.  

Eventually, one of the senior officers thanked Granny Advent, and they escorted her back home. She didn’t sleep much that night, but she was certain the lights at the police station stayed on as well. Her interrogators, without a doubt, had a sleepless night of their own.  

The following morning, they came for her again, asking if she would agree to take a lie detector test. She willingly complied, as she had expected this request. To the great astonishment of the polygraph operator, the machine’s needle didn’t waver—it followed her statements with steady precision. This was perhaps even more shocking than the story she had told the day before. While many suspects spouted nonsense during investigations, the polygraph would typically expose their lies without mercy.  

Now the investigators were more perplexed than ever about what to do with Granny Advent and the statement she had given. But the surprises in the investigation into the children’s disappearance weren’t over.  

When the victims themselves were brought in for questioning, the story took an even stranger turn. Those hoping the children would contradict Granny Advent’s account were sorely mistaken and deeply disappointed. The children’s testimonies, given in the presence of their parents, matched the kind old woman’s story perfectly—each to the extent of their involvement in the events.  

The ball was now in the court of the authorities—the police, prosecutors, and other officials—who were left wondering how to present Granny Advent’s extraordinary story to the public.  

It seemed almost surreal, but the authorities were now compelled to communicate to the general public what the old woman had told them. Of course, they couldn’t speak of Krampus, Gryla, the Christmas Scarecrow, or the peculiar cat, so they presented an alternative version. They themselves believed that Granny Advent and the children had been subjected to some kind of collective hypnosis, and that was the theory they released to the public. It was an explanation that satisfied everyone—everyone, that is, except the media.  

As expected, leaks about what had really happened began to surface even before the police investigation was concluded. The sheer absurdity of the events deterred more serious outlets from covering the story, but tabloids and the internet exploded with tales of Krampus, Gryla, the Black Knight, and other colorful villains.  

The police report, with its vague and unconvincing conclusions, only added fuel to the fire of mass media hysteria. As always, reactions swung from one extreme to the other. The majority hailed Granny Advent as a new Christmas hero and a savior of children. Nearly every person on the planet now recognized her face.  

On the other hand, some, motivated by a desire for clicks or higher sales, sought to tarnish Granny Advent’s reputation, betting that controversy would attract public attention. Some even proposed the outrageous theory that Granny Advent herself had orchestrated the children’s kidnapping to promote herself as a kind of superhero. They compared her actions to arsonists who start fires just to play the role of heroic firefighters later.  

However, the public mocked such narratives, labeling them grotesque, and they were quickly abandoned.  

Still, there were two key details that neither the police nor the media ever uncovered—things Granny Advent had deliberately kept to herself.  

The first was any mention of Saint Nicholas, Santa Claus, or Father Christmas. While all the other characters she mentioned from Christmas myths and legends were less widely known, those three were household names. She deemed it wiser not to bring them up, fearing that doing so could have unintended and possibly harmful consequences.

She believed that this would be too much even for the authorities, who had managed to piece together a version of events they presented to the public. What worked in her favor was that none of the children had come into contact with any of the aforementioned individuals. 

Then there was what Gryla had told her on her deathbed. She herself didn’t know what to do with that information. She decided to keep it to herself.  

All in all, much of it was behind her, even though she was still exposed to significant media attention and occasional investigators still probing some loose ends. Nonetheless, she managed to keep it under control. What frightened her far more was what was yet to come.  

She was haunted by the words of the enormous woman she had fought to the death in the Infernal Catacombs. Gryla’s final words, spoken before she closed her eyes forever, echoed in her mind. She knew there was no point in taking this information to any official institution. Similarly, it was absurd to alert the public through the media about her fears. She was fully aware of the risk of being accused of seeking fame or trying to draw more attention to herself.  

When she first thought it all through, she concluded that there was really no one she could turn to. At times, she felt like a hero from a movie saga, traveling from the future to warn humanity about a war of extermination waged by killer robots and artificial intelligence. She knew that, just as no one would believe him, no one would believe her if she loudly proclaimed Gryla’s curses and ominous warnings. Even if someone had been willing to listen, she didn’t have much to tell them.  

Still, with time, something shifted. Despite everything, she was certain that the upcoming Christmas would not pass peacefully and that something terrifying was brewing. Her guiding thought was that even if none of what scared her came to pass, there would be no harm in preparing for it. On the other hand, if Gryla’s threats came true and she was unprepared, the consequences could be catastrophic.  

