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CHAPTER 1
Stockholm, Sweden, 1880
Mika carefully lets go of the chimney stack and balances along the roof ridge with her arms outstretched like a tightrope walker. The morning rain has made the roof slippery underfoot. But the clouds have cleared, and the air is clean and fresh. To the north she can see all the way to the Stockholm Observatory and the building sites in the Sibirien district; and in the other direction, a curved line of church spires stretches all the way down to Katarinaberget in the south of the city. She focuses squarely on the horizon and takes a few more steps. If she slips now, there’s nothing to catch her—she would slide down the sheet metal and plummet to the street below. If she were lucky enough to land on her feet, she might just about survive. But it would probably mean instant death. The sense of freedom makes her blood rush.
“This is how the crew of the SS Vega must feel every day,” shouts Mika. “Hanging from the masts and scouting for icebergs. I think it’d suit me.”
Sometimes Amelia reads the newspaper aloud after dinner. Yesterday it was about an explorer called Nordenskiöld who discovered a route to Asia via the Arctic Ocean. The expedition has taken two years so far, and his ship, the SS Vega, is due to arrive at Strömkajen in Stockholm soon.
“You wouldn’t last two minutes on the Arctic Ocean,” Rufus calls back. “Don’t go too near the edge. If there’s a gust of wind, you’re done for.”
Mika pretends not to hear him. Rufus has become a bit too big for his boots lately. Maybe because he’s an apprentice chimney sweep now, to master chimney sweep Franzén on Tjärhovsgatan. It pays next to nothing, but he gets to learn a trade. Nobody thought that Rufus would get an apprenticeship, what with his crooked back. But after the long winter, chimney sweeps have had more work than ever. All the chimneys in the city are thick with soot that has to be dislodged. This requires skinny boys who can wiggle into the narrow smoke channels. Now Rufus has been given the key to the roof and a brush to try to clean the orphanage chimney himself.
“You promised you’d help!” he shouts impatiently.
“Yeah, I’m coming,” Mika replies.
Just as she turns around to walk back, she catches sight of two familiar figures below, among the bustle on Drottninggatan. A dark-haired boy fearlessly dodges horse-drawn carts. A girl in a headscarf and oversize boots jogs beside him. It’s Ossian and Kristina. Mika carefully climbs out onto the dormer window. It’s just past two o’clock, so Ossian and Kristina should really be in the schoolroom. But lately they’ve started disappearing after their morning chores. Mika can relate; being out and about is very appealing after a whole winter stuck indoors at the orphanage. But the streets are teeming with dangers, especially for orphans. She leans over the edge of the roof to get a better view.
“What are you doing?” shouts Rufus. “Are you crazy?”
Instead of heading back toward the orphanage, the figures down on the street turn the corner onto Adolf Fredriks Södra Kyrkogata and disappear from sight. Mika stands up straight and goes back to the roof ridge, where Rufus is sitting with his back against the chimney stack. When she gets close, she pretends to lose her balance and laughs at Rufus’s horrified expression.
“Does your master chimney sweep know you’re afraid of heights?” she says, teasing.
“I’m not afraid of heights,” Rufus retorts. “But it’s a good idea to hold on to something when you’re standing on a roof.”
He reaches for his chimney sweep kit and takes out the brush. It consists of an iron ball, the size of a fist, tied to one end of a long rope. Above the iron ball sits a bundle of thin, spiky twigs to break up the old soot inside the chimney.
Rufus’s legs tremble slightly as he stands up. Slowly, he lowers the brush through the opening of the chimney. The rope slips easily between his hands until suddenly it stops. Rufus pulls on the rope, gently at first, then a little more forcefully, but nothing happens.
“I think it’s stuck,” he says.
“Allow me,” says Mika and reaches for the rope. “It’s probably a bird’s nest.”
“No, let go. I’ve got it,” Rufus protests.
A rattling sound comes from inside the chimney. Then, before they know it, the rope is ripped from their hands and swallowed up by the darkness, swift as a snake’s tongue. With a deafening noise, the brush crashes its way down the entire chimney, floor by floor, until it lands with a thump that shakes the orphanage to its foundation.
For a few seconds, all is silent. Then a bloodcurdling scream comes from the bottom of the chimney.
Mika and Rufus stare at each other.
“Which stove does this chimney come from?” asks Mika.
“The kitchen, I think,” Rufus replies.
They hurry back in through the roof hatch and run downstairs.
When Mika opens the door to the kitchen, she’s greeted by a black cloud of dust. The falling brush has pushed swirling ash and soot out of the stove. The brush itself is by the door, presumably having flown across the room.
When the soot clears, they see Amelia lying on the floor, lifeless.
“Is she . . . ?” Mika whispers, but before she can finish her sentence, Amelia sits up.
“Dead? No, but I could have been. A cannonball missed me by a hair! Well, don’t just stand there. Help me up.”
Amelia holds out her arms like a child who wants to be picked up.
“It was an accident,” says Rufus once they’ve helped Amelia to her feet. “We dropped the brush by mistake.”
“You dropped it,” Mika corrects him.
Rufus opens his mouth to protest, but Amelia interrupts him.
“Well, either way, probably safer if we call in the real chimney sweep,” she says sternly. “Now I have to get washed up. And I expect this kitchen to be sparkling clean when I come back. Understood?”
Without waiting for an answer, she leaves the kitchen, muttering to herself. Mika and Rufus look at each other in disbelief. The kitchen is as black as a coal cellar, except for the exact spot where Amelia lay. On the stone floor, they see the distinct outline of a body with arms, legs, and a head. Mika can’t help but laugh. What a great story to tell the children at dinner!
“Oh well,” she eventually says with a sigh. “You start sweeping up the worst of it, and I’ll fetch some water.”
It takes two hours before the kitchen is somewhat clean. Mika runs her fingers along her forearm. The soot is greasy and remains embedded deep in her skin like a tattoo.
“This stuff never comes off,” she says.
“I know,” says Rufus, sounding almost pleased.
When they’ve finished, Mika goes to change her clothes. As she passes the older children’s dormitory, she sees Ossian kneeling by his bed and fiddling with something.
“Where have you been?” she asks.
Ossian flinches and jumps to his feet.
“Nothing,” he says quickly and then raises his eyebrows at the sight of Mika’s coal-streaked face. “What happened to you?”
“I asked you where you’ve been,” says Mika. “Out of the way.”
She pushes Ossian aside and lifts up his mattress. But the only things under there are mouse droppings. She kneels down and looks under the bed—nothing there either. Just as she’s about to get up, she notices a small hole in the mattress. It’s not uncommon for mice to gnaw holes in mattresses, but this one looks different, like it has been ripped at the seam. Mika runs her hand along the side of the mattress and feels something hard inside the fabric. She reaches inside the hole and pulls out a small gilded box.
Ossian tenses.
“Where’d you get this?” Mika asks and then lifts the ornately patterned lid.
The box is nearly empty but for a few dry crumbs of tobacco. It could be a snuffbox.
“Some lady on Snob Street gave it to me,” says Ossian. “It was a gift.”
“And you expect me to believe that?”
Ossian’s mouth turns into a defiant line.
“It’s true. And I didn’t beg for it neither, if that’s what you think.”
“What was the lady’s name?”
Ossian doesn’t answer.
“I’m telling Amelia,” continues Mika. “If you’re telling the truth, then there’s no reason why you can’t keep the box.”
Ossian hangs his head. His body is wiry and gangly. He’s grown a lot in recent months—soon he’ll be as tall as Mika. Suddenly she feels a pang of guilt. All children need a secret hiding place. Mika has one, behind a loose board next to the ceramic stove.
“You know . . . ,” she says and hesitates a moment before continuing. “Amelia said we need someone to help out around here, now that Rufus has an apprenticeship and I’ve got more shifts at the Chapel. You could—”
“Be like you?” Ossian fills in and looks her straight in the eye with a scornful expression.
Mika can’t help it. Her hand moves as though of its own accord and smacks Ossian hard across the face. The sound of the impact echoes around the room. Ossian looks more surprised than upset. Smacks are nothing unusual. But Mika has never hit one of the other children before, not since she started working at the orphanage. She hears someone behind her gasp, and when she turns around, she sees Edvin and Kristina standing in the door with wide eyes. Then Mika sees the situation from their point of view. She sees how skinny Ossian is, barely more than a skeleton. She sees the black streaks her fingers have left on his face. And she sees herself, filthy from head to toe, with Ossian’s box in her hand.
Without a word, Mika pushes past the children through the door and out into the corridor.



CHAPTER 2
Amelia holds Ossian’s box under the kerosene lamp to get a better look.
“A gift?” she repeats skeptically, balancing her round spectacles on the tip of her nose.
Mika nods.
“He said he got it from a lady on Snob Street.”
She feels like a tattletale, but what choice did she have? If the kids don’t follow the rules, it’s her duty to tell the houseparent, and that’s Amelia. If Ossian did get the box through begging, there’s a risk that it might become a habit. Orphanage children who are caught begging or stealing can end up in a youth correctional facility. And those aren’t much better than real prisons.
Amelia runs her calloused fingertips across the engraving thoughtfully, then taps the lid with her fingernail.
“I suppose it’s not impossible,” she says. “Some of them fancy ladies probably have a bit of a guilty conscience after the winter we’ve had. Maybe someone gave him one of her husband’s snuffboxes out of the kindness of her heart.”
Mika is baffled by Amelia’s reaction. It’s not like her to believe the best about people. Not that Amelia is mean, but she does tend to be suspicious of things that seem too good to be true.
“It looks like gold,” Mika points out.
Amelia scoffs.
“Of course it’s not gold. Brass, at best.”
She puts the box on her desk and slides it toward Mika.
“You can give it back to Ossian tomorrow morning.”
Mika is surprised at Amelia’s lack of concern. But she puts the box back in her pocket without comment. Her fight with Ossian is on her mind. It would be nice to give him his box back. Amelia’s armchair creaks a little as she leans back. The door to the archive cabinet is open behind her, and on the desk is a folder containing a document. No name is visible, but Mika knows it must be one of the children’s records. It’s the document that is written up about every child who is left at the orphanage and notes their height, weight, and age. The parents’ names are also included, if known.
“Was there something else?” Amelia asks shortly.
“Well . . . have you noticed anything strange about some of the older children?” Mika asks cautiously.
Amelia frowns.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not quite sure,” Mika answers truthfully. “But something’s up. They seem sort of closed off. Not just Ossian but Kristina too.”
“They’re growing up,” says Amelia. “I’m not blind. I know they’re skipping school. You should have a talk with Kristina—they listen to you.”
Mika isn’t so sure. Smacking someone isn’t exactly a good way to get them to listen.
“What about Ossian?” she says. “Who’s going to talk to him?”
Amelia takes a deep breath and places her hand on the document in front of her. Mika understands at once that something must have happened.
“Ossian has found a family. He moves out tomorrow.”
The words hit her like a punch in the gut. So that’s why Amelia is acting this way—Ossian is leaving.
“He has? Who?”
“Their name is Sandelius,” Amelia replies. “A rather well-to-do couple. The husband is a foreman at a small stonemasonry in Jungfrudansen. He said his firm is due to expand this spring. Apparently they’re laying a new kind of paving stone in the city streets, and all these new buildings besides.”
Mika takes on a grim expression. She understands exactly what Amelia is saying. Finding a foster home is what most orphanage kids dream of. But there’s a difference between foster parents who long for children and those who are only looking for cheap labor. For as long as she lives, Mika will remember the story of Klara Lind, the Night Raven’s sister, who died alone on a factory floor where she was forced to work nights for nothing but room and board at the foreman’s house.
“Why doesn’t Ossian know he’s leaving?” she asks. “Didn’t they even want to meet him first?”
“They wanted a healthy boy,” Amelia answers sharply. “Ossian was next on the list. Simple as that.”
Then she softens a little.
“Ossian has been here since he was six months old. It’s time for him to start work. He might be a little bony, but he’ll grow. And if he has indeed started begging, this will solve the problem.”
Mika looks away, feeling tears burn behind her eyelids. She knows Amelia’s right. The orphanage isn’t a real home, and everyone must leave sooner or later. But she knows Ossian. She knows that he could have had a different life if only he’d stayed in school. Now he’s going to end up doing backbreaking labor in Jungfrudansen.
“Who knows,” Amelia says to comfort her. “There might be a family out there for you too.”
“This isn’t about me,” Mika snaps.
It both is and isn’t true. Mika has never had a mother or father, and she probably never will. She’s made her peace with that. And though the longing is there, she can pretend it’s not. Because if Mika let the feeling in, it would break apart and tear down everything she has built up inside her. That’s why she’s given up on hope.
First Mika takes a deep breath. Then she says quietly, almost too quietly to hear: “Were you ever planning on telling me?”
“Telling you what?” asks Amelia.
Mika looks up, straight into her eyes. “My surname.”
Amelia looks genuinely surprised.
“You don’t have a surname,” she replies. “You know that. Why would you ask such a strange question?”
Mika’s heart is pounding. She’s been biding her time since winter, keeping this secret. Maybe now was the time to reveal it.
“I’ve seen my record,” she says. “Last winter when Constable Hoff and I were going through the archives.”
Suddenly it’s as if a dark shadow descends over Amelia’s face; her mouth tightens and her eyes sharpen. If Mika weren’t sitting in a chair, she would have backed away.
“That lousy scoundrel!” Amelia snarls. “He’s brought us nothing but trouble. I never should have let him darken our doors.”
“Because I found out my last name?” Mika asks.
“Because he put your life in danger,” Amelia exclaims. “I’ll never forgive him for that.”
“Valdemar never put my life in danger,” says Mika. “It was my own choice.”
They sit in silence for a long time, glaring at each other.
All that can be heard is the clatter of hooves and squeak of wagon wheels out on the street.
“I just want to know who I am,” says Mika finally.
A momentary uncertainty flashes in Amelia’s eyes. Then she shakes her head.
“Regardless of what you may think,” she says slowly, “I can’t tell you anything more than you already know. You are Mika of the Public Children’s Home. Your job is the same as mine: to keep these kids alive and off the streets until they find a new home. I can see why you would hope for something different, something more, but this is our lot. It could be better, but it could also be a whole lot worse. Do you understand?”
Do you really not know, or do you just not want to say? Mika thinks to herself. Then she nods, even though she doesn’t really understand. The name Moonwind must have come from someone. If not from her parents, then someone else. But it’s not like she can force Amelia to tell her more. As if to prove the conversation is over, Amelia turns her back to her and stuffs Ossian’s record back into the archive cabinet. Mika gets up with a sigh. When she gets to the door, she pauses.
“I’m working at the Chapel tomorrow,” she says. “What time are they coming for Ossian?”
Amelia answers without turning around.
“Ten o’clock.”



CHAPTER 3
“Did you know?” Ossian asks in a low voice.
He’s sitting stock-still and pale faced, like a statue.
“I found out late last night,” answers Mika. “You were already asleep.”
They’re alone in the little drawing room. They can hear the irregular pattering of rain against the windowpanes. Ossian has just come back from Amelia’s office. An unused laundry bag, which Mika found in the storeroom, is lying on the floor. It contains all of Ossian’s worldly possessions: two pairs of pants, a sweater, a winter coat, and a pair of boots. His school exercise book and the identity card Amelia wrote for him are on top.
“I’m going to be a stonemason,” says Ossian, with a mixture of horror and surprise in his voice, as if the thought has only just occurred to him.
“You’ll grow strong as a bear,” says Mika. “Have you seen what stonemasons look like?”
“Yes,” says Ossian. “They’ve got no fingers.”
Mika laughs, though she’s not sure it was meant as a joke.
“It’ll probably be a while before you’re allowed to work with dangerous tools.”
She strokes Ossian’s back and notices that he’s trembling.
“Aren’t you glad that you’ve finally got a family?”
“I already have a family,” Ossian answers absentmindedly, as though talking to himself.
Mika’s hand stops.
“You mean us, here at the orphanage?”
A weak smile spreads across Ossian’s face, and Mika feels a cold shiver down her spine. She’s seen that look only once before, when she slapped him. As if he has become someone else, a person she doesn’t know.
“I mean a family that cares about me,” Ossian says slowly. “A real family.”
He turns away. The rain outside the window has grown heavier. Ossian drags his thumbnails across the tabletop, back and forth along the channels in the wood grain. Mika doesn’t know what to say. Of course there might be things about Ossian’s past that she doesn’t know. But Amelia said his parents were dead, and no other relative has ever shown up at the orphanage. Maybe Ossian is just frightened of leaving the place where he grew up. He wasn’t born in the orphanage, but it’s not as if he can remember any other home before it.
Mika steels herself to say what she must.
“I’m working at the Chapel today . . .”
Her voice breaks, and she has to pause to take a deep breath. But there’s no need for her to finish the sentence, because Ossian does it for her:
“Then I’ll be gone by the time you’re back.”
Mika nods. Then she wraps her arms around Ossian. She can feel every muscle in his body tensing so hard it feels as though he might snap. She hugs him for a long time, until Ossian eventually gives her a brief, tight hug back. Afterward, neither of them knows where to look. Mika’s eyes fall on the bag on the floor. It’s so very empty.
“Do you have anything else you want to take with you?” she asks. “From a secret hiding place, perhaps?”
Ossian frowns as if he doesn’t understand the question. Then he shakes his head. Mika takes the gilded box out of her pocket.
“Don’t forget this,” she whispers and presses the box into Ossian’s hand. “Take good care of it.”
Ossian looks up, surprised. He weighs the box in his hand, then lifts it to his ear and gives it a gentle shake. Something rattles inside.
“Open it when you get there,” she says. “And no, it’s not snuff, if that’s what you were hoping for.”
Hidden inside is the tip of the sugarloaf, stolen from the pantry. The sugarloaf comes out only when important guests, such as a nice foster family or the city inspectors, visit the orphanage and are offered coffee. And even if Amelia noticed, she probably wouldn’t blame Mika; she would just find a better hiding place for the sugarloaf next time.
Without a word, Ossian stuffs the box into his sack and tightens the drawstring.
“I’m sure we’ll see each other again soon,” Mika says, and the lie leaves a metallic taste in her mouth.
She turns and walks to the door. She has to resist the impulse to turn around and go back several times. Because what good would it do? Finding a foster family is supposed to be a happy occasion.
When Mika opens the door to the lobby, she bumps into Rufus.
“You’re still here?” he says with mock surprise. “Ossian can stay with me until Sandelius comes. I’ll make sure he gets a chance to say goodbye to everyone.”
For once, Mika doesn’t get annoyed that Rufus has been eavesdropping. Instead she nods, grateful for his offer. Rufus has grown lately. Not physically but in his behavior. Anyone who has a profession is no longer a child. And if his apprenticeship goes well, his master Franzén is bound to offer him a place on his chimney sweep team. Mika would never admit it, but she hopes Rufus doesn’t get a job. Because then he would leave the orphanage. And she doesn’t want that.
It’s still raining outside. An angry downpour that drives people to huddle up close to the buildings, that disperses the horse manure and spreads it all over the street. Somehow it feels fitting.
Mika tightens her collar and hurries eastward toward Luntmakargatan.



