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Prologue
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Night had fallen over the entire area surrounding the Black Knight’s castle. Not far away, hidden from view by a dense forest, stood a small, rectangular wooden cabin. It wasn’t more than twenty feet long and half as wide. Hardly anyone could have found it unless they already knew itwas there. Adding to the mysterious appearance of this peculiar dwelling was the fact that it hadno windows. No uninvited guests or curious onlookers could peer inside to see what lay within or what might be happening there.

The strangest thing about this small cabin was that it had two doors on its narrow walls, directly

opposite each other. Any speculation about the cabin’s purpose would usually end with the

assumption that it was probably used by hunters, hikers, or other nature enthusiasts, but only as

a last resort. However, its proximity to the Black Knight’s castle dispelled even those

possibilities. No one in their right mind would hunt game, pick flowers, or enjoy the forest's other

charms so close to the castle.

And yet, the cabin was not empty. At this moment, two people were inside. One was seated on

a wooden chair, while the other stood opposite. Between them was a table with nothing on

it. To the side of the table, mounted on the wall, were two lit kerosene lamps. Their placement

ensured that, no matter which door someone entered through, they could light the room

immediately.

“Did anyone follow you?” asked the strange figure seated at the table.

“I don’t think so. Actually... I’m sure they didn’t.”

“Good. We need to be cautious. Strange things are happening. Unpredictable things. Did she

really... really kill Krampus?”

“Yes. He’s dead. His corpse is lying in the castle. The villagers are preparing to burn him on a

pyre tomorrow.”

For a moment, silence filled the room.

“Do you think there is a chance that she will give up on her mission?“ continued the personwho had been asking questiondall along as they shifted uneasily in the chair.

“She won’t stop until she finds all the children. What do we do next? Where is all this going to

take us? We didn’t plan for this. Do you have any new information?”

“I don’t know. We’ll see. Let’s meet again tomorrow at the same time. Maybe we’ll know more

by then.”

The seated one stood up from the chair after speaking, extinguished the lamp on the wall and left.

The counterpart did the same, and once outside, they took a few steps before stopping,

listening carefully, trying to catch any sound - then turning slightly, glancing in all directions,

feeling as though someone was following. But there were no noises.

Then, they quickly moved away from the forest cabin.
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The Pyre
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The Black Knight’s castle was teeming with people. Villagers from all the surrounding settlements had gathered to symbolically and ceremoniously mark the end of their troubles, caused by the man for whom the castle was named. Although the Black Knight had vanished into the abyss beneath the Cliff of Desperate Girls, and his lifeless body never fell into the hands of the villagers, Krampus’s corpse would serve as a more than adequate substitute.  

In the middle of the castle’s large courtyard stood an improvised platform, hastily constructed to serve as the centerpiece of tonight’s events. The preparations and organization of the entire ceremony, including the building of the stage, were overseen by an ad hoc committee. Had Krampus been captured alive, gallows or a guillotine would likely have taken center stage. Instead, his lifeless body—slain by Granny Advent, who had impaled him with the spearhead of a Christmas tree decoration—now lay atop a pyre.  

Children peeked nervously from behind their mothers’ skirts, gripping their hands tightly, only to quickly retreat to safety where they couldn’t see Krampus. A large crowd had gathered, eager to see for themselves that the monster was truly dead. Among them were several merchants who seized the opportunity to profit from the event. Wherever there was a crowd, there was entertainment, and wherever there was entertainment, there was food and drink. Though it may sound cliché, alcohol truly flowed like rivers. Everyone seemed to compete to be as merry as possible when the flames consumed Krampus’s pyre.  

Amidst all this, the looting of the Black Knight’s castle became a side spectacle. As groups of villagers arrived, they scattered through the castle, taking whatever they could get their hands on. Nearly all the weapons were stolen, except for those Granny Advent, Snowmaiden, and Peter the Dutchman had secured in the grand hall where the decisive battle against Krampus had taken place.  

The heroes of the monster’s defeat explained to the marauding villagers that the grand hall was off-limits. They warned that anyone attempting to breach it would face their consequences.

Granny Advent was most pained by the vandalism of the castle’s grand library, which housed a stunning collection of books on various subjects and a wealth of accumulated knowledge. She wouldn’t have minded if the villagers had taken the books home, read them, or added them to their personal libraries. But most of the books ended up as fuel for the pyre where Krampus’s corpse now burned. She believed that the burning of books was a terrible act, no matter the place or time.  

Almost everything was taken. The villagers’ carts were loaded with furniture. Paintings and curtains were stripped from the walls. Granny Advent understood that all wars and the behavior of individuals in their aftermath were the same, whether in the world of Christmas tales and characters or the human world.  