So, in the meantime, she hadn’t been sitting idly. She looked at something at wall opposite her, stood up, and walked toward it. Then her gaze drifted to the large clock on the wall. She abandoned her original plan, realizing that if she didn’t hurry, she would be late for her meeting with her granddaughter.  

Little Advent Girl had proven to be an extremely important person in all her future plans, even though she had only recently become a teenager. Her help had become invaluable. She didn’t know what form the trouble would take, but she had prepared her granddaughter for everything. She was almost certain that Little Advent Girl would be somehow involved.  

At the same time, something else was happening that she was trying to connect with Gryla’s threats, and she was convinced she was on the right track. But she decided to think about that later.  

She put on a green cape and red boots. On her head, she placed her signature Christmas hat. She draped a sash with the words "GRANNY ADVENT" across her chest, grabbed a purse matching the color of her boots, and headed out to meet her granddaughter.
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The Hardest Part is Being Patient 
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Her granddaughter was already waiting for her at the edge of the forest. She waved cheerfully when she saw her. They had often met here over the past few months. The small clearing, surrounded by woods, was an ideal spot—close enough to civilization but still peaceful.  

"Come on, grandma," she said impatiently, with a mischievous tone in her voice.  

Granny Advent knew that Little Advent Girl was very eager to learn as much as she could. She was the only person she had told everything that had happened to her during the previous Christmas. She had felt the need to share it with someone.  

It wasn’t Granny Advent who had chosen her granddaughter for this—she had naturally stepped into the role. She had read—or rather devoured—everything the media had published about last year’s events involving Granny Advent. Afterward, she had come to her one day and asked to hear what wasn’t covered in the news. 

Granny Advent obliged.  

"Take your time, sweetheart. You’ll learn it all," she said, kissing her granddaughter on the cheek.  

Little Advent Girl had grown a lot over the past year, but she still had her characteristic look—her striking red hair sticking out messily from beneath a hat just like grandma. She wore a similar cape, though hers was red, along with gray boots. And, of course, there was the unmistakable sash that read “Little Advent Girl.” 

They walked a little farther until they reached their favorite meeting spot. In the clearing were two makeshift tables fashioned from tree trunks, often used by hikers for snacks. The two of them sat down.  

"You’ve learned a lot recently," Granny said to her granddaughter.  

"Yes. Thank you again for bringing me into your Christmas world," girl replied sincerely.  

Granny Advent looked at her and understood exactly what she meant. She had told the investigators almost everything, but much of it hadn’t made it to the public. Even the children who had been kidnapped had shared their stories with reporters, but the full picture still couldn’t be pieced together from that.  

So, she decided to share all the details with Little Advent Girl. She knew that her granddaughter would be better prepared for whatever might happen in the future if she understood everything. Every little detail was important. The young girl listened intently, absorbing everything without saying a word, as if she were watching the most thrilling action movie, breaking all the box office records.  

When the older woman had finished telling everything she knew, Little Advent Girl had a ton of questions. Granny Advent answered each one. Afterward, she faced the dilemma of whether or not to tell her about what Gryla had said on her deathbed. She knew that if she did, girl would also have to become part of any future events that could result from that.  

She reasoned that if something terrible were to happen, Little Advent Girl would inevitably be involved anyway. So, she thought it would be better to warn and prepare her. In the end, this line of thinking won out, and she decided to tell her about that as well.  

Little Advent Girl was now, in fact, preparing for a certain mission—a possible confrontation with someone who would attack next Christmas. There was a lot to learn. 

Today’s lesson would be dedicated to the art of waiting.  

"Is your phone ready?" she asked her granddaughter.  

"Definitely, grandma."  

Both of them held their phones in hand and headed into the woods. They walked for a while until they were near the animal feeding station. They hid and waited. The task they had set for themselves was to take a picture of a deer.  

"What do you think, will it come today?" Little Advent Girl asked.  

"I don’t know. Sometimes certain things happen when we least expect them, and then, when we really want them, they just don’t come."  

At these words from her grandmother, Little Advent Girl thought of a boy from school who used to hang around her when she wasn’t interested, and now that she had started to like him, he somehow seemed to lose interest.  