CHAPTER 4
The fancy streets around the King’s Garden and Gustaf Adolfs Square are lined with restaurants, where the food is brought to the tables under domed silver lids. They have crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceilings and thick carpets on the floors. Guests wear elegant clothes and appear to float above the mud on the street as they arrive in carriages with their own coachmen. The Chapel tavern on Luntmakargatan, where Mika works sometimes, is a different kind of place altogether. It’s early lunchtime, but most of the customers are there to drink. Mika is standing behind the bar as usual. Really, she should be clearing the tables, too, but there’s no time to do anything today except pour beer after beer. A team of construction workers, who have actually come in for lunch, are sitting at the long table in the dining room. The Priest serves them pork in cabbage; then, on his way back from their table, he picks up four tankards in one hand and shakes awake a sleeping customer with the other.
“You’ll have to do the floor twice today,” he says and sets the empty glasses down on the bar.
Customers have brought in mud from the street on their boots, which has been diluted with beer, and now a gray-brown sludge is coating the floorboards. Mika nods and stifles a sigh.
“We’re out of clean tankards,” she points out.
“Just wipe the scum off the rim and refill them,” the Priest snarls in response. “It’s not like anyone will notice.”
Mika shrugs and places a sticky tankard under the beer tap. She thinks about what Amelia said before, about them having the same job. Will that be Mika one day? Sitting in that same old armchair in the office, telling a child to accept their lot in life? What a horrible thought. But staying here at the Chapel would be even worse. Mika glances over at the Priest, who is pouring six glasses of schnapps for the builders at the long table and one for himself. His hands are shaking and his greasy hair hangs like a mourning veil over his head, which is damp with hangover sweat. The Priest knocks back at least as much booze as his customers, and Mika has had to help him home after work on more than one occasion.
Suddenly, the muffled sound of a work whistle comes from the weaving factory across the street. The signal causes more than half of the Chapel customers to stand up, wobbling a little as they do so. They don’t work at the weavery, but the whistle signals eleven o’clock, which is the end of the builders’ and factory workers’ lunch break. The group starts filing toward the door, where the figure of large a man is on his way in, and the entrance becomes a crowded jostle.
Mika’s heart leaps.
“Valdemar!” she exclaims.
The large man is none other than Constable Valdemar Hoff.
Mika hasn’t seen him since last winter, when they worked together to solve the case of the Night Raven.
“Ragamuffin,” Valdemar says in his deep, flat voice and shakes her hand as though greeting a colleague. “I stopped by the orphanage first and saw your hateful matron. She threatened to end my life if I didn’t get out of her sight at once. Eventually one of the littl’uns told me you were here.”
Mika laughs.
“Amelia isn’t hateful in general. She just doesn’t like you.”
“Thanks, I noticed,” says Valdemar and sits down at the table closest to the bar. “Luckily, I’m used to being disliked. The opposite would bother me more.”
“Want something to eat?” asks Mika.
Valdemar pats his stomach with a grimace.
“Thanks, but it’s a bit early for that. I’d go for a beer, though.”
He gestures to the chair opposite him.
“Got time for a chat?”
Mika glances over at the Priest, who mutters something inaudible and disappears into the kitchen. The Priest doesn’t like cops, and especially not Constable Hoff. She wipes off a mug and pours a beer. Valdemar reaches for the glass immediately and drinks deeply.
“How’s Lucifer?” Mika asks.
“That good-for-nothing,” Valdemar snorts. “I got him to keep rats out of the apartment. When I came home the other day, a rat was sitting in the middle of the kitchen table, nibbling on a loaf of bread. The great hunter was lying on my bed, sleeping like a log. But he’s getting old, I guess.”
He’s not the only one, Mika thinks to herself. Valdemar was a bit disheveled the last time they saw each other. Now he looks more like a scarecrow that’s been left out in the field over winter. His face is what Mika imagines the dark side of the moon looks like: a barren landscape in constant shadow. His hair and beard could do with a trim, his eyes are bloodshot, and he smells strongly of old sweat. Valdemar drains his tankard, leaving remnants of beer froth in his beard like beach foam in seaweed. A troubling thought occurs to Mika—maybe he didn’t really come here to talk to her after all.
“Did you come here for a reason?” she asks cautiously. “Or were you just thirsty?”
Valdemar wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.
“No, there’s a reason,” he says. “After what happened last winter, I’m not on very good terms with my superiors. Admittedly, I wasn’t beforehand either, but they let me stay and keep my rank—officially, at least. But I only get assigned to guard duty or investigations into minor crimes. This way they can keep their eye on me, and I have no real influence on or involvement in major investigations.”
“Minor crimes,” Mika repeats. “What does that mean?”
“Mainly petty theft and assault,” answers Valdemar. “There tends to be an increase in spring when people start spending more time outdoors. But this year there’s something different. We’ve never seen as many instances of pickpocketing as we have this year. And when average folks are getting mugged in town, people get pretty angry with the police. I’m here because I’m wondering if you’ve heard anything.”
Mika frowns.
“Why would I have heard something?”
“Many witnesses have reported juvenile offenders,” Valdemar responds. “Which means children.”
Mika feels her whole body tense.
“And what does that have to do with me?”
Valdemar gives her a meaningful look.
“You’re not stupid, Ragamuffin,” he says. “I think you understand what I mean. And I’m not accusing anyone. I’m just asking you to keep your eyes open. I’ve got colleagues who would be only too happy to get their hands on a pickpocket. They’d probably swing the baton a little before taking them into custody. If some street kid happens to get a broken nose or arm, it’s not exactly going to trigger an investigation.”
“I don’t know any street kids,” Mika says shortly. “But I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”
“Good,” says Valdemar. “You know where I am.”
He puts on his hat and lays a five-öre and a two-öre coin on the table. Then he glances over at the kitchen and asks in a low voice: “Is he treating you well?”
“He hasn’t beat me since you talked to him,” answers Mika.
Valdemar breaks into a smile.
“Well, you just let me know if that changes. I’d be happy to talk to him again.”
Mika grins back. They both know perfectly well what happened to make the Priest stop beating her. And it wasn’t talking.
As soon as Valdemar has left, Mika subtly slips the two-öre coin into the shaft of her boot. And sure enough, the moment the Priest hears the door shut, he sticks his head out from the kitchen and asks: “Did the cop pay for his beer?”
“Exact change,” Mika answers and holds up the five-öre coin before putting it in the till demonstratively.
The Priest never lets her keep tips. Sometimes he even checks her pockets at the end of her shift.
“That old lug could have forked over a little something extra,” mutters the Priest as he locks the till. “He scares the customers. Anyway, you gonna do the floor now or what?”
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The rain dies down just in time for Mika to walk home. She has a strange feeling in her gut. She doesn’t really believe that Ossian would steal from another person. But still, she can’t stop thinking about what Valdemar said. What have the children been getting up to when they’ve been skipping school?
As soon as Mika steps through the orphanage door, she sees Nils.
“Ossian’s gone,” he says excitedly.
“I know,” answers Mika. “Did you get to say a proper goodbye?”
“No, he’s gone,” Nils repeats impatiently. “That Sandelius guy came to pick him up, but he was gone. He ran away.”
The skin on Mika’s neck prickles.
“Where’s Amelia?” she asks sharply.
Nils shrugs his shoulders.
“Dunno.”
“Rufus then?”
“Ain’t seen him today,” Nils answers. “Probably with Franzén.”
Mika runs through the corridor and into the dormitory, which is empty. Just as she’s about to hurry on, she notices something strange. All the beds are properly made, except the pillow on her bed has been left on top of the blanket. To anyone outside the orphanage, this might not seem like anything remarkable. But Amelia has always been strict about the proper method of making a bed to prevent bedbugs from getting into the pillows. Mika looks around the dormitory and sees that she’s all alone. When she lifts her pillow, something round falls out of the pillowcase and lands on her bed.
It’s Ossian’s gilded box.



CHAPTER 5
“I don’t know where he is,” Kristina says sullenly.
“You’ve already said that,” Mika points out patiently.
Kristina presses her lips together as if afraid the words might spill out against her will otherwise.
“You and Ossian have both played truant from school and left the orphanage,” Mika continues. “What did you get up to?”
Kristina’s cheek trembles, as if she’s about to burst out crying. But instead she stands up straight and her eyes become focused.
“What if I don’t say anything? Are you gonna hit me?”
Mika is speechless. Then her surprise gives way to anger. She gets up from her chair and narrows her eyes at Kristina.
“I understand why you said that,” she says. “But I’ve never hit you. And if you know where Ossian is, it’d be very irresponsible of you not to say anything. He could be in danger.”
Without waiting for an answer, she turns on her heel and walks out of the office. It’s an effort to stop herself from slamming the door.
Amelia is standing in the corridor outside the nursery. She winces when she sees how upset Mika is.
“What did Kristina say?”
“She knows something, that much is clear,” replies Mika. “But I’m not getting anything out of her.”
Amelia sighs, resigned. “Then there’s not much we can do.”
“What do you mean?” Mika asks in frustration. “We’ve got to find him. You said it yourself—it’s our job to keep the children off the street.”
“Our duty ends here,” replies Amelia.
Mika can’t believe her ears.
“Our duty? Ossian’s a child, he—”
Amelia gives her a sharp look that stops her from finishing her sentence.
“Ossian may be a child, but he’s made a choice,” Amelia says slowly. “He’s chosen homelessness over a foster family. We don’t have the time or the means to search for him. Besides, the orphanage isn’t a prison; we don’t keep kids locked up. If they’d rather live on the streets, we can’t stop them.”
“Ossian doesn’t want to live on the streets,” Mika says forlornly.
Memories flash through her mind. She sees the children hiding in King’s Tunnel with the Night Raven. Emaciated, starved, terrified children, their bodies covered in marks from beatings and rat bites.
“Well, hopefully he’ll realize that,” says Amelia. “If so, he’ll come back. And if he does, we’ll have to make a decision about his future.”
“You mean he might not be allowed to come back?”
“We have to set an example for the other children,” Amelia explains calmly. “Living in the orphanage is a privilege. You can’t just come and go as you please.”
Mika shakes her head. She wishes she didn’t understand. But she does.
“One thing at a time,” Amelia says and gives her a clumsy little pat on the shoulder. “I’m going to talk to Kristina.”
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Mika lingers in the corridor. She suddenly feels very alone. What’s happened to the kids? They always used to trust her. She decides to go to the nursery to see Nora.
In the small dormitory, the sweet and sour scent of babies hangs like a mist in the air. Nora is awake in her bed. Her eyes look dull, but when she sees Mika, her face lights up with a toothless grin and her legs begin to kick.
“Come here,” Mika whispers; then she picks her up and sits in one of the wet nurses’ chairs.
Nora was so beautiful when she was first left at the orphanage. Now she’s covered in blemishes and louse bites. She’s only two months old, but her baby fat is almost gone. Mika suspects that her wet nurses aren’t feeding her enough. But if she brings it up, she could risk making things worse. Nora coughs, her body tenses, and Mika feels her thin ribs against the palm of her hand. Don’t get sick, she thinks. Not now.
Mika sits there for a long time, nuzzling her nose into Nora’s head. Just as Nora’s breathing begins to deepen, she hears a voice: “There she is.”
Mika looks up and sees Edvin standing in the doorway with a boy her own age.
The unknown boy stares at her shamelessly.
“You’re Mika?” he says dubiously.
“Yes,” answers Mika. “And you are?”
“Karsten,” the boy says and puffs out his chest. “I’m the errand boy at the police station, and I’ve got a message from Constable Valdemar Hoff. He requests that you come to the jail on Myntgatan at once.”
“Why?”
The boy’s gaze moves from Nora to the muddy dress that Mika hasn’t had time to change out of since coming home.
“You’ll find out when you get there,” he says indifferently.
Mika carefully lays Nora back in her bed. Then she walks up to the boy and looks him straight in the eye.
“We’ll do it like this,” she says in a friendly voice. “You run back to Constable Hoff and tell him I’m busy. You can also add that if he wants something from me, he can get off his fat butt and speak to me himself.”
The boy’s smile freezes and his eyes dart around nervously.
“Or you can spit out what this is all about,” adds Mika. “Now.”
His answer comes as quick as a whiplash.
“The police have arrested a boy who refuses to give his name. Constable Hoff thinks you might know him.”



CHAPTER 6
The tunnel leads from the police station at Myntgatan 4 to the detention center on the bank of Norrström River. The clack of metal bootheels on stone floors echoes throughout the tunnel.
“The boy was caught red-handed outside Stockholm Central Station,” says Valdemar, who practically has to crouch to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling. “According to the report, he stole from some train passengers while another boy distracted them. Apparently, his accomplice got away.”
At the end of the tunnel is a thick wooden door. It opens into a small room with a desk and a prison guard. On either side of the room are two heavy, barred gates. Behind both gates are corridors lined with narrow iron doors.
“Another one?” says the prison guard, looking at Mika. “You’re really cleaning the riffraff off the streets today. This one goes in the women’s section, right?”
Valdemar gets angry.
“This girl has more crime-fighting experience than you do,” he says sharply. “And I recommend that you stop describing my guests, or our inmates, as ‘riffraff.’”
The prison guard turns as red as a tomato and begins to stammer an apology, but Valdemar interrupts him.
“We want to see the boy who was brought in this afternoon.”
“Of course,” says the prison guard and fumbles with his keys.
“So, the boy’s refusing to give a name,” explains Valdemar as they walk along the corridor. “Of course, that doesn’t stop us from locking him up, but I thought you could take a look at him before he’s sent on.”
“What’s going to happen to him?” Mika asks, feeling worry gnaw at her stomach.
“He’ll end up in prison,” Valdemar answers bluntly. “Probably Hall, outside Södertälje. No matter where he ends up, he’ll never be the same again.”
They stop in front of a black iron door. The prison guard looks for the right key on his bunch.
“Just lock the bolt when you’re done,” he says.
The cell door swings open with a squeak. Mika feels her heart pounding like a hammer. The room is small, smaller than the cells at Långholmen Central Prison. The only furniture is a narrow bunk. Sitting on the bunk is a thin boy with dark, curly hair. But it’s not Ossian. Mika is so relieved that her knees almost buckle.
The boy peers out of his mop of hair to look at the visitors. His upper lip is covered in dried blood, and he has a red swelling on his left cheekbone. Mika recognizes him; he’s one of the boys who often sneaks a ride on the brewers’ wagons around Oxtorget Square.
“He’s not from the orphanage,” she says to Valdemar. “I don’t know his name.”
Then she turns to the boy.
“Do you know Ossian from the Public Children’s Home?” she asks. “Have you seen him lately?”
The boy glances at Valdemar and shakes his head.
Valdemar understands what he means and backs out of the cell.
Once they’re alone, the boy brushes the hair out of his eyes and looks at Mika.
“You can forget about Ossian,” he says.
“Why do you say that?” Mika asks.
“He’s not coming back,” replies the boy. “He’s been chosen.”
“Chosen for what?”
“Dunno,” says the boy. “She calls them the Family.”
“Who’s she?”
The boy looks irritated and presses his finger to his lips.
Mika realizes with embarrassment that she’s spoken too loudly. The boy leans forward and looks out for Valdemar.
“Do you know that cop?” he asks hopefully. “Can you get me out of here?”
Mika shakes her head.
“But I can make sure they don’t beat you again,” she says.
The boy thinks for a moment in silence. Then he nods resignedly.
“Her name’s Henrietta,” he says. “But you should stay away from her. Children have gone missing. That’s all I know.”
“Why won’t you give your name?” Mika asks.
The boy smiles weakly.
“That’s what they think. I told them my name’s just Knut, and I haven’t got a surname. But they won’t believe me.”
Anger pulses in Mika’s temples.
“I’ll talk to them,” she promises.
Knut touches his nose gingerly. The pain makes him wince.
“What’s going to become of me?” he asks quietly. “Nobody will tell me anything.”
“After the trial, you’ll be sent to a correctional institution,” answers Mika. “It’ll be hard at first, but you’ll be all right. You’ll get food and somewhere to sleep. And when you get out, come and find me. I’m Mika from the Public Children’s Home. Can you remember that?”
Knut nods.
“I’ll remember.”
The last thing Mika sees before the cell door shuts is Knut lying on his bunk hugging his knees into his chest, like little children do when they’re cold.
“You had plenty to talk about,” Valdemar says insinuatingly as they walk back through the tunnel.
“His name’s Knut,” says Mika. “Just Knut. Can you make sure your colleagues don’t beat him again?”
“No one will lay a finger on that boy,” Valdemar answers shortly.
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Back at the police station, Valdemar is slumped at his desk, which looks like an abandoned magpie nest. A half-eaten sausage and charred little flakes of pipe tobacco sit on top of a mountain of unsorted papers.
“I’ve been trying to find the time to tidy up,” he says apologetically.
“Clearly not trying hard enough,” says Mika. “Could you help me with something?”
“If it’s within my power,” answers Valdemar. “What is it?”
Mika puts her hand in her pocket and takes out Ossian’s box.
“Does this pattern mean anything to you?”
Valdemar takes the box, which looks tiny in his meaty hands. He looks closely at the lid, then raises one eyebrow.
“It looks like a family crest of some kind,” he says. “Not unusual among the posher families. Does it have anything to do with the pickpockets?”
“I hope not,” answers Mika. “Just thought I’d check.”
With surprising efficiency, Valdemar starts fishing through the debris on his desk to locate a piece of paper. Then he takes out a thin piece of charcoal from a drawer, places the paper over the lid of the box, and rubs the charcoal back and forth until a copy of the pattern appears on the paper.
“I’ll let you know if I find anything,” he says and hands the box back.
“You can always send your errand boy if you can’t be bothered to come find me yourself,” suggests Mika.
She ducks just in time to avoid the piece of charcoal being thrown at her.
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Mika walks home through Mynttorget Square and tries to gather her racing thoughts. A family that cares about me, Ossian said. A real family.
It might all just be a strange coincidence. But Mika has a nasty feeling that there’s something else going on.