Snowmaiden observed all of this from the window of a tower salon. In the same courtyard, now rapidly filling with people, she and the others had recently battled Krampus—the very Krampus whose body now lay on the pyre. But then, he hadn’t been so powerless.  

Her eyes filled with tears as she thought of the Nutcracker, who had lost his life at the hands of Krampus. She had grown very close to the soldier since their unexpected encounter at Father Whipper's inn. Her feelings for him had grown far beyond friendship. They were kindred spirits, deeply understanding of one another.  

Granny Advent approached Snowmaiden, feeling the need to be close to her to provide comfort. She knew how profoundly the girl was mourning the Nutcracker’s death. Granny herself was grieving deeply; the young hero had sacrificed his life to save hers from certain death.  

“You know, Granny, maybe I shouldn’t say this—maybe it’s even a bit blasphemous considering what happened to the Nutcracker—but I almost feel sorry for Krampus as I watch this mob venting their fury on him. Yesterday, they didn’t even dare utter his name, and now they’re all pretending to be the greatest heroes,” Snowmaiden said, glancing at the older woman beside her.  

Granny Advent was dressed in a green cloak, with a hat shaped like a stylized Christmas tree, topped with an imitation of a decorative star. She agreed with Snowmaiden’s sentiment.  

She was also relieved that, earlier that morning, she had sent the children she had rescued to the valley, where they would be housed in the villagers’ homes. She didn’t want the boys and girls to witness these bacchanalian celebrations or the burning of Krampus. She firmly believed this was not a sight children should ever see. She also disapproved of the local villagers bringing their own children to the event, but she had no control over that.  

Krampus’s body was laid atop a massive pyre. This was not at all what Granny Advent had intended. She had wanted to bury Krampus in an unmarked grave, letting his bones rest there for all eternity. Her hope was for his soul to finally find peace, as it clearly hadn’t in this world. She believed that even someone like Krampus had a right to that.  

But nearly everyone else disagreed. Whoever she spoke to opposed the idea. They wanted Krampus’s departure from this world to be loud, public, and memorable—something that future generations would talk about.  

Though she deeply disapproved of what she was witnessing, she knew there was no point in insisting on an alternative. She could have buried Krampus quickly in the forest with the help of Snowmaiden and Peter the Dutchman, but she decided against it. As always, she weighed every argument in her mind.  

She understood that such an action would provoke the villagers' anger, and with so many children still missing, she couldn’t afford to alienate them. Furthermore, the disappearance of Krampus’s body in an unmarked grave—or its quiet burning in some remote place—would undoubtedly spark countless conspiracy theories.  

Before long, many would likely believe that Krampus wasn’t truly dead, but instead roaming some distant part of the world under a new identity, spreading terror once again. Inevitably, someone would claim to have seen him or recognized him in a photograph from an exotic location.  

The possibility of Granny Advent herself releasing proof of an anonymous Krampus burial carried its own risks. It would likely lead to a frenzy of people searching for his grave. The forests in this region would be overrun by treasure hunters, relic seekers, and other zealots. Even worse, the area would likely attract cults and sects devoted to devil worship, drawing inspiration from the legend of Krampus.

Snowmaiden glanced around, but Granny Advent was gone. She moved back to the window and spotted her in the courtyard. Looking closer, she noticed that the older woman seemed to be speaking to someone, but she couldn’t make out who it was. The person Granny Advent was speaking with remained hidden in the shadows. and impossible to identify.  

What raised Snowmaiden’s suspicion was the realization that this secrecy wasn’t accidental—it was intentional. She was certain Granny Advent wanted it that way. She observed them for a while longer, but soon the mysterious figure disappeared.  

Granny Advent then turned her head directly toward the window where Snowmaiden stood. Startled by the movement, the young woman quickly stepped back, retreating from view.  

Granny Advent’s descent into the castle courtyard hadn’t gone unnoticed. Before long, she was surrounded by a crowd of people eager to be near her. She could barely fend off the numerous handshakes and embraces. Everyone wanted to hear her speak.  

The crowd pushed her closer and closer to the large pyre where Krampus’s body lay. Bit by bit, she found herself standing beside the corpse of the terrible foe she had defeated. She didn’t feel comfortable there, but she didn’t want to leave and risk people thinking she was arrogant or ungrateful.  

All eyes were on her. A hush fell over the crowd. Granny Advent wasn’t used to making speeches and felt somewhat awkward. With nowhere to go, she began to speak.  