While she was thinking about her school crush, Granny Advent was reflecting on her granddaughter and everything that had happened recently. She had been training her for almost a year now. It was crucial for her granddaughter to study everything related to celebrating Christmas and the New Year, as that would be the environment in which everything would unfold. Granny insisted on older methods, such as visiting libraries and searching for specific resources, while her granddaughter used social media and online databases. 

The main requirement for all of this was that the Little Advent Girl needed to excel in school. Granny had threatened her that if she didn’t study, everything would be for nothing. But that wasn’t an issue. Little Advent Girl easily handled all of her school responsibilities so that she had as much time as possible for activities with Granny Advent.

Physical preparation was just as important. Little Advent Girl had been practicing gymnastics for some time and had now increased the intensity. In addition, she had started training in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, a martial art particularly suited for teenagers since it didn’t involve punches like boxing or other striking sports. Some considered it the most intellectual martial art because it required intense mental effort to find the right counter to chokes and joint locks that the opponent used to try to defeat you. 

At the same time, she had been taking fencing lessons because, based on what Granny Advent had told her, she believed that this skill would be very important in the world she might become a part of. Girl loved it all. 

She hardly socialized with her peers anymore and had completely devoted herself to everything related to the ominous prophecy from Gryla. But Granny Advent had warned her that this wasn’t wise and that it would attract the attention of other children. She told her to think of it as a spy mission, and the skill of secret agents was to remain as inconspicuous as possible. 

Little Advent Girl accepted everything her grandmother told her, including this advice. She began hanging out with her friends again, but just enough to not stand out and attract unnecessary attention. Girl saw this as part of her cover and her training, which made it even more interesting to her.  

"You know, it’s important to make everything you have to learn or master in life interesting to yourself. Then everything goes much easier, and you learn and absorb things faster. Otherwise, it’s really difficult. A lot of people do jobs they aren’t interested in. That’s why, in many cases, they aren’t successful at them," she said to her granddaughter.

But everything related to Advent, Christmas, and Granny Advent fascinated Little Advent Girl. No special methods were needed to make it even more interesting.  

Her granddaughter’s voice brought her back from her thoughts.  

"Grandma, how long have we been waiting?" the girl asked.  

"Patience is something one must learn. It’s very important in life," Granny Advent replied.  

"Do you think he’ll show up?" the girl asked.  

"If he doesn’t, it’s okay. We’ve spent a lovely day in nature."  

"But we came to take a picture of the deer. We’re here for him," Little Advent Girl insisted. She wasn’t happy that the animal hadn’t appeared.  

"Not exactly. We’re here mostly for ourselves. We can’t be disappointed if what we desperately want doesn’t happen right away."  

Little Advent Girl looked at her and continued scanning the surroundings, hoping to spot what they had been waiting for. 

They spent some more time like this. The forest was unusually quiet, as if all the animals had been scared off.  

"Let’s go, sweetheart," Granny Advent said gently. "You need to go home and do your homework and everything else for school. We’ll see each other tonight."  

"Agreed, grandma."  

They clapped their hands together like two old friends. They went their separate ways. Later that day, they would have to meet again for an important task they had been working on for six months.  

As they were leaving, Granny Advent turned around. The forest had never looked so ominous to her. She had the feeling that, all this time, they hadn’t been alone.
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A Wall Where Someone is Missing
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She was sitting in an armchair, holding a cup of warm tea that kept her hands cozy. Despite global warming, spending a few hours in the woods in December wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience. 

Now, she could peacefully return to the work she had postponed for her meeting with her granddaughter. 

She looked again at the wall in front of her. Hanging on a nail was a large cork board. It was covered with numerous paper photos she had found on search engines and various online encyclopedias. This setup gave her the best overview and allowed her to focus on what was important. 

The pictures were arranged in a pyramid shape, something she had seen in police shows and movies. Detectives used this method to get a comprehensive understanding of criminal organizations and their structures. She liked that approach. In her view, if something worked and produced results, it should be adopted and applied to her own activities and tasks.

She took a sip of tea and leaned forward slightly, as if she wanted to immerse herself even more deeply into the subjects of her research. 

On the bottom row of the pyramid, she had placed pictures of Father Whipper and his wife. They were the first ones she came across when she started searching for the children in that strange, parallel world. She doubted they knew much of anything. They were merely caretakers of the children, just like the Christmas Scarecrow, who was essentially the same as the
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