CHAPTER 7
It’s crowded around the breakfast table, but one chair is glaringly empty. None of the other children want to sit in Ossian’s spot. Instead, they tussle shoulder to shoulder, spilling gruel from their bowls.
“I think Ossian’s living in the bell tower of Sankta Klara Church,” muses Axel as he dips a piece of bread into his gruel. “Like that ugly hunchback of Rotterdam.”
“Notterdam,” Nils corrects him.
“Notre Dame,” sighs Lina. “You ought to clean your ears out.”
Mika glances at Kristina, who appears unfazed.
“I think he’s turned into a bird,” says Edvin. “There was a magpie on the windowsill when I woke up this morning.”
“Magpies are bad omens,” says Margit. “That means you’re going to die.”
Edvin turns pale.
“Do you want to hear the latest about the SS Vega?” Amelia interrupts, opening a newspaper on the table.
“Yes!” Margit exclaims. “And the explorer Nordström.”
“Nordenskiöld,” Amelia says as she leafs through to the right page. “Eat your breakfast now and try to be quiet if at all possible.”
She puts on her glasses and begins to read aloud from the article.
“As previously reported, the Vega expedition is on its way home and currently located near Copenhagen. The scientist Nordenskiöld was the first explorer to sail through the so-called Northeast Passage. In addition to many scientific discoveries, it is rumored that the expedition has collected spectacular gifts from the many nations it has visited. While in Japan, Nordenskiöld is said to have met Emperor Mutsuhito himself. It has already been stated that the items collected by the expedition will be presented in an exhibition at the Royal Library. But first a grand celebration awaits the ship and her crew on their arrival to Strömkajen. A party that all Stockholm residents are invited to!”
An excited silence fills the dining hall as Amelia folds up the newspaper.
“All Stockholm residents,” Axel repeats slowly.
“That’s us,” Margit says with wide eyes. “We’re invited to a party!”
Gentle chaos breaks out around the table, and Amelia looks like she regrets reading from the paper.
“Please can we go?” Edvin begs.
“The whole orphanage can’t go at the same time,” Amelia says firmly. “But we’ll see. Vega will no doubt be docked at Strömkajen for a good while.”
Mika says nothing, but she wants to go too. She wants to see the ship that has sailed all the way to Japan and sat frozen in the ice between Siberia and Alaska. She’s never even been outside Stockholm.
“Rufus is working with Franzén today,” says Amelia once the breakfast is cleared away. “So it’s your job to replenish the firewood in the kitchen.”
Mika rolls her eyes. Rufus always manages to magically forget to do his most standard chores. She fetches the wood basket and goes out into the yard. At least they actually have firewood again. Before the toll gates opened, they were close to resorting to sawing up the furniture to avoid freezing to death. When Mika opens the door to the woodshed, she hears a rustle and catches a glimpse of a hairless tail next to the wood stack. She grits her teeth, drops the basket on the ground, and begins filling it with logs, two at a time. Then suddenly another hideous rat’s tail, this time as thick as a broom handle, appears between the stack and the wall. She is about to let out a scream but soon realizes that her eyes are playing tricks on her in the darkness. What she thought was a rat’s tail is actually the end of a rope. Mika gives it a test pull. The rope extends longer and longer, several yards long, until it comes to an end. After an especially hard tug, a heavy iron ball drops to the ground. It’s the brush that Rufus borrowed to clean the chimney. What’s it doing here, in the woodshed? After a moment’s consideration, Mika winds up the rope and puts it behind the wood stack. She can ask Rufus about it this evening. He’s bound to have a strange but logical explanation. He usually does.
As always, the basket is too heavy to carry. Mika has to drag it through the corridor. At the entrance to the kitchen, she stops to catch her breath. Out of the corner of her eye, she notices a figure slink past, heading for the lobby. In the next moment, the door slams shut, and Kristina runs past the window. There’s no time to lose. Mika rushes through the corridor, grabbing her coat as she goes. On her way out, she wraps a scarf around her head and tucks her hair in carefully.
Kristina seems to know exactly where she’s going. She walks purposefully southward along Drottninggatan before turning left onto Odensgatan. Mika follows at a distance so as not to be noticed. At Brunkebergstorg Square, Kristina stops and turns around, but luckily a carriage passes by at just the right moment. Mika jogs behind the cab all the way down to the southern end of the square, where she slips into a doorway. From her hiding place, Mika can see Kristina cross the square and disappear through an arched stone entrance at Herculesgatan 2.
Suddenly Mika feels timid. The building on Herculesgatan is big and grand; she doesn’t dare go in. Besides, she doesn’t know which floor Kristina’s on. Eventually, Mika decides to wait. She loiters for a while on the shady side of Lilla Wattugatan, where she has a clear view of her surroundings. Vendor carts and hansom cabs circle the large fountain in the middle of the square. Every now and then, a coachman stops to let his horse drink from the trickling water. About twenty minutes later, Mika sees the front door open at Herculesgatan 2 and a girl come out. The girl is wearing a dapper blue coat with a matching ribbon in her hair. Mika doesn’t know any kids from this part of town, but this girl seems strangely familiar. Suddenly she realizes why, and her heart skips a beat. It’s Kristina.
Mika quickly turns around and pretends to look at something in a store window. She can see Kristina’s reflection in the glass, passing behind her and turning onto Malmtorgsgatan. Mika adjusts her headscarf and follows. They cross Gustaf Adolfs Square and continue onto Norrbro Bridge. Mika feels herself shrinking. At this time of day, the bridge belongs to rich people—men in top hats and ladies with parasols as protection from the spring sun. Kristina heads toward the bazaar, a long narrow market building that houses everything from tailors to goldsmiths to hairdressers. A man holds the door open for Kristina, and she disappears inside. Mika doesn’t follow her—she’d be thrown out at once. Instead, she tries to look in through the store windows, but Kristina is nowhere to be seen.
Then she hears loud voices coming from a crowd of people farther along the bridge. Some kind of performance seems to be going on at the other end of the bazaar. Mika walks closer and stops behind a parked carriage. She can see all the bazaar’s exits from here. At the top of the stairs that lead down to Helgeandsholmen, there is a tall, dark-haired woman wearing a dress in the same color blue as Kristina’s coat. She seems to be the object of the crowd’s attention. Next to the woman is a circular wooden board, about as tall as her. Playing cards are attached around the edge of the wheel. The woman holds her arms out in the air and shouts something that Mika can’t hear through all the spectators’ applause. Mika uses the spokes of the carriage wheel as a ladder to get a better look. From here she can see that there’s a boy standing next to the wooden wheel. The boy is slim and dark-haired, dressed in a white shirt and suspenders. Mika almost falls off the carriage in shock—it’s Ossian! Soon Kristina emerges from the bazaar with a small basket on her arm.
The woman gives a signal to Ossian, and he starts to spin the wooden wheel. Then she holds her hand out to Kristina, who gives her a knife. She skillfully throws the knife at the wheel so that the tip pierces one of the playing cards. A murmur ripples through the audience as the woman reaches for the next knife with a measured movement. Card after card is pierced, much to the delight of the spectators. But from her place on the other side of the street, Mika can see that something else is going on at the same time. While the woman throws the knives, Ossian is walking around the audience. He slips between the elegantly dressed ladies and gentlemen without anyone noticing him. At one point, Ossian stops to talk to a girl his own age, then disappears among dresses and cane handles. By the time the last knife pierces the ace of spades in the center of the wheel, he is back by the woman’s side. Together they bow and receive the audience’s applause. Meanwhile, Kristina is walking around with the basket and accepting the spectators’ money, bobbing politely in thanks to every coin. It all seems like a carefully rehearsed dance.
But as the delighted families continue their Sunday promenade, Mika stands as if rooted to the spot, her whole body trembling. The realization of what she’s just witnessed makes her feel sick.
This can’t be true.



CHAPTER 8
Valdemar tips back in his chair pensively. After hearing Mika’s story, a new furrow of concern has joined the usual wrinkles on his forehead.
“A classic method,” he notes. “The woman’s performance is a diversionary tactic while the boy pickpockets the audience for their valuables. And they ask for money afterward. A cheeky plot, to say the least.”
Mika hardly dares ask.
“What would happen to Ossian and Kristina if the police caught them?”
“You saw Knut,” answers Valdemar grimly. “Ossian could expect the same fate: the detention center and then on to a correctional facility. Kristina would probably be sent directly to Vita Bergen.”
This was the answer Mika was expecting, but she feels a knot form in her stomach nevertheless. Everybody who lives in the children’s home knows the Educational Facility for Girls in Vita Bergen. That’s where Tekla was sent after she’d gotten into one scrap too many at the orphanage. Tekla has been in jail a few times since. Mika has no idea where she is now.
“That can’t happen,” she says desperately. “They can’t end up in institutions.”
“It will happen,” Valdemar says certainly. “Norrbro is one of the best guarded streets in the city. And the police station is just a stone’s throw away. It’s only a matter of time before they’re caught, and then everyone involved will suffer. Unless . . .”
He holds an emphatic finger in the air before finishing the sentence.
“. . . you and I do something about it right away.”
“Like what?” Mika asks.
Valdemar strokes his beard.
“First let’s just make one thing clear,” he says. “I’m not in the habit of letting criminals go free, whatever their age. But I know what these institutions do to children.”
He looks at Mika with a serious expression.
“If I can catch the woman, I’ll let the children go free. But you’ve got to put a stop to the thieving. If it happens even once more, you might never see them again.”
Mika has no idea how she can convince them to stop, but she nods anyway.
“I promise.”
“Of course, this is assuming that there’ll be some evidence at the scene,” adds Valdemar. “Without evidence, there’s nothing I can do.”
“There will be,” confirms Mika. “I saw it with my own eyes.”
“All right,” Valdemar says firmly. “We’ll try to catch her red-handed. We’ll take a detention carriage just in case.”
He gets up and walks over to the wall where the patrolling officers’ gear is hanging up. Four handcuffs and an extra chain land on the desk with a metallic clunk.
“What do you think is going to happen?” asks Mika when she sees Valdemar attach his baton and saber to his belt.
Valdemar raises his eyebrows.
“You said yourself that she throws knives,” he says. “I can’t turn up to the party without a bow tie.”
Mika shakes her head but can’t help but smile. When she came to the police station, she was afraid that Valdemar might have been drinking. But he actually looks fresher today than he did at the Chapel. His beard could still do with a trim, but his eyes are clear and he doesn’t smell like the inside of an old boot anymore.
“Can we take Rutger?” Mika asks as they walk toward the exit.
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Rutger the police horse is old and deaf. But he’s the most reliable steed in the stable. His hooves clatter rhythmically against the cobblestones of Myntgränden as he pulls the prison carriage along with Valdemar in the driver’s seat and Mika beside him.
“Oh yes,” says Valdemar, putting his hand in his coat pocket. “I forgot to give you this.”
He hands Mika a folded piece of paper.
“These are the names of every member of the Carstenius family living in Stockholm,” Valdemar explains. “The pattern on the box you showed me is their family crest. More specifically, a coat of arms.”
“Thanks,” says Mika. “How did you get this?”
“It wasn’t hard,” answers Valdemar. “I suspected it was an ancestral coat of arms, so I just compared the sketch with the coats of arms in the almanac of noble families. From what I could tell, the family dates back to the fifteenth century, but now there are only about twenty of them left in town.”
Mika tries to sift through the thoughts rushing around her mind. It’s possible that a noble lady did give Ossian a lavish gift out of the kindness of her heart. But it seems less likely that anyone would give away an item with their own family crest on it. All facts point to Ossian having obtained it through another method.
“There was something else I wanted to ask you about,” she says. “When I followed Kristina, I saw her go into Herculesgatan 2, by Brunkebergstorg Square. Could you find out who lives at that address?”
“You sure do keep me busy, Ragamuffin,” Valdemar mutters. “Did it ever occur to you that I might have other things to do?”
“Nothing more important,” Mika answers shortly.
Rutger lurches past Slottsbacken and turns onto Norrbro. The stores are still open, and the street is full of people. However, the knife-throwing woman and the children are nowhere to be seen.
“That’s where I saw them before,” Mika says, pointing to the north end of the bazaar.
Valdemar steers the carriage to the other side of the street, where he stops and applies the brakes.
“You mentioned that they had a large wooden wheel,” he says thoughtfully. “If they’re planning on putting on another show today, they can’t have gone very far.”
Mika and Valdemar get down from the box seat of the carriage and walk toward the bazaar, observing the crowd all the while. Outside the tobacconist, four men in top hats are sitting and smoking cigars. By the bookstore, two girls are arguing over a doll’s stroller, and a lady lifts a little boy up so that he can feed a horse a lump of sugar. The endless melodic loop of a barrel organ is coming from the south end of the bazaar. Valdemar grimaces in distaste.
“People with no musical talent should really find a different occupation,” he mutters.
Just then, the barrel organ stops cranking, the quarreling girls come to an agreement over the doll stroller, and a gap of quiet opens up in the blanket of noise. Then Mika hears the sound of applause in the distance. She goes to peer over the low wall, down at the promenade on Helgeandsholmen, the little island below the bridge. Over by the circular quay café, half-hidden by trees, is a crowd. Suddenly a streak of blue appears through the branches.
“That’s her,” Mika whispers and points.
Valdemar puts on his gloves and unbuttons the small leather strap holding his saber in place.
“Best you don’t follow,” he says. “If the children see you, they may try to run away. Besides, we don’t know if this woman could turn violent. Stay here and keep an eye on Rutger.”
At first Mika wants to protest, but she quickly realizes that Valdemar is probably right. She crouches next to the bridge railing and peers out between the stone pillars as Valdemar walks down the stairs. Soon she catches sight of Ossian walking in a semicircle behind the spectators, presumably seeking out his next victim. The anxiety in her belly is mixed with anger. Ossian, you fool! How could he even think of stealing when he knows full well what the punishment is? Mika watches Valdemar cross the lawn and approach the woman with a resolute stride. When the spectators realize that the performance has been interrupted, they quickly disperse along the quay. Valdemar and the woman talk for a long time. Why doesn’t he handcuff her? Mika thinks impatiently. To her surprise, she watches Valdemar and the woman start walking back toward the stairs instead. Mika runs across the street and hides in the carriage. Her heart is pounding as she watches them walk up the steps and come to stand outside the entrance of the bazaar. Then something happens that Mika has never seen before: Valdemar takes the woman by the hand and bows. The woman disappears into the bazaar, and Valdemar trudges back across the street looking deflated. The carriage sways as he flops down on the box seat.
“What happened?” Mika asks, frustrated. “Why didn’t you arrest her?”
“Her name’s Henrietta,” Valdemar spits out. “And she wants to talk to you.”
“To me?” exclaims Mika. “How does she—”
“She’s waiting inside the patisserie,” Valdemar interrupts her.



CHAPTER 9
Pavillon du Bazar is a patisserie in the southernmost corner of the Norrbro bazaar. Well-dressed ladies and gentlemen sit at circular tables, some with equally well-dressed children. Behind polished glass panes are rows of pastries and cakes like identical little works of art. Mika stands frozen in the doorway and can’t quite bring herself to step over the threshold.
A man, dressed in a pristine shirt and waistcoat, approaches her.
“Welcome, miss,” he greets her. “The other member of your party is already waiting at the table by the window.”
Mika’s eyes dart around the crowded room. Then she sees a woman in a blue dress sitting alone at a table. The woman eagerly beckons to her to come closer. Mika steps inside and is instantly enveloped in the muffled murmur of patisserie guests, like a swarm of flies in summer. When she reaches the table, the woman holds out her arm in a gesture of invitation.
“Please do sit down, Mika. My name is Henrietta Blum, but you probably already know that.”
A girl sitting at the next table glances over curiously, and Mika quickly sits down. The fabric of her dress bunches up under her palms as she tries to smooth out the creases, aware of how tatty it must look.
“What a nice man,” says Henrietta, looking out the window at where Valdemar is lurking in the carriage. “Pity about the drinking, but he’s having a hard time at work these days.”
Mika is just about to ask how she knows Valdemar when a waiter places two plates on the table. Each plate displays a round cake topped with flakes of meringue and a funny little fork.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of ordering for both of us,” says Henrietta. “Have you tried their lemon tartlet before? It’s heavenly.”
Mika is confused.
“What do you want with Ossian and Kristina?” she blurts out.
“They’re a part of my family,” Henrietta replies as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. “Well, they’re not my own children, of course, but I’m sure someone with your background will appreciate that families can come in different guises.”
They’re not your family, Mika wants to scream but contains herself.
“What are you giving them?” she asks with strained composure.
“The same as you,” Henrietta replies. “Food and shelter. But I can also give them something you can’t.”
She takes a bite of her cake and smiles graciously.
“And just what is it that I can’t give them?” Mika asks stubbornly.
“Hope,” replies Henrietta. “The sense of having a place in the world, instead of waiting around to be sent off somewhere they never chose themselves. A life in which they are seen as more than just cheap labor.”
Mika can’t bring herself to be polite.
“What do you know about their lives?” she cries.
Something flashes in Henrietta’s eyes.
“We’re more alike than you think, you and I,” she says. “People look at us and think they know who we are, what we can do, but they have no idea. I do what I must to survive, just as you do.”
“We’re nothing alike,” Mika says emphatically. “You don’t know me.”
Henrietta looks at her pityingly.
“Sweetheart, all I have to do is look at you; you’re like an open book. I see you sitting at the edge of your seat, as if you have no right to be here. And I know you work night shifts for a pittance with a wicked drunkard. But that’s not why I’m curious about you. I want to know why Constable Hoff sought you out in the first place. And what happened when your little mission ended? Were you hoping it would lead to something more?”
The hairs on the back of Mika’s neck stand on end. It feels like Henrietta is looking straight into her. Reading her thoughts, the ones she’s never dared speak aloud.
“Such a pity that Constable Hoff wasn’t who you thought he was,” says Henrietta sympathetically. “Aren’t you going to eat your cake, darling?”
Mika’s hand trembles slightly as she tries a mouthful of cake. The crispy base is filled with a velvety cream that is sweet and sour at the same time. She’s never tasted anything like it before. But then it feels like her throat has tightened and the cake becomes difficult to swallow. Mika tries to look composed even though a frenzy of thoughts is flying through her brain. How can Henrietta know so much about her? Might she know about the Night Raven? No, she couldn’t possibly. The only two people who know about that are herself and Valdemar.
Mika takes a deep breath. Somehow she has to gain control of the conversation.
“I know what you’re doing,” she says.
Henrietta raises her eyebrows.
“And what is that, may I ask?”
“You’re stealing,” Mika says. “The children go through the audience’s pockets while you’re doing your performance.”
Her accusation doesn’t have the effect she was expecting. Instead of getting angry, Henrietta sits quietly for a while. Mika’s gaze is fixed on the small cake fork in Henrietta’s hand. She spins it between her fingertips, from index finger to pinkie, then back again in a smooth, hypnotic motion. It occurs to Mika that this is the very same hand that can aim a knife at a specific playing card from several yards away.
“Strange,” Henrietta says finally, with an expression of genuine surprise. “Constable Hoff said there was no proof. After I explained to him what was going on, he even apologized.”
She leans over the table and lowers her voice, as if about to confide a secret.
“But if you do have proof, I suggest you go to the real police, not to some drunken has-been.”
Henrietta takes another bite of her cake, leans back in her chair, and smiles.
“Wouldn’t you agree, Mika of the Public Children’s Home?”