“Burning Krampus will symbolically mark the end of some of your troubles, but others will come, taking on new forms. When you think you are prepared for everything and that nothing can surprise you, something greater than us always finds a way to remind us that we are but small people without all the answers.  

One of life’s mysteries is that it never repeats itself in the exact same way. Everything we think we know must constantly be reexamined.  

Good people, I wish you the courage to find strength in your hearts, to enjoy life, and to face the challenges the future will inevitably bring.”  

Granny Advent stopped speaking. She didn’t know what else to say. She still didn’t feel at ease in this place. She knew the villagers had been expecting a different kind of speech, something more celebratory, not a reminder that they, too, would have to shoulder part of the burden in this story. It was clear to her that people, for the most part, dislike the truth and rarely appreciate those who speak it.  

The gathered crowd stared at her in silence. Then, someone began clapping, and a few others joined in, though not many. Suddenly, a voice rang out: “Let him burn... let Krampus burn!”  

That was the rallying cry they had been waiting for. Like chants at a soccer stadium when the most fervent fans start and the rest follow, the crowd erupted in unison. Everyone demanded that Granny Advent light the pyre beneath Krampus’s body.  

She didn’t know how to get out of the situation. She had no desire to burn anyone, even if it was just Krampus’s lifeless corpse. Her mind raced, searching for a way out. Nearby, she spotted the man who had hosted them in the village with rooftops painted with Marc Chagall motifs. She quickly waved at him and beckoned him to join her on the platform.  

Awkwardly clambering onto the stage, the man looked confused, but Granny Advent raised his hand high, as if he were a vital figure in the victory over Krampus—like a referee declaring a boxing champion after a knockout.  

At first, the man appeared stunned by the sudden attention, but he quickly embraced his new role. He began waving at the crowd, which erupted in cheers. He was basking in his five minutes of fame.  

Seizing the moment, Granny Advent swiftly grabbed a torch from one of the ceremony organizers and handed it to the man, who was still blowing kisses to the crowd and forming heart symbols with his hands. Before he could fully process what was happening, she nudged him toward the pyre where Krampus’s body lay.  

For a moment, there was genuine concern that in all the commotion, the man with the torch might stumble and fall onto the pyre himself. However, Granny Advent reacted quickly, pulling him back before he could get too close. In the process, the torch slipped from his hand, landed on the hay, and ignited the fire beneath Krampus’s corpse.  

The flames began to rise, and the crowd roared in approval, their chants growing louder as the pyre burned. Granny Advent quietly stepped aside, her heart heavy despite the apparent victory being celebrated around her.  

The fire spread rapidly, accompanied by thunderous cheers from the crowd. Everyone hurriedly retreated from the platform, fearing they might join the ashes alongside the main subject of the burning. Granny Advent was the last to remain.  

She stood watching Krampus’s body as it disappeared into the smoke and flames. It was as if she were waiting for him to reveal some secret in his final moments of earthly existence—something that might help her discover where the missing children were. She wasn’t sure what she was hoping for.  

And then, something happened.  

The smoke, billowing ever thicker toward the sky, seemed to defy the laws of physics. It began converging at a single point, like a reverse vortex, drawing everything around it upward. Granny Advent looked up.  

There, at the point where all the smoke was gathering, the heavens seemed to open. Through the parting clouds, she saw a magnificent horse galloping across the sky. Its coat was a shimmering gray, its thick mane and long tail a brilliant white.  

But the most extraordinary thing about the horse, setting it apart from any other creature she had ever seen, was its eight legs. She was certain of what she was seeing.  

And there was more—a shadow, the faint outline of a rider on the horse’s back. The rider leaned forward as though trying to peer down and observe what was happening below.  

Granny Advent’s gaze was fixed upward. She longed to understand what she was witnessing. It was almost hypnotic. She stood there, oblivious to the intense heat of the pyre that inched closer to her. She didn’t care. She had to see who or what was in the sky above her.  

Then, she felt hands pulling her back, dragging her down from the platform. At the same moment, the sky above the pyre closed.  

She glanced around, desperate to see if anyone else had witnessed the strange phenomenon. But the crowd was focused entirely on the massive body disintegrating in the flames.  

She kept looking up, searching for any trace of what she had seen, but there was nothing now.  

Around her, the villagers celebrated, embracing and kissing each other, their joy overtaking all else. It was as though they no longer noticed her at all. They no longer needed her. They had each other now.

She didn’t feel regret. Taking advantage of the new state of things, she withdrew into the shadowy walls of the castle. For a moment longer, she gazed at the sky illuminated by the pyre, which was now blazing with full force, but it no longer held anything of interest to her.  

