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Prologue
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No one saw the gingerbread men arrive. 

They were neither baked, nor bought, nor gifted with laughter and milk. They came from somewhere colder than winter, somewhere where lists were kept long after forgiveness had expired.

They were shaped like treats, smiling and sweet, because judgment is always easier to swallow when it looks harmless.

Each cookie knew its purpose.

Each carried a blade made of hardened sugar and dark chocolate. The tools were crafted not for joy, but for correction. They moved when they were summoned, when the tally was complete, when the last name was marked.

Naughty. Naughty. Naughty.

The word was not a scolding.It was a verdict.

Some whispered that they were the work of an Anti-Santa, who rewarded nothing and forgave no one. Others claimed they belonged to something older, something that walked behind Christmas like a shadow: a punisher who cared nothing for excuses, only debts.

Krampus had a name.This entity was only whispered about. Someone called it the Balancer, or the Ultimate Judge, or even Anti-Santa, but those were just the names people had given him. He did not have a name.  

It did not punish children.It punished adults—the ones who lied, cheated, betrayed, and laughed it off. The ones who believed the season made them untouchable.

The cookies did not ask for apologies.They did not accept confessions.

They came when the world was decorated enough to hide the blood.

You’d better watch out.The cookies are out.And they are after you.








  
  

2

The Gift


Jingly’s Main Office
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“It’s not Christmas until the party’s over!” someone shouted, and the employees cheered, lifting plastic cups into the air. 

Jingly’s main office glowed with borrowed cheer. Cramped cubicles sagged beneath garlands and paper snowflakes, tinsel drooping over monitors and filing cabinets. Multicolored lights were strung recklessly across the ceiling, woven through vents and sprinkler pipes like festive ivy. Every surface shimmered, blinked, or sparkled, competing for attention.

Artificial pine scent from too many plastic trees filled the air. Spiced wine and hot coffee were ready. Store-bought sugar cookies and cherry and apple pies were laid out on the kitchen table. Laughter bounced off the cubicle walls. Shoes stuck slightly to the carpet where someone had spilled punch and not bothered to clean it. The office felt loud, cluttered, and carelessly alive.

Every room and cubicle bore the season’s mark: the conference room’s tinsel-wrapped chairs, the break room stacked with half-empty trays, even the hallway outside the restrooms, where a crooked wreath hung from a thumbtack. At the far end of the floor, the large commercial freezer wore Christmas stickers depicting smiling snowmen and crooked candy canes peeling at the edges. The freezer belonged to R&D. Inside were experimental holiday lines: scented doughs sealed in plastic, fake cookies molded for toy sets, “bake-at-home” kits meant to smell like warmth without ever being real. Boxes of gingerbread men sat perfectly still, aligned in neat rows, unnoticed by anyone. No one thought about them. No one even glanced.

Quarterly numbers hadn’t been impressive, but tradition mattered. Jingly’s would always throw its holiday party. Everyone knew it. Some employees had left early to be with their families, but a few lingered, drinking and laughing as if there were no tomorrow.

Logan Martin, the manager, wasn’t in the mood for holiday cheer. End-of-year projections had him frowning, like someone had shoved a candy cane where it didn’t belong. “This is shaping up to be the worst December in five years,” he muttered, shooting a pointed look at his secretary.

Logan Martin, the manager, wasn’t in the mood for cheer. End-of-year projections had him frowning, like someone had stuck a candy cane where it didn’t belong. “This is shaping up to be the worst December in five years,” he muttered, shooting a pointed look at his secretary.

Sally Kim, sharp-eyed and holding a glass of wine, nodded carefully. “It’ll look better once the final reports come in,” she said, tone measured to appease the boss.

Around Logan were key employees: Sally, his secretary; Brenda Alvarez, the receptionist; and Kevin Trask, the accountant. Others lingered: Jeff, the maintenance guy; Marcus Hark, IT support; and Maria Delgado, the cleaning lady.

Soon, it would be time to hand out the Secret Santa gifts piled beneath a small plastic Christmas tree in the corner.

Outside, snow fell in lazy flakes, coating the parking lot in quiet white. No one would drive home tonight because they were drinking, celebrating. They were all unaware of what was to come.

Someone cranked up the music. Logan and Sally swayed together on the open patch of floor between cubicles, laughing, arms loose around each other. And still, no one noticed the gingerbread men.

Then the music ended. Silence fell.

A loud knock echoed through the office. Everyone froze, eyes turning to the front door. Another knock came, sharper this time, demanding.

“Who would be coming here now?” Jeff muttered from maintenance, narrowing his eyes. “We close in ten minutes.”

“Maybe someone’s Secret Santa showed up late,” Brenda said, standing behind the reception desk, a bright red sweater over her black skirt.

Jeff opened the door. No one stood there. Only a plain brown cardboard box rested on the doorstep, neatly tied with a red ribbon. No tag. No return address. A warm scent of cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, and clove spilled out, rolling through the office. For a moment, everyone forgot drinks and gifts alike.

“There’s no name,” Jeff said, turning the box over. “Guess it’s for everyone.” He carried it inside.

Brenda loosened the ribbon carefully. “Looks like cookies,” she murmured. Inside was a single Christmas card. She read aloud:

“Naughty, naughty, naughty.”

Her smile faltered. “Odd.” She tipped the box for everyone to see. Twelve gingerbread men stood upright, arranged in a precise row. Their icing smiles were wide, their candy eyes catching the fluorescent lights. Perfectly identical.

“How strange,” Sally murmured. “It feels like they’re… watching.”

Kevin, ever the skeptic, leaned forward. “I just hope they taste as good as they look.” He pressed a finger against one. It twitched slightly.

Kevin recoiled. “Okay. That’s weird.”

“What?” Logan asked, stepping closer.

“It moved,” Kevin whispered.

Sally laughed nervously. “Cookies don’t move.”

Kevin shrugged, embarrassed. “Yeah. It must be a trick, maybe a toy mechanism.” He snapped off a leg and popped it into his mouth. It was crunchy, perfectly spiced, and sweet.

The remaining cookies in the box tilted their heads. No one noticed.

Kevin swallowed. Then: a high-pitched squeak. The bitten gingerbread man’s tiny arms flailed, chocolate sword raised.

Kevin stopped chewing. Crumbs clung to his lips.

The cookie lunged. Its blade sliced upward, piercing his throat. A strangled gurgle escaped.

Brenda screamed. The office fell silent except for Kevin’s coughing, bubbling blood, and the quiet tap-tap-tap of gingerbread feet against the tile.

Kevin collapsed. His eyes wide, his tie askew, crumbs stuck to his cheeks. The absurdity was horrifying.

The remaining cookies shifted.

The monitors blinked. A mystical message appeared on each screen: 

INVITATION ACCEPTED.
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