CHAPTER 10
Steam rises from the laundry tubs out in the courtyard. Mika wrings out a sheet and hangs it on the clothesline. The skin on her hands has turned as red as the Priest’s nose from dipping them in the scalding hot water over and over again.
“That’s the last of them,” says Rufus, prodding the wooden stick around in the cloudy water to make sure.
“Amelia said all the babies and toddlers have rashes,” Mika reminds him. “We’ve got to wash their sheets too.”
“Can’t you ask Edvin to help?” says Rufus. “I promised Franzén I’d clean some chimneys on Pilgatan today.”
“Why did you have to go and get an apprenticeship on the other side of town?” Mika whines. “There are plenty of chimney sweeps in Norrmalm. Why couldn’t you work with one of them?”
“You don’t think I tried?” Rufus replies angrily. “I don’t drag this cleaning kit miles across town for fun, you know.”
Then Mika remembers.
“Oh yeah, I found Franzén’s rope brush in the woodshed,” she says. “Aren’t you supposed to give it back?”
Rufus looks a little embarrassed.
“It’s mine,” he says. “All chimney sweeps have their own brush. And anyway, why can’t you cover for me? I’ve always helped you out when you’ve gone to work at the Chapel.”
“Because I’ve got things to do as well,” answers Mika.
She looks around and lowers her voice.
“Don’t tell anyone, but I think Ossian is a pickpocket. He’s being taken advantage of by a woman called Henrietta who does some sort of street performance on Norrbro.”
Rufus frowns.
“Why do you think Ossian’s a thief?” he asks.
“Because I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” answers Mika. “And because I have something that I think he stole. And now I’ve come up with a way to prove it.”
Rufus stares at her for a few moments.
“You’re just like Amelia,” he says. “You think you can make decisions for other people. But it’s Ossian’s life, and he has a right to make his own choices.”
“Ossian doesn’t know what he’s doing,” Mika says adamantly.
“What are you going to do then, when you find this proof?” Rufus asks.
“I’m going to get Henrietta locked up,” Mika replies. “So she can’t ruin the lives of any more children.”
At least that’s what she’s hoping for. But it might not be so simple. On their way home from the bazaar, Valdemar told her what Henrietta had said. Apparently, the knife throwing is just something she does to earn a bit of money on the side. Her main job is working as a dancer at the glitzy Bern’s nightclub and an actor at the Alhambra Theater. Valdemar said he believed her. Which is why Mika has no choice but to find proof herself.
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When the laundry is done, Mika puts on a clean dress and ties her hair up. Then she marches purposefully down to Mäster Samuelsgatan and continues along Hamngatan past Norrmalmstorg. She has the note with the names of all members of the Carstenius family safely in her pocket. If Mika can just get hold of the right person, surely they’d be able to confirm whether the box was a gift or if it was stolen in town. According to Valdemar’s findings, there are only seven adults in the family, most of whom live in the same house at Nybrogatan 4.
The front door looks more like the entrance to a bank than a residential building. Mika peers through the glass panes to see two carpeted staircases on either side of an elevator. She swallows her fear and knocks. Soon the door opens and a maid of around twenty looks her up and down with a disapproving expression.
“What do you want?”
“I’ve found a valuable item that I think belongs to the Carstenius family,” Mika answers in as grown-up a voice as she can muster.
“An item?” the maid repeats suspiciously. “Well, give it to me, and I’ll ask the man of the house.”
“I’d prefer to show him myself,” says Mika with a friendly smile.
The maid purses her lips as if she’s been insulted. After a moment’s hesitation, she nods. “Come in then.”
Mika follows the maid up the left-side staircase. They pass through a door on the first floor and enter a square room with a marble floor and upholstered sofas lining the walls. The room is about as big as the whole orphanage dormitory but seems to function only as a kind of entrance hall. To the right is a corridor that leads to the rooms that look out onto the street, and to the left is a narrower servants’ corridor.
“Wait here,” says the maid. “Don’t sit on the sofas and don’t touch anything.”
Then she turns on her heel and disappears down the corridor. After a little while, Mika hears the sound of footsteps again, except from the other direction this time. She turns around and catches sight of a boy sauntering along the servants’ corridor. He’s well dressed in a waistcoat and tie, but it’s still obvious that he’s staff. When the boy looks up at Mika, she recognizes him. She has seen this boy’s pockmarked face and slightly bumpy nose before. It was just once, but she’ll never forget it. This is the boy that left Nora at the orphanage. The same boy that said the Dark Angel was after him. As soon as Mika makes eye contact with the boy, she can tell by his disinterest that he doesn’t recognize her. Without saying a word, he sweeps past behind her back and disappears down the stairs. Mika stays where she is, with the sound of her heartbeat throbbing in her ears. The maid’s voice startles her.
“Follow me.”
The corridor seems to run the length of the entire building. Room after room filled with expensive furniture and carpets flash past Mika’s eyes. She has never seen a home like this before. She didn’t even know such homes existed. Finally, the maid stops outside a door. She shows Mika into a room that appears to be some kind of study. Along the walls are floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and in the center of the room, a man with silver-gray hair and a mustache is sitting at a desk.
“This is the girl, Mr. Carstenius,” the maid says and bobs politely.
The man named Carstenius carefully collects his papers and places them in a binder before finally looking up.
“What’s all this about then?”
Mika steels herself. She walks toward the desk with her head held high and holds out Ossian’s box.
“Well, I was wondering if you recognized this.”
Mr. Carstenius takes the box and examines it.
“Where did you get this?” he asks, astonished.
“A friend gave it to me,” answers Mika. “But I suspect a pickpocket may have stolen it from you.”
Mr. Carstenius calmly takes out a key from a compartment in his desk. Then he gets up and walks over to a bureau, unlocks it, and opens one of the drawers. He seems very taken aback by what he sees there, and he stands frozen in silence for a long while. When Mr. Carstenius turns around to look at Mika again, his eyes are blazing.
“Where are the others?” he asks, his voice shaking with suppressed anger.
“What others?” Mika asks uncertainly.
“Don’t play dumb,” snaps Mr. Carstenius. “The snuffbox is part of a set along with a cigar case and a letterpress, all made of gold-plated French silver. They are family heirlooms passed down for two generations, and none of them have ever been stolen by any pickpocket. And the reason I know this is because they have always been kept in this room, in this bureau, in this locked drawer.”
Mr. Carstenius demonstratively turns the drawer upside down before adding: “Which is now empty.”
Without waiting for a reaction, he roars at the maid.
“Stina! Fetch Måns and send him to the police. Tell them I have captured a burglar and they should come at once.”
The maid glances at Mika before quickly withdrawing from the study and shutting the door behind her. Mr. Carstenius walks over to the door, locks it, and puts the key in the breast pocket of his waistcoat.
“Wha-what are you doing?” Mika stutters, feeling panic start to rise in her chest.
Mr. Carstenius looks at her with utter contempt.
“What was your plan? Come here and offer me the box for free if I agree to pay for the rest of the items that are rightfully mine?”
He shakes his head slowly.
“Well, that is not going to happen. We’re going to stay right here until the police arrive. I’m sure they have their methods of squeezing the truth out of you.”



CHAPTER 11
The handcuffs are too tight, and the metal shackles rub against her wrists.
“Hurry up,” snarls one of the policemen, jerking the chain so that Mika stumbles out the door.
A sharp pain shoots up her forearm and makes her eyes water. The policeman holding the chain leads her out onto the street like a dog. Nosy passersby stop to watch the ruckus. A family rolls past in a hansom cab, and the mother shakes her head while a girl who looks about ten years old stares with wide eyes. Mika presses her chin into her chest, trying to hide her flushed face. The policeman pushes her into the prison carriage and threads the chain through the loop on the wall. He deliberately makes the chain short so that Mika can’t rest her hands in her lap. With a crack of the whip, the carriage starts rolling away, and life on Nybrogatan immediately goes back to normal, as if nothing has happened.
The carriage wheels slip and slide over the cobblestones.
Mika lifts her arms and hooks her index fingers through the loop to prevent the handcuffs from rubbing. To her surprise, they don’t take Nybron toward the detention center on Stadsholmen but instead go west on Hamngatan. She can’t help but ask: “Where are we going?”
The policeman looks at her blankly.
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
The carriage turns onto Mäster Samuelsgatan, and Mika starts to get a sinking feeling. Her fears are confirmed when they stop outside the orphanage.
“I never said I come from the Public Children’s Home,” exclaims Mika.
The policeman smiles coldly and frees her chain from the carriage wall.
“And we didn’t ask.”
The two policemen take Mika in a firm grip and lead her inside. Outside the dormitory, they pass Nils and Edvin, who recoil in horror.
“Nothing to be scared of,” Mika says, trying to sound calm. “The constables just want to have a word with Amelia.”
“There are another two here already,” Edvin says with wide eyes.
And so there are. Inside the main dormitory, Amelia is standing with two police officers, one of whom is Constable Westerberg. He was the one who registered Nora when she was first left at the orphanage.
Westerberg gasps when he sees Mika.
“Well, if it isn’t Hoff’s little protégé,” he says, surprised. “I always knew you were a thief.”
“I’ve never stolen anything in my life,” Mika hisses and glares at Westerberg.
Then she notices that one of the planks in the wall next to the ceramic stove is broken.
“Those are my things,” Mika protests and tries to walk forward, but she is stopped by the police.
The space behind the tiled stove has been home to her secret stash for years. It’s where she hides things she doesn’t want the other children to see.
“Let’s see what we can find,” says Westerberg, sticking his hand into the hole.
He removes a slim envelope. Westerberg opens it and whistles when he sees its contents: a thick wad of banknotes.
“Does the orphanage really pay so much, or did you get this money from somewhere else?”
Amelia is stunned. Mika is silent. It doesn’t matter whether she lies or tells the truth—that Valdemar paid her for helping to capture the Night Raven—no one would believe her either way.
Westerberg puts down the envelope and takes another item out of the hiding place: the brass knuckles that Tekla gave Mika last winter.
“We seem to be dealing with a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” he says, almost impressed.
“I’ve never used those,” mutters Mika, mostly for Amelia’s benefit.
“What do we have here then?”
Westerberg reaches farther into the hole and grabs a small bundle of blue cloth. He puts the bundle down on the table and carefully unfolds the cloth. The first thing that appears is a gilded cigar case. The next thing is a letterpress. Both items are engraved with the same pattern as Mr. Carstenius’s snuffbox.
A murmur spreads through the cluster of people.
“Your things, did you say?” says Westerberg slowly. “It’s about time someone taught you the difference between mine and yours.”
“That’s not . . . I never . . . ,” Mika stammers, but none of the police take any notice of her.
“You can inform Mr. Carstenius that the stolen goods have been recovered,” says Westerberg. “We’ll take care of the perpetrator.”
Then he straightens his back, looks Mika in the eye, and says in a gentle, almost caressing voice:
“You’re in for it now.”



CHAPTER 12
The cell door slams shut, and the floor trembles from the impact. On inspection of her injuries, Mika sees that she’s been lucky. Admittedly, the chafing around the wrists burns like fire. The bruises left by the policemen’s grip on her upper arms ache with every pulse. And her left ear is still ringing as a reminder of the smack Westerberg decided to give her before shutting the door. But at least nothing is broken.
There’s not much else to be thankful for. The cold of the cell walls radiates through the fabric of Mika’s coat and slowly eats into her body. A rancid stench is coming from the chamber pot under the bunk. The guard obviously didn’t bother to empty it between prisoners. Mika tries to suppress the panic crawling all over her body like a bloodsucking leech, searching for a patch of bare skin to sink its teeth into. Why doesn’t Valdemar come? She’s already been here for a few hours; someone should have informed him. Just as long as she isn’t sent to Vita Bergen without Valdemar knowing. That doesn’t bear thinking about.
Then suddenly she hears the sound of a key being inserted into the lock. Instinctively, Mika hugs her knees and backs into the corner of the cell, like an animal. The cell is flooded with bright light from the corridor, blinding her. Just as she prepares to be dragged out, she hears a familiar voice.
“Now you’ve done it, Ragamuffin.”
And there he is at last—Valdemar. Mika lunges forward and wraps her arms around him, buries her face in his coat, and inhales the musty smell of horses and pipe tobacco.
“I didn’t do it,” she sobs. “Neither did Ossian or Kristina. You have to believe me.”
Valdemar gives her a clumsy pat on the back.
“Of course I believe you,” he says.
Mika lets go and looks up at Valdemar.
“I don’t understand,” she says. “The police drove me straight to the orphanage, even though I never told them who I was.”
“Someone tipped them off,” says Valdemar in a low voice. “Someone wrote to the police saying that a burglar would be caught on Nybrogatan and that the rest of their loot could be found in a secret hiding place in the Public Children’s Home. When the report came in, officers were sent out straightaway.”
He grimaces.
“Whoever did this knows you and planned it in advance.”
“Is there anything you can do?” Mika asks, even though she already knows the answer.
Valdemar looks at her seriously.
“Baltzar Carstenius isn’t just anyone,” he says. “I’ve heard a rumor that the senior police want to make an example of you. You’ll be charged with burglary and theft, and most likely sent to . . .”
His voice breaks, and he has to pause and take a breath before he can finish the sentence.
“Norrmalm Central Prison.”
Mika feels an ice-cold grip around her heart. The Vita Bergen facility would be bad enough, but at Norrmalm she would end up side by side with murderers and robbers. She hears footsteps in the corridor as the prison guard walks slowly past her cell. Valdemar waits until the steps are out of earshot. Then he picks up a blanket lying rolled up on the floor.
“It’s going to be a cold night,” he says. “You absolutely have to keep this on all night.”
Bewildered, Mika accepts the blanket, which is heavy and made of a strange, coarse fabric, like a horse blanket.
“When will—” she begins but is interrupted by Valdemar, who brings his finger to his lips.
The sound of footsteps again. The prison guard walks past but pauses on the other side of the door. He is clearly eavesdropping on their conversation. Valdemar draws Mika in closer and whispers: “Keep your ears open.”
Then he walks out of the cell, and the door closes. The lock turns with a metallic clink. Mika curls up on the bunk and pulls the blanket over her. She thinks about the tip-off given to the police. There’s only one person in the world who knows about Mika’s secret hiding place besides herself, and that’s Rufus. But they’ve grown up together and know each other inside out. Rufus is the closest thing Mika has to a brother, and he is as loyal as the day is long. And yet, there’s something niggling at her, like a chafing grain of grit deep inside Mika’s mind. The grit grinds and rolls around, growing bigger and bigger until it suddenly takes shape.
Rufus’s fear of heights, the brush in the woodshed, the apprenticeship on the other side of town.
Suddenly it dawns on Mika. Rufus hasn’t gotten an apprenticeship at all. Every time he said he was going to Franzén, he was actually going somewhere else. Mika starts crying tears that feel like they’re rising from her very depths. Oh, Rufus. Could he have been the one who planted Mr. Carstenius’s things in her hiding place? She can’t bring herself to believe it. But there’s no other explanation.
Slowly but inevitably, night descends on the prison. Keep your ears open, Valdemar had said. But there’s nothing to listen to. The silence in the cell is as dense as the darkness. It occurs to Mika that it’s almost like being buried underground. But then suddenly she hears something, a low clinking sound, much like someone hitting a metal skewer against a rock.
Mika presses her ear against the cell wall and holds her breath. It’s not long before the sound returns. Three hard strikes are followed by a short pause, then two more. Something about it feels deeply familiar. The third time she hears it, Mika understands why. Three then two—that’s Tekla’s secret knock. Just then, she hears Valdemar’s voice in her mind: You absolutely have to keep this on all night. The realization of what is about to happen suddenly dawns on her.
Mika manages to pull Valdemar’s blanket over her head just in time. Then the cell explodes.