She reflected on what she had seen but couldn’t discern any meaning in it, even though she was certain of what she had witnessed. Still, she knew that someday, she would find the answer to her question—perhaps soon, or perhaps not.  

As new groups of increasingly drunk revelers passed by her, she realized it was time to leave the square. The celebration would likely last deep into the night, but there was no longer a place for her here.  

Tomorrow would bring some very important answers, and she wanted to be well-rested. Without delay, she hurried off to bed.
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One of the two doors in the strange forest cabin slowly creaked open. The room was in complete darkness. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a hand struck a match and brought it to a kerosene lamp, and light spread throughout the cabin, driving back the shadows. At the same time, someone stepped inside.  

What followed was reminiscent of a scene where a forgetful birthday celebrant enters a dark room, only for the lights to come on suddenly, and friends and family erupt into a jubilant chorus of Happy Birthday. The main reason for this venture was to remind the celebrant that they are loved. 

But in this case, there was no celebrant. There were no well-meaning friends, no birthday song—only light illuminating an exceedingly strange scene in a wooden mountain cabin. Strange, indeed, to the point of being surreal. The only thing remotely similar to a birthday surprise here was the element of shock. 

The person who lit the kerosene lamp stood stunned, confronted by a cascade of bewildering sights, each more startling than the last. First, the very darkness of the room was suspicious, as the person expected to meet here usually arrived first and lit the lamp. Second, the room was far more crowded than it should have been. And third, the person he anticipated finding was in a most peculiar predicament.  

Peter the Dutchman stood frozen, not from the shock of the sudden light but because a blade was pressed against his throat. The hand holding the weapon belonged to Snowmaiden. Dressed in her traditional blue gown adorned with snowflake motifs, and wearing her elegant kokoshnik headdress, she stared coldly at the individual who had just illuminated the room.  

Beside them stood Granny Advent, her gaze fixed unwaveringly on the newcomer. No one spoke a word.

Seeing this nearly unbelievable scene, the person who had just entered the room bolted back out the door as quickly as possible. It was clear the person hadn’t expected anything like this, even in their worst nightmares. 

None of the three people remaining in the cabin showed any intention of reacting to the sudden flight. To be fair, Peter the Dutchman, even if he had wanted to do something, was in no position to act. But neither Granny Advent nor Snowmaiden made any attempt to stop the fleeing person or chase after. They simply stood silently, watching the door, which still swung from the force of the person’s hurried exit.  

For a brief moment, nothing happened. A silence fell, heavy and foreboding, as if something significant was about to occur. 

And it did.  

The bulky figure of the runaway was suddenly flung back into the room, as if propelled by some magical force, landing right where they had been moments before. The chaos was amplified as the person knocked over a chair and a table on their way in, crashing unceremoniously to the floor. Even the most skilled stunt performers, using wires and equipment to create spectacular scenes, would have been impressed by such a dramatic entrance.  

The reactions of the people in the room were varied. While Snowmaiden and Granny Advent watched calmly, as though they had anticipated this outcome, Peter the Dutchman was visibly stunned.  

Surprised or not, all eyes were now on the person struggling to rise from the floor, first using the chair for support, then the table. Once the figure had managed to stand, everyone in the wooden cabin took a moment to take in the scene.  

“Saint Nicholas, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Granny Advent said in a calm voice to the older man now standing on the other side of the table.

The figure in the crimson coat and cloak stood silently, visibly uncomfortable with the situation. He picked up the mitre—a traditional bishop’s hat—from the floor, attempting to regain some semblance of dignity. The hat, red with a stylized golden cross on the front, added an air of authority to the man, whose identity was already evident to everyone present.  

The fact that this was Saint Nicholas surprised no one. Peter the Dutchman had, of course, known whom he was meeting, and both Granny Advent and the Snowmaiden were certain that exactly this iconic Christmas figure would be the one they’d encounter.  

Saint Nicholas cast a wary glance at them but appeared more preoccupied with the cabin’s doorway, through which he had fled—only to be unceremoniously flung back. 

When another figure entered the cabin, the surprise intensified. Standing in the doorway was a young man dressed in white, with neatly cropped blonde hair and a modern crown perched on his head. His features were soft and delicate, almost feminine, and his attire was distinctly fashionable, setting him apart as someone attuned to modern trends. At first glance, he could have been mistaken for any stylish young man, were it not for the extraordinary wings on his back. Not overly large, the wings arched gracefully from the upper part of his back, lending him an aura of a superhero. The way he had entered the room made it clear that he knew how to use them well and took pride in them.  

“Snowmaiden, allow me to introduce our new friend, Christkind,” Granny Advent said.  