CHAPTER 13
The force of the explosion throws Mika against the cell wall, winding her. At the same time, a hundred tiny fists pummel her through the blanket. In the next moment, it’s all over. Rubble and splinters rattle to the floor as Mika carefully removes the blanket. The cell is full of acrid smoke from the blast, and she coughs. Mika anxiously runs her hand over her stomach and back, but finds no blood. Apart from the ringing in her ears, she’s unharmed.
The explosion felt huge, but the cell is mostly intact. Except for the lower part of the outer wall where a hole has been made, about half a yard wide and just as high. Through the hole, Mika can see the moonlight shining on Norrström River. Suddenly, a narrow figure appears silhouetted in front of the water. The figure comes closer, and soon two shining eyes peer through the hole.
“Hello, Tekla,” says Mika, her voice hoarse from blast smoke.
Tekla breaks into a smile.
“Hi, Mika,” she says. “Locked up, huh?”
Mika smiles back.
“Well, not for long,” she says.
Mika lies down on her stomach, wriggles backward through the hole, and feels herself enveloped by the cool night air. Tekla is dressed all in black and almost invisible. Her red hair is tucked under a flat cap pulled down low over her face. Mika hears male voices in the distance and then the piercing sound of an alarm bell.
“The guards are coming,” says Mika anxiously.
“My girls have got their eyes on the screws,” Tekla answers calmly. “Take off your coat and boots.”
Mika does as she’s told. She knows that if any of the guards try to attack one of Tekla’s brick carriers, they won’t come out as the victor. Soon she’s standing shivering on the pavement in nothing but a dress and socks. Tekla pulls a knife from the shaft of her boot. She makes a cut at the hem of Mika’s dress, tears off a large piece, and tosses it back into the cell. Then she rips her coat and throws it on the ground below the hole in the wall. She takes her boots, places one on the path leading down to the river, and launches the other with all her might straight into the water. Tekla finishes up by pouring a dark-brown liquid over the clothes on the ground and then a trickling trail all the way down to the water’s edge. Mika’s stomach turns when she realizes that it’s blood.
“Where did you get that?” she asks.
Tekla grins at her.
“You really want to know?”
Mika quickly shakes her head.
“Didn’t think so,” Tekla says, taking a black coat and a pair of old boots out of her bag.
She throws the clothes at Mika and orders: “Now get dressed and follow me.”
Mika and Tekla run along the riverbank like a couple of shadows as alarm bells ring out all over Stadsholmen Island. From the other side of the river, they can see points of light from the guard’s kerosene lamps dithering around the prison building like fireflies. They follow the water all the way to Röda Bodarna Square, where Tekla slips in among the buildings. With the exception of a few wandering bums, the streets are deserted. Only when Tekla stops in front of Klara Västra Kyrkogata 14 does Mika understand why she chose this escape route.
“Did Valdemar contact you?” she gasps.
Tekla shrugs.
“I work for whoever pays. But this was the first time I’ve ever worked for a cop. He must like you. See ya.”
Then Tekla disappears at once, as though swallowed up by the darkness.
Mika didn’t even get a chance to thank her for her help. She pushes open the door and hurries inside. Upstairs, Valdemar’s door is ajar. Relief spreads across his face when he sees who has come up the stairs.
“I heard the bang,” he says and pulls Mika inside. “Thank goodness it worked.”
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Soon they’re sitting at his kitchen table with the starry night sky outside the window. Mika is drinking tea and eating rusks with Lucifer in her lap.
“We don’t have anything on Henrietta,” Valdemar says grimly. “No evidence that she or the children stole anything. You’re officially assumed guilty of burglary at the Carstenius house. I contacted the Alhambra Theater, who confirmed that they have a Henrietta Blum in their ensemble. The house at Herculesgatan 2 is owned by a building developer named Cedrik Huss. He uses the house as an office, except for the second floor, which is probably where she lives.”
“Probably?” repeats Mika. “The owner of the building doesn’t know who lives there?”
“The floor is rented to a businessman via a law firm,” answers Valdemar. “Huss thought he was an international art dealer. In which case, Henrietta would be subletting.”
“But how could an actor afford an apartment like that?”
Valdemar shrugs.
“Could be inherited money,” he says. “In any case, she won’t be living on Herculesgatan much longer. It’s a fixed-term lease that expires at the end of the month.”
Mika frowns. Where will Ossian go if Henrietta moves? Will he go with her?
“We have to do something,” she says, frustrated. “We can’t let her get away.”
“Get away with what?” asks Valdemar. “She hasn’t done anything. The only ones who have broken the law are you and me.”
“You?” snorts Mika. “What have you done?”
“I’ve only gone and blasted a hole in my own workplace, for crying out loud,” exclaims Valdemar. “Or, well, I paid someone else to.”
“Tekla, you mean,” says Mika.
Valdemar appears to shudder at the very sound of her name.
“I was lucky to avoid being murdered by her gang when I found her,” he says. “I arrived in the middle of some sort of criminal meeting in her barracks.”
“Oh, so you met the Girls?” asks Mika.
She has only ever heard tell of Tekla’s building team, a gang of girls who work as brick carriers and boast more or less imaginative names, such as Nitro-Nellie, Neve the Knife, Jody Explode-y, and Dina-mite.
“Stay away from them,” Valdemar says emphatically. “I thought I was about to meet my maker. But once they realized what I was after, they offered to do the job for free. Though Tekla seemed a little disappointed that she only got to blow up one wall. She had enough stuff to blow up the whole building several times over.”
Mika can’t help but laugh. That sounds like Tekla, all right.
“You should stay here until everything has calmed down,” Valdemar continues as he refills her teacup. “You shouldn’t be seen in town for the moment, considering your condition.”
“What condition?” asks Mika.
Valdemar looks at her in disbelief.
“You’re dead, of course.”



CHAPTER 14
The first thing Mika sees when she opens her eyes is a mouse gnawing on a piece of dry sausage under Valdemar’s bed. Up on the bed, Lucifer is asleep with his tongue hanging out. Valdemar is standing in the hall and putting on his coat. There is a cozy crackle coming from the stove and the apartment is warm. But it still feels wrong to wake up at Valdemar’s place. Mika can’t remember ever waking up anywhere other than the orphanage.
“I meant what I said yesterday, about you staying in the apartment,” Valdemar reminds her. “Under no circumstances can you be recognized in town. I’ll drop by the orphanage and let Amelia know that she needn’t worry.”
“Good,” Mika says gratefully. “Can you please tell her that it was you who gave me that money the cops found? But don’t say what it was for. And say that—”
Valdemar waves his hand in a dismissive gesture.
“You’ll be able to tell her yourself soon enough. Let’s just take this one day at a time. There are rusks in the jar if you’re hungry.”
He puts on his hat and disappears out the door.
Mika stays lying on her makeshift bed on the floor, staring at the ceiling and pondering. Will she ever live anywhere other than the orphanage? Will she have her own apartment one day like Valdemar? Of course not—how could she? She gets up from the mattress and sits down at the table, taking a rusk from the jar and then pushing the lid back firmly to keep the mouse out. Yesterday’s newspaper is lying open on the table. A headline catches Mika’s interest.
VEGA SOON TO ARRIVE IN STOCKHOLM
The SS Vega has now left Copenhagen and commenced the last leg toward her final destination in Stockholm. The Vega is expected to arrive at Strömkajen by the end of next week. There, the crew will be welcomed with applause from the crowds, before being ushered on to a private banquet. In conjunction with the banquet, the lucky partygoers will get a preview of some of the items collected by the expedition. Upon disembarkation in Stockholm, the names of every member of the Vega’s crew will be written out in fire on the facade of the Royal Palace, everyone from Nordenskiöld himself down to the lowliest ship’s boy.
Mika feels a prickle of irritation. Why did they only mention ship’s boys and no ship’s girls? She would happily consider a job at sea—always waking up in a new place. The sun hasn’t quite risen yet, and Mika looks at her own reflection in the window. Suddenly she has an idea. She walks over to Valdemar’s kitchenette and rummages around in the cutlery drawer. There are no scissors, but there is a soap knife. She grabs hold of her hair, as much as can fit in her hand, and saws through the tuft until it comes loose. Then it just falls off. Chunk after chunk of hair tumbles down onto the newspaper until a pile of russet-brown hair covers half the table. She doesn’t cut it all short, leaving her bangs and a bit on the sides, but it still makes a big difference.
Then Mika remembers that Tekla tore her dress. She’s going to need something else to wear. She carefully opens Valdemar’s closet, but he doesn’t seem to own any more clothes than the ones he wears every day. Just as Mika’s about to close the door, she sees a box high up on a shelf. She doesn’t exactly feel good about snooping, but curiosity gets the better of her and she fetches a chair to stand on to reach the box. To her surprise, it’s filled with clothes—a shirt and a pair of pants. Mika steps down from the chair and wriggles out of the torn dress. Both the shirt and pants are a bit too big, but when she rolls up the sleeves and pant legs, it doesn’t actually look too bad. At the bottom of the box is a blue fabric cap. The cap is also too big, and she has to tuck her hair under the brim to hold it in place.
When Mika stands in front of the window again, she gets a shock. What was she expecting? A girl dressed as a boy, maybe. Whatever it was, she certainly wasn’t expecting to see this. The reflection looking back at her belongs to a completely different person, a stranger she has never seen before, both boy and girl at the same time. Mika sticks out her tongue, just to make sure that it really is her reflection. Nervous laughter bubbles up inside her. You mustn’t be recognized in town, Valdemar had said. Probably no danger of that. She hardly recognizes herself.
Lucifer wakes up and hops down from the bed. When he catches sight of Mika, he backs away and hisses, then disappears into the woodpile, quick as a flash.
“Don’t be afraid, it’s only me,” says Mika. “Come out and you’ll get your breakfast.”
Lucifer stares at her from the woodpile as if he’s found himself locked in the apartment with a madman. Mika puts on Tekla’s black coat and goes out.
Walking in town feels different. Mika thinks people on the street are looking at her differently. Or rather, they’re not looking at her at all. Every now and then, she sees someone she recognizes—cabdrivers on Gustaf Adolfs Square or the brewery boys on Arsenalsgatan. But no one recognizes her. She almost feels invisible.
Mika thought she would have to wait. But luck is on her side. An elegant carriage is parked outside the entrance of Nybrogatan 4. The boy that she recalls Mr. Carstenius calling Måns is standing next to it with a bucket in his hand. He has hung up his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, and now he is doing his best to clean the carriage with a rag. Mika pulls her cap down low on her forehead and crosses the street.
“Hello,” she greets him. “Are you Måns?”
The boy gives her a wary look.
“Do I know you?”
“We met a couple of months ago,” Mika continues. “When you left a newborn girl at the Public Children’s Home on Drottninggatan. I was the one you spoke to.”
Måns carries on cleaning the carriage, but his movements slow down. Finally, the penny drops, the rag falls from his grasp, and he turns to look at Mika with terror in his face.
“I wasn’t working for Carstenius back then,” he stutters. “The baby was from another family altogether. You mustn’t—”
“Calm down,” Mika interrupts. “I’m not blaming you for anything. But I want to know who the Dark Angel is.”
Måns’s eyes widen as if she has said something utterly unthinkable.
“Are you out of your mind?” he snaps after a moment. “You think I know? And even if I did, I’d be dead by morning if I told you.”
“You mean the Dark Angel would kill you?” asks Mika.
“No. But some secrets . . .” Måns looks around guardedly before continuing: “I don’t know the identity of the Dar . . . the person you’re talking about. No one does. But if the wrong people find out that we’ve been talking about her, then I’ll disappear. It’s happened before.”
“But you know it’s a woman?” Mika asks. “You just said so.”
There’s a splash in the bucket as Måns drops the cloth, and Mika realizes he’s about to run away. She quickly grabs hold of his arm.
“Just answer me one thing,” she says. “What’s the meaning of the leather band? The one with roses that Nora—I mean the baby—had around her ankle. And don’t say it doesn’t mean anything, because I know it does.”
Måns hesitates. He looks at Mika’s hand clutching his shirtsleeve.
“If I tell you, will you promise to leave me alone forever?”
Mika nods. “You have my word.”
Måns looks over his shoulder once more. Then he sighs with resignation.
“The rose band is a message to the orphanage. It means that the family will take responsibility for the cost. But the child must never know anything about where they came from. Right, is that it?”
The color drains from Mika’s face. She’s speechless.
“Is. That. It?” Måns repeats slowly.
Mika nods silently.
“Get lost then.”
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When Mika comes back to the apartment, Valdemar is already home. He stares at her as if he’s seen a ghost. Then Mika realizes that she’s completely forgotten about her hair and clothes. Not even Valdemar recognizes her.
“Don’t worry,” she says wearily. “It’s me. I know I wasn’t supposed to go out, but there was something I had to sort out.”
But Valdemar doesn’t seem to hear her. His eyes look like two bottomless black wells. The explosion comes as suddenly as the one in the jail cell.
“Who said you could rummage through my things?” he roars, tearing the cap off her head.
Mika shuffles back out into the hallway. For a moment she thinks that Valdemar is going to come after her. But instead he shuts his eyes and leans on the doorframe. He stands there for a long time. Mika doesn’t dare move or let out a peep. When Valdemar finally opens his eyes again, his usual friendly expression has returned.
“Forgive me,” he says with measured calm. “That outburst . . . it’s about things that happened a long time ago; it’s nothing to do with you. You can keep the clothes. They may as well be put to use.”
Mika nods quietly. Visibly tired, Valdemar picks up an issue of the Daily News and sets the table.
“I brought you this,” he says. “There’s something you might want to read.”
Mika hesitantly walks over to the kitchen table. At the top of the open page is a headline that makes her gasp.
YOUNG GIRL DEAD AFTER ESCAPE ATTEMPT
On Thursday night, a prisoner died in connection with a dramatic escape attempt from the detention center. The prisoner was a twelve-year-old girl, and police reports claim that an accomplice tried to blow a hole in the wall of her cell. However, the girl was seriously injured in the explosion and is believed to have drowned in Norrström River. She had been accused of burglary and grand theft. The authorities have refused to comment on who is responsible for the explosion.
Poor girl, Mika thinks before it dawns on her that she’s reading about herself. Valdemar takes a bottle from the pantry, twists out the cork with his teeth, and pours a large glass. After years of working at the Chapel, Mika is all too familiar with the pungent smell of schnapps.
“Thank you for rescuing me,” she says. “But I can’t stay here. I’ve got to go home to the orphanage and help Amelia.”
Valdemar pushes the cork back into the bottle with his thumb.
“Be careful,” he says. “And remember what I said: if the wrong people catch sight of you, there’s nothing I can do.”
Valdemar picks up his glass and slumps down heavily on the chair. There’s sorrow in his eyes, and for a moment, it looks like he’s going to ask her to stay. But he doesn’t. Instead he says: “There’s something you should know. Rufus and Kristina are no longer at the orphanage. They’ve gone missing too.”



CHAPTER 15
In twelve years, Amelia has never hugged Mika, until now. An awkward, heavy-handed hug that almost hurts.
“I thought I’d lost you,” she whispers. “When he came here yesterday—that oaf of a cop—I thought that was what he came to say. That you were dead or in jail. I couldn’t believe my ears when he said you were safe. There’s always trouble when he shows up.”
Amelia pulls on Mika’s hair disapprovingly.
“What did you cut this with, sheep shears?”
“A soap knife,” Mika answers shortly. “And if it wasn’t for Valdemar, I’d be in Norrmalm Central Prison right now. But I’m innocent.”
“I believe you,” says Amelia. “But I don’t understand what’s happening. First Ossian disappeared, then Kristina, and now Rufus.”
“You haven’t lost them either,” says Mika. “We can’t think like that. I’ll bring them home.”
She wants to ask Amelia about the rose band. Mika discovered a similar band in her own record, at the same time she discovered her last name. But if what Måns said is true, then Amelia has made a promise not to tell her about it. And Mika knows that Amelia would never break a promise. So she decides to leave it at that for now.
“Are the children sleeping?” she asks.
“Go and see for yourself,” replies Amelia.
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Mika quietly opens the door to the large dormitory. The flame of the kerosene lamp flickers in the draft. All is silent but for a clicking sound coming from the ceramic stove and the quiet breathing of sleeping children. Mika sneaks between the beds. She does a head count of the sleepers: Edvin, Lina, Nils, Axel, and the others. All but two.
As she tiptoes past her own bed, she hears a familiar voice.
“Mika?”
It’s Margit, still awake. Mika sits down on the edge of her bed and strokes her back.
“You were arrested,” says Margit in a sleepy voice.
“Yes,” Mika whispers. “But they let me out again.”
“Did they keep your hair?” Margit asks.
Mika laughs quietly.
“I escaped like Rapunzel,” she says. “Remember the story of the long-haired girl trapped in the tower?”
“How terrible,” says Margit. She yawns and puts her hand in Mika’s. “Kristina is with her family now.”
“I know,” whispers Mika. “Did she tell you anything about it?”
Margit nods.
“She said I mustn’t tell.”
“Not even me?” Mika asks with exaggerated surprise.
Margit thinks for a moment.
“Well, all right, but just you,” she says.
Then the secret bubbles out of her.
“They’re going to live in a place called the Apple Farm,” whispers Margit. “They call it that because the house is surrounded by apple trees. In May the trees are white with flowers, and by summer, they’re covered with apples as sweet as sugar. They’ll all live together in a big house. The ground floor is Henrietta’s. Rufus, Kristina, and Ossian each have a room upstairs. The sea is so close you can smell it, and it’s light blue and crystal clear, not gray like the water here. And no one will ever go hungry ’cause there are chickens on the farm and wild raspberries growing everywhere.”
Mika hears a grinding sound and realizes she’s gritting her teeth.
“That sounds like a fairy tale as well,” she says.
“I know,” Margit whispers, her eyes shining in the dark. “I wish I could go too.”
Mika tucks her hair behind her ear.
“I was hoping you’d stay here with me.”
“Does that mean you’re going to stay?” Margit asks dubiously. “What if the police come and get you again?”
“They won’t,” Mika answers firmly and tucks the blanket in around her. “Sleep well now, snug little bug.”
“Good night,” says Margit and turns on her side.
Mika gets up and sneaks toward the door. Then she turns down the wick on the kerosene lamp to extinguish the flame. For a few moments, she stands there, completely still, and gazes at the sleeping children. She sees matted hair on pillows and outlines of thin bodies under blankets, and helplessness overcomes her like an infinite night sky. Even if the children are provided with their daily bread and a bed to sleep in, they’ll always be easy to lure away with promises of something more. Because, despite their differences, they all share the same dream: the dream of another life, one beyond the orphanage. They all long for the type of security they’ve only ever heard about, and they’re willing to risk their lives for it. Mika feels something stirring inside her, coursing through her veins—a rage greater than all her fears combined.
Deep down, she knows that something must be done.
She has hunted before. She can do it again.



CHAPTER 16
Early in the morning, a procession of laborers are moving like lemmings along Stora Bondegatan, in the south of the city. But as most of them filter off in the direction of the large soap factory, one figure keeps going. Mika stops in front of the high boarded wall that surrounds the plot next to the factory. She looks around warily before pushing aside a loose board and slipping in through the gap.
The ground slopes slightly down to three inconspicuous sheds. Mika crosses the jumbled site, keeping a careful eye out for trip wires or bare patches without grass. When she gets to the middle shed, she knocks on the door three times, pauses briefly, then knocks twice more. The same signal as the one she heard tapped against the prison cell wall just twenty-four hours ago. Soon a hatch opens in the door, and Tekla’s freckled face appears in the aperture.
“Hello, Mika,” she says. “I like your new style. You’re looking pretty sprightly for someone who’s supposed to be dead.”
Tekla laughs out loud at her own joke, then closes the hatch and unlocks the door.
“What do you want?”
“Can you teach me how to pick a lock?” asks Mika.
“Why not just blow up the door instead?” Tekla suggests. “It’s much faster. And a lot more fun.”
“No thanks,” Mika answers quickly. “My ears are still ringing from the last explosion.”
Tekla looks a little disappointed.
“Well, you’re in luck,” she says. “Doris has just come back from the Palace.”
“Palace . . . ?”
Tekla laughs at Mika’s confused expression.
“Not the Palace, of course. She’s been at Konradsberg.”
Mika blushes. Konradsberg is a mental hospital in Marieberg, and she knows full well that some people nickname it the Madman’s Palace.
“Doris isn’t part of my usual team,” Tekla explains as they walk over to the shed nearest the factory. “She works for herself. The types of people who hire her deal with completely different things from us. So don’t ask about anything that’s not your business. All right?”
Mika nods firmly. What sort of person is this Doris? Maybe coming here was a mistake, but it’s too late to change her mind now. Tekla knocks and the door opens. A woman is standing in front of them. She looks about twenty-five years old, but she’s not much taller than Mika. She’s dressed as a carpenter in coarse slacks with her shirt tucked in and suspenders. A few strands of dark hair stick out from underneath a knitted hat.
“This is Mika, a friend of mine,” says Tekla. “She needs to learn how to pick a lock.”
The woman looks at Mika with a calm, friendly expression.
“You’ve come to the right place,” she says. “I’m Doris. Come in.”
Mika steps through the doorway while Tekla stays outside.
It’s not a large shed, but it contains a fully equipped carpentry workshop with a workbench, saw stand, and tools all hung up neatly. The floor is covered in a thick layer of wood chips and shavings. A carved cabinet stands in the middle of the room and reaches almost all the way up to the ceiling. There is something like a steering wheel on the solid door, which appears to control a sort of locking mechanism made up of wooden pistons. Mika has never seen anything like it. Who builds a bank vault out of wood? What for? On a smaller desk, hundreds of gears, screws, and springs lie in neat rows.
Mika feels herself being watched, turns around, and realizes that Doris is observing her.
“Have we met before?” she asks. “You seem familiar.”
Mika shakes her head.
“Don’t think so.”
Doris smiles at the curiosity in Mika’s eyes.
“Want to see something fun?” she asks.
Doris sits at the desk. First, she looks intently at the small parts, as if trying to memorize what they look like. Then she pulls her hat down over her eyes. For a few seconds, Doris sits completely motionless with her fingertips resting on the tabletop. Then suddenly her hands start dancing across the table. One by one, she picks up the small parts with her fingertips and assembles them. It’s like watching an expert pianist play a piece they’ve practiced a thousand times. In less than a minute, all the little screws and springs are joined together into a lock. Doris tips her hat and giggles at Mika’s stunned expression.
“Opening a lock isn’t done with the eyes,” she says. “It’s all in the hands. What kind of lock do you want to open?”
The question confuses Mika.
“I don’t really know,” she replies. “A typical lock for an apartment, I think.”
“Where’s the building?” Doris asks.
“On Herculesgatan.”
Doris nods thoughtfully.
“Then I’m guessing it’s a newer patent lock.”
She reaches for a rolled-up leather case and unfolds it on the desk. Inside the case are narrow strips of metal. Doris selects three different strips and attaches them to a holder that resembles a pistol grip.
“This is a mechanical lockpick,” she explains. “Insert it into the lock just like a normal key, turn the handle clockwise until it makes contact, and apply pressure on the lock casing.”
She hands the lockpick to Mika.
“Try it yourself.”
Mika holds the lockpick in one hand and the lock in the other. It’s slow going at first, but after a bit of fiddling, the pick enters the hole. She turns the handle clockwise until it makes contact and pushes. On the fourth press, the metal enters the lock housing with a little click.
She looks at Doris in astonishment.
“Is that all?”
Doris laughs.
“Simple as that. I should probably apply for a patent on this, but that would ruin the fun. If Tekla trusts you, so do I. Just be sure to return the lockpick when you’re done.”
“Thanks.”
Mika knows she mustn’t ask. But Doris seems kind, and she can’t help her curiosity.
“What’s that?” she asks, pointing to the cupboard.
The mood in the room changes as if by magic.
Doris’s smile disappears, and her face hardens. Mika realizes that she’s crossed a line.
“Sorry,” she blurts out. “I didn’t meant to—”
“Dead things,” interrupts Doris.
Mika falls silent.
“Otherwise known as inanimate objects,” Doris continues. “Things that can’t act independently, only through human interaction. Like an artist and her paints, for example. When the paints are mixed on a canvas, the dead things are transformed into art, given life. For some it’s painting or music. For me it’s locks.”
She stands up and walks over to the cupboard.
“The technology for our patent locks comes from ancient Egypt. Except they made them out of wood. This is built in the same way. An exact replica of a bank vault, full scale, made from the original blueprints.”
“But . . . why?” Mika asks cautiously.
“To get to know it,” explains Doris. “To touch it, sleep in it, become one with it. Then I’ll be totally prepared when I come to meet the real lock.”
Mika nods, even though she doesn’t really understand. Doris is talking about the lock as if it were a person.
“Where’s the real lock?” she asks.
Something glimmers in Doris’s eyes.
“Underground, behind steel, beyond light,” she replies. “See you later, Mika.”
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Outside the shed, Tekla is leaning against the wall and waiting.
“How’d it go?” she asks.
“She’s plotting something,” answers Mika.
“Yup,” Tekla replies. “Just like you.”
Her face turns serious.
“I’ve seen that look before. Just be careful. And remember: not everything’s what it seems. You just met one of Europe’s most wanted criminals.”
Mika looks surprised.
“I thought you said she was let out?”
Tekla’s upper lip curls in a wolfish grin.
“Doris is never let out. She lets herself out.”



CHAPTER 17
From her vantage point on Lilla Wattugatan, Mika is keeping a watchful eye on everything. At Brunkebergstorg Square, the cabdrivers gather at the water fountain to give their horses a drink. Outside the King Karl Hotel, two loud-voiced men are propping each other up, already drunk in the morning. But the house at Herculesgatan 2 shows no signs of life. All the curtains are drawn on the second floor, and no one has gone in or come out in over an hour. Mika is restless and rummages in her pocket to check that the lockpick is still there. She can’t wait any longer. It’s approaching midday, and the sun is shining high in the sky. Surely Henrietta must be out doing her show.
Mika takes a deep breath to gather her courage. Then she crosses the street, striding confidently, and doesn’t look back. She pushes the front door open and slips into the dark stairwell. In the lobby, there’s an elevator shaft with a wide staircase winding its way around it. The elevator itself isn’t visible; it must be somewhere higher in the building. Mika hurries upstairs, two at a time. Halfway between the first and second floors, she hears a door slam shut, followed by a metallic rattle as the steel cables in the elevator shaft begin to move. Mika looks around in a panic. There’s nowhere to hide and no time to run back down again. As a last resort, she folds up the collar of her coat and turns to face the wall. As the elevator slides past, she sneaks a peek over her shoulder and catches a glimpse of a blue dress.
Mika flies up the last few steps. As luck would have it, there’s only one door on the second floor. She gropes clumsily for the lockpick in her pocket. Down in the lobby, she hears the front door slam shut. Mika fumbles with the lockpick before the metal pin finds the keyhole. Then she turns the handle clockwise and applies pressure to the casing—but nothing happens. She hears rapid footsteps at the top of the stairs. Desperately, she presses the casing, again and again. Her hands are so sweaty that the lockpick almost slips from her grasp. Finally, she hears a click from inside the lock and stumbles through the door.
It’s quiet on the other side. All Mika can hear is the sound of her own wildly pounding heart. She stands stock-still for a long time, listening to make sure no one’s home. Then she creeps across the stone flooring of the hallway, toward an arched doorway on the other side. A large apartment opens out before her. Narrow shafts of spring sunshine pierce the drawn curtains, casting a striped pattern over heavy, upholstered sofas and chairs. In the middle of the room is a rectangular table made of dark solid wood. The entire tabletop is covered with sketches, drawings, and tools. Cautiously, Mika sneaks closer. In the middle of the table is a drawing of the cross section of a building. The building looks familiar, but Mika can’t put her finger on why. Another paper shows a sketch of a family coat of arms not unlike the one on Mr. Carstenius’s snuffbox. On one short side of the table, different types of locks are lined up among pliers and screwdrivers. Mika gets a sick feeling in her stomach. This is worse than she thought. Henrietta isn’t just teaching the kids to pickpocket; she’s teaching them to burglarize! Then something else catches her eye. In one corner of the table are several small charcoal drawings in a row. All the drawings depict the same thing—something resembling a tadpole, a head with one eye and a short tail. Mika picks up one of the drawings. It looks like the work of a child. Maybe Kristina?
As Mika is standing with the drawing in her hand, she suddenly feels a presence in the room, as if she’s being watched. In the next moment, the piece of paper is torn from her grasp by an invisible hand and she hears a loud bang. Startled, Mika turns in the direction of the noise. There’s no one there. But the sketch is now pinned up against the wall. A knife shaft is quivering from the middle of the tadpole’s eye. Mika’s body is enveloped by a feeling like sinking into ice-cold water. When she slowly turns around, she sees a tall, slim figure emerge from the shadows on the other side of the room.
“Welcome, Mika from the Public Children’s Home,” says the figure. “I’m so pleased you’re here at last. I’ve been waiting for you.”



CHAPTER 18
Mika is paralyzed with terror as Henrietta moves toward her. Something in her hand is catching the light, and this time it’s not a cake fork. Rays of spring sunshine reflect off the double-sharpened blade of a throwing knife. Henrietta spins the knife blade between her fingers as she moves slowly across the floor with a playful glint in her eyes, like a predator closing in on its prey. The paralysis subsides, and Mika desperately looks around for an escape route. But there’s no use; she wouldn’t make it halfway to the door. Adrenaline is rushing through her veins as she prepares to fight for her life. Tekla’s advice on knives echoes in the back of her mind. Protect your throat, heart, and eyes for as long as possible.
Then it all happens very quickly. In one fluid motion, Henrietta takes two steps forward, raises her hand, and . . . places it on Mika’s shoulder.
“Darling, you’re trembling,” she exclaims. “I didn’t scare you, did I? That certainly wasn’t my intention.”
As if by magic, the knife is gone.
“Oh, dear girl.”
Henrietta’s eyes are filled with kindly concern as she cups her hands over Mika’s sloppily cut hair.
“Was this really necessary? Well, we all make mistakes. It’ll soon grow back.”
Mika’s body is still in attack mode. As the adrenaline wears off, a wave of pent-up mortal fear washes over her. Her vision dims and legs buckle. Mika is just about to collapse when Henrietta props her up with an arm around her shoulders.
“You must have a lot of questions,” Henrietta says calmly, as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. “And we’ll talk it all through soon. But first, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
Mika doesn’t dare protest as she is led through the room, toward a door at the other end. Henrietta opens it with one hand while pushing Mika forward with the other.
“There, in you go, nothing to be afraid of. I’ll leave you two alone, I’m sure you have lots to talk about.”
The room is furnished as an office with bookshelves along the walls and a desk under the window. A boy is sitting hunched over the desk with his back to the doorway. He looks a little younger than Mika. His short legs are dangling slightly above the thick carpet covering the floor. When the door shuts with a click, the boy turns around. For one dizzying split second, the children look at each other as strangers, before both exclaiming at the same time:
“Rufus!”
“Mika!”
The chair almost tips over as Rufus lunges forward.
They hug until Mika pushes him away to get a proper look at him. Rufus looks like a completely different person. For the first time ever, he is totally and utterly clean. No soot stains, ash streaks, holes in his clothes, or even dirt under his nails. Even his hair is combed. He no longer resembles a neglected dog.
“Did Amelia do that?” Rufus asks with a wry smile, pointing at Mika’s hair.
On hearing Amelia’s name, it’s as though Mika snaps out of a dream. She rushes over to the window, lifts the latches, and swings both halves open wide. Leaning out between the fluttering curtains, she feels her stomach clench—it’s at least ten yards down to the street, definitely too high to jump. For a second, Mika considers calling for help, but then dismisses the thought. Henrietta would silence her before anyone could react.
“What are you doing?” Rufus asks.
“What do you think, you idiot?” Mika whispers over her shoulder. “We’ve got to escape!”
At the corner of the house, a gutter pipe runs from the roof down to the street. If they climbed along the facade, they could slide their way down the pipe. But the tiniest misstep would mean death. Then Mika has another idea.
“Get some books off the shelf,” she says eagerly. “Let’s throw as many as we can out the window, and then people will—”
“Stop,” interrupts Rufus.
Mika turns and looks at him sternly.
“Come on,” she hisses.
“No.”
Rufus sits back on his chair with a defiant expression.
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Frustration claws at Mika. Henrietta is on the other side of the door and could come in at any moment. If they don’t escape now, they might never get another chance.
“Why not?” she whispers desperately. “How could you want to stay here, with her?”
The question seems to genuinely surprise Rufus.
“You really don’t know? Don’t you remember what you said that time when you told me about your secret hiding place? You said you wanted to do something more with your life than just move the latrine barrels at the orphanage.”
Mika shakes her head.
“This isn’t what I meant.”
She reaches her hand toward Rufus, but he bats it away.
“Do you think you’re the only one who wants to get out of the orphanage? I tried asking Franzén for an apprenticeship. And the Sundin Brothers on Apelbergsgatan and the Rose Twigs on Sankt Paulsgatan. I tried every chimney sweep in town. They all wanted apprentices, but none of them wanted me. They laughed in my face, called me a cripple, said my crooked back would get stuck in the chimney. Said I’d be a danger to the other boys. Henrietta has been nothing but kind to me. She never calls me stupid or says I can’t do things.”
Rufus is so moved by his own story that he has tears in his eyes. Which infuriates Mika.
“And just how long have you known this person?” she snarls. “Three weeks? Two? You’ve known me all your life, and you stabbed me in the back. I know it was you who put Carstenius’s things in my secret hiding place. Didn’t you realize what would happen? The police put me in jail!”
Rufus looks embarrassed.
“Really? Henrietta asked if I knew where you kept your things, and then asked me to put a package there. When I asked what it was, she just said it would bring you here, to us. And it worked, because here you are.”
“I could just as easily have stayed in jail,” Mika snaps. “You don’t know her; you don’t know what she’s up to.”
“Of course I do,” Rufus objects. “She’s teaching me all sorts of things, about theater and acting. We’re going on tour with our show in Scania. Henrietta has a house there—it’s called the Apple Farm. We’re going to live there together, all of us.”
“I’ve heard that story,” Mika replies dryly. “Even if that house does exist, which I doubt, you’ll never see it. When the police arrest you for theft, you and Ossian will end up in jail. Then you won’t see Henrietta or me ever again.”
“I’ve never stolen anything,” Rufus protests. “Neither has Ossian.”
Mika narrows her eyes at him.
“Now you’re lying. I saw Ossian snooping around the audience.”
“Then you imagined it,” says Rufus firmly. “We never steal. When Henrietta does her show, Ossian and I go around talking to the well-dressed children who are there with their parents. We ask what their names are, where they live, and if they have any servants. After the show, we rush over to their house before they get home.”
Mika is speechless. What Rufus is saying sounds ridiculous.
“And just what exactly do you do in the homes of rich families, if you’re not stealing?” she says eventually.
Rufus smiles sheepishly at her, as if it’s all just a fun game.
“We practice for our big show,” he answers confidently. “We sit on their chairs, lie in their beds, and look in their cupboards. Sometimes we bump into a maid or a neighbor and have to use various stories that Henrietta taught us. The most important thing is confidence. If you just practice, you can fit in anywhere, with anyone.”
“And what’s this big show?” Mika asks.
Rufus tips back in his chair without answering. There’s a certainty in his dark eyes that Mika has never seen before. As if he has aged several years in just a few weeks. It frightens her.
“I’m never going back to the orphanage,” he says at last. “Please come with us to Apple Farm. There’s room for you too.”
It takes a moment for Mika to realize that Rufus is being serious. That this is actually happening.
“I could never abandon Amelia,” she says softly. “You know that.”
“Think about it,” Rufus scoffs. “What has Amelia ever done for you? She didn’t let you go to school, even though you begged her. You don’t get paid, even though you work as hard as she does.”
She lied about my name, Mika thinks, but immediately regrets it. She mustn’t think like that—not here, not now.
Just then, there’s a gentle knock at the door, and Henrietta sweeps into the room.
“I hope I’m not disturbing,” she says cheerfully. “Was it nice to see each other again finally?”
Mika recoils so violently that she bumps into a bookshelf. The smile on Henrietta’s lips fades when she catches sight of the wide-open window. She moves toward it with resolute strides to lock the clasps, then grabs Mika’s arm in a firm hold.
“Come on now; let’s have that talk. I think we need to clear up a few misunderstandings.”