The young man smiled warmly and waved at them. Simultaneously, he tossed Saint Nicholas his traditional staff, topped with a spiraling crook, in a casual but precise gesture.  

Snowmaiden was half-surprised. Granny Advent had mentioned that they had a mysterious ally and promised that she would meet him tonight. She had also informed her that Saint Nicholas had been spotted near the castle and was secretly meeting with someone. Their helper had provided the exact location of the cabin but hadn’t known the identity of the person meeting Saint Nicholas there.

The Snowmaiden and Granny Advent had arrived early that night, reaching the secret meeting place deep in the woods before anyone else. They slipped inside and hid, waiting to see who Saint Nicholas would meet. To their disappointment, it turned out to be Peter the Dutchman.  

“You’ve been following me,” Saint Nicholas growled, his voice laced with contempt as he glared at the winged boy.  

“Yes, that was me,” Christkind replied cheerfully.  

“You’re always causing problems,” Saint Nicholas retorted. “I was beloved and popular in every country until you came along. I guess I was too old, so they created you; some kid to be the children’s gift-giver. It’s a wonder they didn’t come up with a whole boy band,” he added bitterly, tugging his crimson cloak tighter.  

The boy didn’t respond. Instead, he stepped closer, grabbed Saint Nicholas by the lapels, and yanked him to his feet. With a firm grip, he gave him a rough shake before slamming him into a chair. Saint Nicholas nearly tumbled to the floor again from the force. 

The whole scene resembled an old-fashioned interrogation, where a suspect is roughed up by a cop determined to get a confession. Dazed and disoriented, Saint Nicholas sat at the table, trying to pull himself together. As he moved, his crimson coat tore slightly, revealing something startling: where his left arm should have been, there was a prosthetic limb, crafted from titanium or a similar material. 

Everyone in the room noticed it, but no one said a word. Meanwhile, another tense dynamic unfolded in the far corner of the room.  

“Go to your boss,” Snowmaiden commanded, shoving Peter toward the table where Saint Nicholas sat.  

Peter paused, turning back to face her. He stretched his stiff neck, first to one side and then the other, all the while fixing her with a hostile glare.  

Snowmaiden returned his gaze, unflinching. They stood frozen, locked in a silent standoff, like gunslingers preparing for a duel in the Wild West.  

Peter lowered his gaze and leaned back against the wall. Crossing his arms and bowing his head, he stared at the floor. He stood roughly midway between Saint Nicholas and the spot where Granny Advent and the warrior in the blue coat were positioned, as if there was some unspoken symbolism in his placement.  

Granny Advent approached the table, pulling out the chair that had been knocked askew when Saint Nicholas had slammed into the furniture earlier. She straightened it and sat down with deliberate calm. 

Behind her, Snowmaiden stood protectively, like a loyal Praetorian guard. Her gaze shifted back and forth between the Dutchman and the old man seated at the table.  

“What’s your role in all of this?” Granny Advent asked directly, not bothering with pleasantries.  

Saint Nicholas stared silently at the table in front of him. Then, after a moment, he briefly glanced at her before lowering his head again.  

“Krampus dragged me into this,” he finally admitted, his tone resigned. “He came to me about a month ago. Complained about how kids these days don’t believe in anything anymore, how they mock all the old Christmas traditions and customs, how even little ones aren’t satisfied unless they get some expensive toy, a video game, or a smartphone.”  

Everyone in the room remained silent, watching him. 

He glanced around the cabin briefly before continuing.  

“He suggested we shake things up a bit and restore some dignity to our line of work.”  

“But you’re the protector of children,” Granny Advent said, her voice tinged with disbelief and disappointment.  

“Krampus tricked me,” Saint Nicholas replied, sighing heavily. “He told me he’d just scare the kids a little, that he’d target the ones who aren’t afraid of anything anymore. They’d disappear for an hour or two and then be safely reunited with their parents. But then it all spiraled out of control.”  

“And when you realized things weren’t going as planned and the children weren’t coming back, you decided to send this one here,” Snowmaiden interjected angrily, gesturing toward Peter the Dutchman.

Saint Nicholas nodded silently at first but then decided to speak.  

“Yes, when I heard about what happened at Father Whipper's tavern, I knew something was wrong, that things had gone horribly awry. And yes... then I sent Peter.”  

“Father Whipper, the Christmas Scarecrow, the Black Knight?” Granny Advent asked, her tone questioning as she listed the other figures she had encountered on her journey to the Black Knight’s castle.  

“They were obviously recruited by Krampus. I had no idea. I don’t know what
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