CHAPTER 19
The cake plate has four tiers and appears to be loaded with the contents of an entire patisserie. The gold ring on Henrietta’s outstretched pinkie finger glistens as she points out the morsels from top to bottom.
“Cinnamon buns, pound cake, shortbread, almond tarts, and butter cookies. The cream and jam are for the almond tarts. Please help yourself, my friends.”
Rufus loads a plate with a few treats and disappears back into the adjoining room. Just as the door closes, Mika knocks her own plate across the coffee table and off the edge. She winces at the sound of the china smashing against the floor. She didn’t mean to break it. But Henrietta’s expression doesn’t change. She picks up an almond tart and fills it with cream and a little jam. Then she cups her hand under the cake and winks at Mika.
“It’s practically impossible to eat these with dignity anyway . . .”
She takes a bite of the almond shell, catches a few crumbs in her cupped hand, and finishes by dabbing her lips with the napkin.
“. . . but that’s all right. Are you sure you don’t want anything, dear?”
“I’m not your darling or dear,” says Mika slowly. “Don’t call me that again. And it doesn’t matter what you say; you can’t fool me. I’m not like the others.”
Henrietta nods, seemingly in agreement.
“No, you certainly are not,” she says emphatically. “And it’s no wonder that you’re upset with me. But then again, you’ve been upset with me from our very first meeting at the Pavillon du Bazar. Anger is an underrated driving force.”
“You think you can control me?” snorts Mika.
Henrietta smiles, amused.
“How do you think you ended up here? When Rufus told me about you and your work with the police, I knew you were the one I was looking for. This has all been a test. Only a very special kind of person would be able to track down the owner of the box, break out of prison, and find me. I must admit I’m impressed. And now that you’re finally here, I can tell you what this is really all about: I need your help.”
Mika grimaces.
“You’re putting the children in danger. Why do you think I’d help you?”
Something glimmers in Henrietta’s eyes, like movement beneath the surface of a dark lake.
“Tell me, what were you thinking when the police chained you up like a dog?” she asks. “How do you feel when the children from the nice parts of town stare at you? It doesn’t make a difference that you taught yourself to read or that you have these skills that Constable Hoff so willingly exploits. To them, you are the lowest class of human, barely more than an animal. You give away your class with your eyes. It doesn’t matter how straight your back is or how hard your knuckles are if there is lowliness in your eyes. I give the children self-confidence, teach them to claim their place in the world.”
Her words feel like flies crawling across Mika’s face with sticky feet, searching for holes to crawl into. She shakes her head to try to get them off.
“Don’t pretend you don’t understand,” Henrietta sniffs. “I too have been homeless and unwanted.”
“I’m not unwanted,” Mika says bitterly. “And I do have a home.”
Henrietta looks at her with pity.
“You mean Amelia? She’s not your mother; she’s your employer. Who doesn’t even pay you.”
Suddenly Mika notices that the sun-warmed cream smells rancid. Like the pork in the Night Raven’s cell. She feels a wrench in her throat, like she’s about to throw up.
“I have three things to say to you,” Henrietta continues. “One truth, one lie, and one confession. Which would you like to hear first?”
The nausea subsides slowly. Mika realizes that she has no choice; she has to play along or she’ll never escape Henrietta’s grasp.
“The truth.”
Henrietta leans back on the couch and smooths out a crease in her dress. She sits in silence for a few moments before she starts speaking.
“I’ve never met my father. At least, not that I can remember. He’s a nobleman who had a brief affair with my mother, who worked in a tavern. They never married, so my mother and I were outcasts. My mother had no choice but to move back to live with her parents in Scania. We were seen as a disgrace there, too, but at least we had somewhere to live, in my grandparents’ house—the Apple Farm. My mother had no siblings, so when her parents died, she inherited the house. She lived out the rest of her days with the shame of having a child out of wedlock. When she died, I inherited the house. I don’t know what the children have told you, but it’s certainly no palace. The walls are cracked, and the roof needs fixing. I’ve been away for so long that the field is bound to be completely overgrown. But the Apple Farm belongs to me and no one else. I didn’t inherit my mother’s shame with it; that was buried along with her.”
She takes a cake from the plate and looks up encouragingly at Mika.
“The lie,” Mika says.
Henrietta smiles, almost embarrassed.
“I have lied,” she admits. “Not only to you but to thousands of people. Everyone who has seen me perform, in fact. My real name is actually Elsa Broman.”
She raises an eyebrow demonstratively.
“Doesn’t exactly sound like a good name for someone promoting themselves as a knife thrower, does it? Henrietta Blum is my stage name. I’ve become so used to it that it almost feels like my own.”
Henrietta leans forward across the table and looks fixedly at Mika.
“Now we only have the confession left. And your suspicions are well founded. I am planning a robbery. I intend to steal my father’s coat of arms from the House of Nobility. The shield itself isn’t really worth anything and can’t be sold, but I know what it means to my father. To me it’s symbolic of the shame that destroyed my mother’s life. I want to steal it to restore justice to her.”
“The House of Nobility,” Mika repeats skeptically. “But how?”
“You’ll find out if you agree to help me. But it’s not as complicated as it sounds.”
Mika thinks about the drawings she saw on the big table. That’s why the building seemed so familiar.
“So now I know what you want,” she says. “What do the children get out of it?”
“A family and a livelihood,” Henrietta answers frankly. “In Scania and Småland, the markets are open all year-round. And people need entertainment—for a little family fun when times are good and to forget their worries for a while when times are bad. Over time, the children will get a chance to shape their own destiny.”
She reaches for a purse lying on the couch.
“The theft is due to take place on the evening of April 24. We leave Stockholm by train the following morning. I wasn’t sure whether you would be coming, but I took the liberty of booking a ticket for you too.”
Henrietta takes five tickets out of the bag and lines them up on the coffee table. Every ticket says the same thing.
Single trip, 25 April 1880, Stockholm–Hässleholm.
Mika can’t help but pick up one of the tickets.
The paper is thick, and the numbers are embossed. It looks real.
“When we get to Hässleholm, we’ll get a cab to Österlen,” Henrietta continues. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to. But the farmers always need help this time of year. You may stay at the Apple Farm until you’ve saved up enough money to do whatever you want. Maybe go and start a new life in America, where it won’t matter where you’ve come from.”
Mika sits dumbfounded with the ticket in hand. There’s no point in even trying to control the thoughts spinning in her head.
“I will pull this off, with or without you,” says Henrietta. “You can reveal my plans to the police if you want, but you and the other children would probably be taken into custody.”
She stands up and extends her hand.
“I am sincerely glad that you came. Think about it, and come back when you’ve made up your mind.”
Mika looks up as if she has just woken from a dream.
“C-can I go now?”
Henrietta looks at her with kindly concern again.
“Mika, I think you’ve misunderstood me again. No one is stopping you from doing anything at all. The only one standing in the way is yourself.”



CHAPTER 20
When the heavy gate on Herculesgatan slams shut behind her, Mika hardly knows which direction is home. She moves across Brunkebergstorg Square as though in a daze, narrowly avoiding a collision with a brewer’s wagon. She feels like she has lost control. She didn’t track Henrietta down after all; she was only following a carefully curated trail. From their first meeting at Norrbro Bazaar to Baltzar Carstenius and the anonymous tip-off to the police—Henrietta planned every step. Mika is impressed despite herself. But there’s something about the whole story that doesn’t add up. Why devise a complex plan to steal a noble coat of arms if it can’t be sold? Perhaps coats of arms are more significant than Mika realizes. She makes up her mind to talk to Valdemar about it as soon as possible. She certainly doesn’t want the children taken into custody, but there must be a way to stop someone plotting a crime.
At home in the orphanage, the older children are still in the schoolroom. As Mika hangs up her coat she can’t help but think about what Rufus said.
What has Amelia ever done for you? She didn’t let you go to school.
It’s true. Two years ago, Mika asked if she could attend school with the other children. But Amelia didn’t think it was necessary. Her work at the orphanage was no less important than lessons, and Mika had already learned to read on her own. Strange that Rufus remembered this, and that he would bring it up now. He usually never remembers things like that. Mika shakes off the thought, puts on her apron, and goes to see Nora.
Some of the other toddlers are awake and sitting up in their beds. But Nora seems to be sleeping. Mika tiptoes over and gazes down at the bed. Nora’s little face is pale and peaceful. She doesn’t appear to be dreaming, because her eyes are completely still behind her eyelids. A fly crawls from the pillow onto Nora’s cheek—she doesn’t react. Fear surges through Mika’s body. She waves the fly away and strokes Nora’s cheek. When she still doesn’t wake up, Mika pulls the covers away. Her arms and legs are as skinny as twigs, but her stomach is completely bloated.
“Nora,” she whispers in despair. “Please wake up.”
Mika picks up the limp little body, and when Nora finally grunts, tears of relief well in Mika’s eyes.
Two of the live-in wet nurses are sitting outside the nursery.
“Can one of you feed Nora?” Mika asks desperately. “She needs food right away.”
“I tried an hour ago,” replies one of the nurses. “She didn’t want it.”
Panic rises inside Mika. The air in the nursery suddenly feels stuffy and claustrophobic, like a grave. Every single day, Nora is taken care of by women who put their own babies first. Nora has to survive on what little is left. And she is gradually fading away.
Mika rushes through the corridor with Nora in her arms. She walks straight into the office without knocking.
“Nora is sick.”
Amelia looks up from her work, slightly annoyed at being interrupted.
“Dr. Abelin examined her this morning. She’s not sick; she’s just underweight and has difficulty absorbing nutrition. I’ve told the wet nurses to keep an extra eye on her.”
“She’s malnourished,” protests Mika. “We have to take her to the hospital.”
“Dr. Abelin said we should wait,” replies Amelia. “As long as Nora isn’t dehydrated, she can stay here. If we take her to the hospital, there’s a risk of her getting infected with something else.”
Mika’s sense of powerlessness infuriates her.
“You promised to take care of her,” she says. “You were paid to.”
Amelia looks at her, confused.
“What do you mean? All children receive the same care.”
“Do they really? So why did you tell that couple that we didn’t have any newborns? The ones who came in the winter asking for a baby. Was it because of the rose band?”
Amelia looks completely dumbfounded.
“Dear heavens, child, you have no idea what you’re—”
“If she dies, I’ll never forgive you!”
It’s the first time in her life that Mika has shouted at Amelia. It’s hard to say which of the two of them is more surprised. Nora flinches, startled by the loud noise.
“Sorry,” Mika whispers and strokes her back. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“That’s enough.”
Amelia stands up and resolutely lifts Nora out of Mika’s arms.
“I understand your concern,” she says. “I’m concerned too. But you and I have got to stick together. And we’ve got to trust what the doctor says. I’ll take Nora now and you can go and prepare the dining room for dinner.”
When Mika doesn’t move, Amelia raises her voice.
“Now!”
Walking back through the corridor, Mika can no longer hold back the tears. She has failed at everything. Your job is to keep the kids alive and off the streets, Amelia once said. And although Ossian and Rufus are still alive, they are beyond saving. They’re never coming back to the orphanage. And probably neither is Kristina. And what she just said to Amelia wasn’t true. If Nora dies, the only person Mika will never be able to forgive is herself.
It’s as if the orphanage is sucking the life out of Nora. She needs to be given a real home where everyone cares about her.
Mika realizes that this is an emergency. And when push comes to shove, the rules of the game have to change. What seemed unthinkable just a few hours ago suddenly becomes a viable option. She feels as though she’s standing at the edge of an abyss. If she jumps, anything could happen; she could die. But if she doesn’t jump, nothing will happen, and that would be even worse.
In that moment, Mika realizes that there’s no point in giving it any more thought. The decision has already been made.



CHAPTER 21
The sound of rapid footsteps comes from the other side of the door, followed by the metallic rattle of someone fumbling with the lock. When the door finally swings open, Kristina is standing on the other side. Her hair is braided and her dress is ironed, as if she’s a child who is actually cared for. Mika feels her stomach clench. Nora will get a chance to be this beautiful, too, if only she survives.
“Mika!”
Kristina hesitates, unsure how to react; then her face breaks into a smile and she flings her arms around Mika’s waist.
“I knew you’d come.”
While they are hugging, Mika notices a familiar figure behind Kristina. A tall, thin boy with dark, curly hair is sitting at the table in the living room. It’s Ossian. He briefly raises a hand in greeting and then turns away in shame. Mika wants to tell him she’s not angry with him, but then she hears the clacking sound of high heels, and Henrietta appears. As always, she’s wearing one of her long-sleeved dresses with lace trim. When Henrietta sees Mika, she is suddenly on her guard. Collectedly, she leans forward and whispers something to Kristina, who disappears into the living room and closes the door. With one quick snap of her elbow, Henrietta conjures a knife out of her left dress sleeve and holds the handle in her palm. With her back against the wall, she leans forward and vigilantly scans the stairwell.
“If there’s anyone with you—”
“I’ve come alone,” says Mika. “I just wanted to tell you something.”
Once Henrietta is assured that the coast is clear, she slips the knife back up in her sleeve, locks the door, and shows Mika to a sofa in the reception room.
“You’ll have to forgive me if I’m less hospitable than last time,” she says. “But I’m sure you can appreciate why. Well, let’s hear it.”
Mika takes a deep breath. Then she says it.
“I accept your offer. I’ll help you steal the coat of arms and go with you to Scania. On one condition: that I can bring Nora with me.”
Henrietta looks suspicious.
“Who’s Nora? I really hope you haven’t told any outsiders about my plan.”
After Mika explains that Nora is a baby, Henrietta sits quietly for a moment. Then she nods.
“All right. But the girl will be your responsibility.”
She looks at Mika with a penetrating gaze.
“And what about Constable Hoff? Can I trust that you haven’t told him anything about me?”
“Valdemar is still my friend. But I haven’t seen him since the night I escaped from prison. He can’t help me anymore.”
Mika realizes that she has to win Henrietta’s trust. In that moment, she decides to be completely honest.
“I don’t like you,” she continues. “But you were right about Amelia. She is hiding things from me—secrets she’ll probably never reveal. Rufus and Ossian are the closest thing I have to a family. And if they choose to go with you, then so will I.”
Henrietta’s skeptical expression slowly turns into a smile.
“That makes me very happy,” she says. “And I fully appreciate that you don’t like me, yet. Hopefully you’ll change your mind once we’ve gotten to know each other a little better. You could consider me a colleague to begin with, if that makes things easier. The most important thing is that we work together.”
Henrietta’s long fingers close around Mika’s palm in a firm grip, and they shake hands like two businessmen who have just made a deal.
“So,” says Henrietta, gesturing toward the drawing room. “Shall we tell the others the good news?”
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Great cheers erupt when the children find out why Mika has come.
“Is it true?” Ossian exclaims. “Do you really want to come with us?”
Mika nods.
“And Nora too. But no one at the orphanage knows, so you mustn’t tell anyone.”
“You and Nora can stay with me,” says Kristina eagerly. “I’m gonna have a room upstairs, and the boys are gonna have a room in—”
“We’d love to,” Mika interrupts. “But now I want to hear about the plan.”
Henrietta reaches for the sketch that Mika saw the first time she broke into the apartment—it depicts a knight’s helmet with three seashells underneath.
“This is the target of our operation, the coat of arms of the Celsing family. The real shield is blue and yellow, made of sheet copper, and about the size of a regular dinner plate. It’s kept here . . .”
She unrolls the drawing of the cross section of the House of Nobility and points out a room on the upper floor.
“In the House of Nobility, upstairs, behind a locked door. It is attached to the wall with two screws. It cannot be pried or yanked off by force.”
“I know how to pick locks,” says Mika. “But haven’t you skipped a step? How do we get into the building in the first place?”
Ossian and Henrietta exchange a meaningful look, and Kristina giggles. Mika doesn’t understand. Has she said something funny?
“That’s the most beautiful part,” Henrietta says eventually. “We’re invited.”
“Huh?”
Mika looks at her in disbelief.
“That’s why I’m in Stockholm,” Henrietta explains. “A grand dinner is to be held at the House of Nobility, and I’ve been hired to provide the entertainment. The dinner is being held here”—she points at the drawing again—“in the Lord Marshal’s Hall, which is the largest room on the ground floor. But this can’t be just any ordinary performance. It has to be something special. So I won’t be using playing cards, like I usually do. I’ll attach something else to the wheel instead.”
“What?” Mika asks.
“Kristina,” replies Henrietta, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Everyone laughs at the horror on Mika’s face.
“We’re acting, don’t forget,” says Henrietta. “The wheel consists of hundreds of slices of soft wood that are loosely joined together to allow a blunt knife blade to penetrate between the slices and give the illusion of a hard throw. There’s a big difference between the spectators’ perception and reality.”
“We’ve practiced lots,” Kristina says, tossing her head. “I never get scared.”
Mika looks at the drawing. The hall on the ground floor is rectangular and has two exits, one leading to a smaller anteroom and one leading to the Stone Hall, with staircases going up. A long table stretches across the center of the room, and Henrietta’s wheel is set up at the head of the table.
“Right, and then what?” she says. “How are Rufus and I going to sneak all the way upstairs without anyone noticing?”
“Partway into the performance, I’ll create a disturbance to distract the audience,” Henrietta explains. “From that moment, you and Rufus will have three minutes to climb the stairs, pick the lock to the Nobility Hall, and unscrew the coat of arms. There are hundreds of noble shields in the room, so you’ll have to memorize the pattern and placement exactly. I hardly need to point out that we only get one chance.”
Mika nods.
“Three minutes will go quickly for me and Rufus,” Mika says. “But for you in the banquet hall, it will be a very long time. What sort of diversion are you planning?”
“I haven’t decided yet,” replies Henrietta. “I have a few ideas, but it’s not important right now.”
She leans forward with her hands on the table.
“After the performance, we part ways. You return to the orphanage; the rest of us head to Herculesgatan. The following morning, we meet at Stockholm Central Station at six o’clock to take the train toward Malmö. Make sure no one follows you. The mission isn’t complete until the train leaves the station. Understand?”
Mika wanders through the drawing in her mind, from the Lord Marshal’s Hall with its long table, out through the door to the Stone Hall, and farther up the stairs to the Great Hall.
Three minutes. It could work.
She lifts her gaze and looks Henrietta in the eye.
“Yes.”



CHAPTER 22
“Then, from that eye which had been, up to that moment, so dry and burning, a big tear was seen to fall, and roll slowly down that deformed visage so long contracted with despair. It was the first, in all probability, that the unfortunate man had ever shed.”
Mika shuts the copy of The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Then she turns down the flame on the kerosene lamp, and darkness settles over the dormitory.
“What does ‘unfortunate’ mean?” Axel asks with a yawn.
“It means when you have bad luck in life,” answers Mika. “The hunchback is unfortunate because he’s so ugly.”
“Are we unfortunate?” asks Nils.
“You might be,” says Lina from the corner of the room. “But I’m not ugly, at least.”
“She said ‘bad luck in life,’” Axel points out. “That applies to all of us. We’re all unfortunate, just like that hunchback.”
“Let’s not exaggerate,” says Mika sternly. “Now it’s time to sleep. And no whispering tonight; the whole orphanage is being deloused early tomorrow morning.”
There are a few scattered groans, but no one protests. Several of the children are already asleep, exhausted after their day’s work. When Mika is sure that no one is watching, she lifts the mattress to her own bed, takes out a rolled-up sack, and tucks it inside the waistband of her trousers. Then she walks quickly toward the door. She hurries through the corridor, past the kitchen, and on toward the office. Quick as a shadow, she slips inside and opens the top drawer of Amelia’s desk, where she keeps the key to the storeroom. Mika looks around cautiously, then subtly slips the key into her pant pocket. Her heart is racing as she walks toward the storeroom, sticks the key in the lock, and turns it. The well-organized shelves are laden with everything from soap to clothes to dry food. Mika takes the sack out from her waistband and unfolds it. There are a few pennies in the bottom, which is all she has managed to scrape together. She takes four clean diapers and a baby bottle with a rubber nipple, puts them in the sack, and ties the end into a knot. Carefully, she locks the door and returns the key to its place in the desk drawer. On her way back, she opens the door to the courtyard and stashes the sack in the gap under the steps. Then she walks toward the nursery.
All the babies have been put to bed for the night, and the nursery is quiet and still. Nora has kicked off the covers, and the outlines of her ribs are visible under her nightgown. Mika hurries to pull up her blanket and tuck it around Nora’s thin little body. They’ll be leaving soon, and Nora mustn’t get any worse. After Mika has sat there for a little while, she hears the sound of footsteps in the corridor and sees a silhouette appear in the doorway. It’s Amelia. Mika looks down. She feels a little awkward after shouting at Amelia the last time they saw each other.
“How is she?” Amelia asks curtly.
“A little cold,” answers Mika. “But no fever at least.”
Amelia watches them in silence for a moment.
“We do what we can, you and I,” she says. “But we have no power over life and death.”
Mika doesn’t respond. What could she say? She knows children sometimes die at the orphanage, especially the littlest ones. It’s always been this way. Admittedly, Mika has never had to prepare a body for burial herself; Amelia has always taken care of that. It’s part of her job. Death is a part of life, Amelia has always said. Mika understands what she means but can’t bring herself to accept it. Not when it comes to small children. Then death is just wrong.
“You were in a bad state yourself more than once,” Amelia says softly. “In your first winter I had to hold you inside my shirt for a whole night to keep you warm.”
Mika has never heard this story before. Guilt gnaws at her. Amelia is the closest thing to a mother she’s ever had. And leaving without saying goodbye feels like a rotten thing to do. But she has no choice, because otherwise Amelia will try to stop her. Mika turns away so as not to show the tears welling up in her eyes.
“I’ll stay here for a while,” she says.
Amelia nods.
“There’s a reason why I chose you for this job,” she says. “You’re strong, and you’ve got a protective instinct. But remember you’re not invincible. We’re responsible for all the children; we can’t focus all our efforts on just one.”
When Amelia leaves, Mika stays behind, holding Nora’s little hand in hers. She knows she’s not invincible. But in situations like this, when lives are at stake, her strength comes from somewhere else. It’s drawn from the deepest depths of herself, like the endless trickle of water from a bedrock spring. It’s the strength that gives her the energy to sit up all night watching over someone who mustn’t be left alone. But anxiety is tugging at her chest. Will Nora be able to handle a long train journey? Mika has never taken a train before, but she knows that it’s fourteen hours from Stockholm to Hässleholm. She has no idea how long it takes from Hässleholm to Österlen.
Nora’s breathing is light as a feather, almost imperceptible. Her lips are pale, as if all the blood in her body has withdrawn to the center. She is quietly and stubbornly fighting for her life.
“Now you listen to me, Nora,” Mika whispers. “Tomorrow we’re going away, you and I. We’re going to a place called the Apple Farm. It’s in Scania. We’re going to live there together, in a little house of our very own. There are chickens there and probably a cow, too, and wild raspberries growing just round the corner, more than we can eat. When summer comes, you’ll be as strong as an ox.”
Nora opens her eyes and holds eye contact with Mika for a moment. A smile appears on Nora’s lips, and then she slips back to sleep. In that moment, Mika wishes with all her heart that the fairy tale is really true.
It has to be.



CHAPTER 23
Ever since the children disappeared, Mika has been making an effort to keep the mood cheery at breakfast, for the sake of the others. But she can’t manage it today. She cuts the bread and serves the gruel without making eye contact with anyone. Nils, Lina, Edvin, and all the other poor little mites around the table are blissfully unaware that she plans to abandon them. Especially Margit, whom she promised never to leave. By this time tomorrow, there will be four empty chairs at the breakfast table.
The children eat in silence. The only sound to be heard is the occasional slurp when someone turns their cup upside down to lap up the dregs of their gruel.
“Mika, tell us a funny story,” Axel says suddenly. “Like that time Rufus spooked the latrine emptier’s horse so that it bolted and spilled pee all over Snob Street.”
“Shut up, you idiot,” whispers Edvin.
Axel glares at him, offended.
“It wasn’t me,” he mutters.
“Please, Mika, can you read to us a bit?” asks Lina.
Yesterday’s newspaper is on the serving trolley. Mika flips back to the first page and smooths the paper against her knee. She takes a deep breath and prepares to read to the children one last time.
ROYAL RECEPTION FOR NORDENSKIÖLD
After almost two years at sea, the expedition is approaching its final destination. If everything runs according to schedule, the Vega is expected to arrive in Stockholm shortly after nine o’clock in the evening on Saturday, the 24th of April. After they disembark, Nordenskiöld and his crew will be taken to the House of Nobility, where a gala dinner will be held in their honor. At dinner, the very special guests will have a chance to share some of the highlights of their voyage. One of the items that has attracted great attention is the precious stone that Nordenskiöld received as a gift from the Japanese emperor Mutsuhito. The gemstone is said to be an exact copy of the mythical “Magatama,” which, together with the mirror and the sword, is part of the Imperial Regalia of Japan. The gem is a special variety of jade, called jadeite, which can be found very few places in the world. According to experts, it is more or less priceless.
“What do people eat at a gaga dinner?” asks Edvin when Mika has finished reading.
“Gala dinner,” corrects Nils. “Not gaga.”
“I think they eat gruel,” says Lina. “But they eat it with silver spoons out of a golden bowl.”
“Priceless,” Axel repeats. “How much money is priceless?”
The children get up from the table, chattering and muttering, while Mika remains in her seat with the newspaper article in front of her. Today is Saturday, April 24, so the dinner for Nordenskiöld is to be held at the House of Nobility tonight. It must be the same dinner where Henrietta is performing. Of course, there’s nothing strange about that. It’s not even a coincidence. The date of the Vega’s arrival has been known for a long time. The city authorities have had plenty of time to plan a reception, with dinner and entertainment. Someone decided to book Henrietta. Then, when Henrietta realized that she had an opportunity to perform at the House of Nobility, where her father’s coat of arms is kept, she came up with her plan. Nothing strange about any of it.
Still, something doesn’t quite make sense. Why did Henrietta call the event “a grand dinner” instead of the Vega’s welcome party? Mika believes in coincidence, in theory, but she doesn’t think it’s as common as many people think. It often just depends on the angle from which you look at a situation. She remembers what she said to the chief of police last winter. Sometimes things do add up, even though they don’t seem to at first.
Mika is about to put down the newspaper when she notices something. Next to the article about the Vega is a drawing that looks familiar. Beneath the drawing is a single word:
Magatama
In that moment, it is as though two loose ends of the same thread intertwine. Mika feels the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Magatama is the precious stone that Nordenskiöld received as a gift from the emperor of Japan. But the object in the drawing certainly doesn’t look like an ordinary gemstone. Instead of a beautifully cut gem, it has a clumpy head with an eye and a tail. Like a tadpole.



CHAPTER 24
“What are you doing here?”
Valdemar is standing in the doorway with his boots on. He looks annoyed.
“We mustn’t be seen together. Have you forgotten that already?”
Mika leans against the wall to catch her breath. She has run all the way to get to Valdemar’s apartment before he goes to work.
“I know what Henrietta is plotting,” she gasps. “She’s going to steal Nordenskiöld’s gem!”
“Stealing whose what now?” says Valdemar, confused.
Suddenly footsteps can be heard coming up the stairs. Without a moment’s hesitation, Valdemar pulls Mika into his apartment with one hand and closes the door with the other. He stands, as still as a statue, and listens until the footsteps are gone. Then he sits down at the kitchen table with his coat and boots on.
“Right,” Valdemar says, narrowing his eyes at Mika. “Would you be so kind as to explain in such a way that even a half-dead cop can understand?”
“First of all, her name’s not Henrietta,” says Mika. “The Henrietta in the Alhambra Theater ensemble is probably a completely different person. She told me her real name is Elsa Broman, but that’s probably just another alias.”
“So you met her again?” says Valdemar.
“You might say that,” answers Mika. “I’ve become her accomplice.”
Valdemar raises his eyebrows.
“She claimed that she’s planning to steal her father’s family coat of arms from the House of Nobility,” Mika continues. “And I agreed to help her.”
“And she believed you?”
“Henrietta believed me because I was telling the truth,” says Mika. “I was prepared to go with her—in order to save Nora.”
Valdemar looks completely dumbfounded.
“But the coat of arms is just a cover story,” Mika continues. “What she’s really intending to steal is the precious stone that Nordenskiöld was given by the emperor of Japan. She’s going to do it tonight, during the Vega’s welcome dinner at the House of Nobility.”
“You’ve accused her of things before,” Valdemar points out. “Have you got any proof this time?”
“Not exactly,” answers Mika.
Valdemar throws up his hands in frustration.
“So what have you got?”
Mika sits down at the table. Then she recounts everything that has happened. About how Rufus was told to hide Baltzar Carstenius’s valuables in the orphanage, and how Henrietta was the one who tipped off the police. She talks about the sketches she mistook for children’s drawings, and how the story of the coat of arms and the Apple Farm made her believe in Henrietta. Last of all, she unfolds the newspaper on the kitchen table and shows the picture of the emperor’s gem.
Valdemar listens intently all the while. When Mika is done, he sits quietly.
“How can she steal the gem in a room full of guests?” he asks finally. “The House of Nobility is always guarded. There will be guards inside and outside the hall.”
“I don’t actually know,” admits Mika. “The kids are helping Henrietta with the performance. My job is to pick the lock to the Great Hall and steal the coat of arms.”
The kitchen chair wobbles under Valdemar’s weight as he leans back and pensively strokes his beard.
“So, in summary: you have no evidence and no idea how the theft is actually going to take place.”
Mika is about to protest, but Valdemar holds up his hand to show that he’s not finished.
“But if what you claim is true, it would actually explain a lot. For example, how Henrietta can afford that apartment on Herculesgatan. The property owner said it was leased to a law firm on a contract that expires at the end of this month, which happens to be a few days after the dinner at the House of Nobility. Then the law firm sublet the apartment to some unknown art dealer. I don’t think that’s Henrietta, but I imagine it’s the person who commissioned the theft.”
“So you think there are more people involved?” Mika asks.
Valdemar nods.
“Anyone who can afford to pay for such things would rarely commit a theft themselves. My guess is that Henrietta is a professional thief, and she might not even know who the client is. As soon as the deed is done, she’ll hand the gem over to an intermediary, who will pass it on. When the gem finally reaches its buyer, it will become a part of their private collection and be lost forever.”
He smiles gloomily.
“I’m underqualified for a case like this. It would take an entire department and several months of work to dig up a suspect. And if the tracks lead abroad, which is not at all unlikely, it will take even longer. But I can try to find out who booked Henrietta for the House of Nobility, and then we’ll have something to go on at least.”
Mika shakes her head.
“The dinner’s tonight,” she reminds him. “We won’t be able to find any proof before then. And if we back out now, the other children will see me as a traitor, and then they’ll never come back to the orphanage. They’d rather live on the street.”
“And we can’t arrest Henrietta without proof,” Valdemar adds. “A lawyer would have her out within an hour. All we have is your story.”
“But you believe me, don’t you?”
Valdemar doesn’t answer straightaway. He sits quietly for a long time, digging his thumbnail into the tabletop.
“You said you were prepared to leave the orphanage for Nora . . . Is she really that sick?”
Mika crosses her arms tightly over her chest. She can’t think about Nora. Not now.
“I believe you,” Valdemar says eventually. “I just wish you wouldn’t take so many risks. And you’re in danger now, Ragamuffin. You’re free to move around—but in reality, you’re caught in a trap.”
He’s right, which irritates Mika. As long as Henrietta is the only one who knows the whole plan, she has all the control. There are still too many unknowns. How will Henrietta manage to distract a whole room of people without anyone noticing a theft? And why use orphanage kids in particular?
While Mika is thinking, she notices tracks on the floor. Dirty paw prints lead under the bed from the woodstove. On the floor plate below the stove is a thin layer of white-gray ash. There are two rectangular outlines in the ash, roughly the size of matchboxes. The poker is resting on top of the stove, as if it’s just been used.
If Mika closes her eyes, she can picture the sequence of events. Valdemar has opened the stove door to add more wood, and a few lumps of coal have fallen out and landed on the floor plate below. He uses tongs to pick up the hot coal and place it back in the stove. White ashes remain on the floor plate, with gaps in the shape of the coal lumps. Then Lucifer plays with the pile of ashes, burns his paw, and hides under the bed.
In the next moment, Mika has a flashback to Amelia sitting on the floor of the orphanage kitchen, completely covered in ash.
A cannonball missed me by a hair!
“What are you thinking about?” asks Valdemar.
“Hang on.”
Mika concentrates, tries to remember the drawing of the House of Nobility. She can picture the shape of the rooms and placement of the doors, the gentle curve of the staircase, and the brick chimneys running through the upper and lower floors.
When Mika opens her eyes again, it feels like waking up well rested after a long night’s sleep. She stretches and takes a rusk from the jar without asking.
“We’re not going to look for evidence. And we’re not going to stop Henrietta.”
Valdemar looks baffled.
“Right. So just what do you suggest?”
“We go through with Henrietta’s plan. With a few adjustments.”
“That’s three times you’ve said ‘we,’” Valdemar points out. “What exactly do you mean by that?”
Mika takes a bite out of the rusk.
“Would you rather carry on investigating pickpockets in the city?”



CHAPTER 25
Valdemar’s eyes grow wide as Mika explains her plan. When she’s finished, he shakes his head like a dog with wet fur.
“You’re out of your mind, Ragamuffin. And I can’t believe I’m saying this—but couldn’t we ask Tekla instead?”
Mika shakes her head.
“She’d stand out too much. It has to be someone that no one would suspect. You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”
“Of course not,” Valdemar scoffs.
His eyelids flicker slightly as he chews on a thumbnail.
“What do we need?”
“There’s a brush on a rope in the woodshed at the orphanage,” answers Mika. “I’ll make sure the gate to the courtyard is unlocked so you can get in. We’ll need at least sixteen yards of extra rope and the biggest, thickest nail you can find, preferably eight inches long, or maybe a railroad spike. And a pair of gloves so you don’t tear the skin off your palms.”
Valdemar quietly repeats the list to himself.
“I can sort out the explosives,” he says. “I’ll empty the gunpowder out of a few bullets, mix it up with some iron powder, and wrap it in paper. It makes a real bang but doesn’t do much damage.”
“Good,” says Mika. “We need a signaler outside, someone reliable with good eyesight who doesn’t draw attention to themselves. Shall I ask if any of the Girls can help us?”
Valdemar thinks for a moment before shaking his head.
“You were right about Tekla,” he says. “I’m grateful for all her help, but it’s better that we keep the brick carriers out of this. They’re serious criminals, after all, and I don’t want to give them any more dirt on me. There’s one person I trust; I’ll ask her.”
“What we’re planning is more serious than any crime most of the Girls have ever committed,” Mika points out. “You do realize that?”
Valdemar smiles weakly.
“I’m trying not to think about it.”
The room falls silent. Mika looks at the kitchen clock and gets a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She’s supposed to be on Herculesgatan in a couple of hours to prepare.
“I have to go,” she says. “Amelia mustn’t suspect anything.”
Valdemar looks at her with a serious expression.
“If this is going to work, each step must be carried out at precisely the right moment,” he says. “Because you should know that if anything goes wrong, you’re on your own. I won’t be able to help you.”
What can she say to that? She knows very well what’s at stake.
“We won’t know how it’s gone until we meet up afterward,” says Valdemar.
If we meet up afterward, Mika thinks. She can see in Valdemar’s eyes that he’s thinking the same thing. If the plan doesn’t work, this could be the last time they ever see each other. She tries to think of something appropriate to say.
“Just don’t fall off,” she manages to squeeze out. “There aren’t any mattresses on the grounds outside the House of Nobility.”
Valdemar’s face breaks into a smile, and his tobacco-stained teeth look like a poorly built brick wall.
“I can’t promise anything.”



CHAPTER 26
A fire crackles in the drawing room at Herculesgatan 2. Henrietta is standing next to the fireplace holding a stack of papers. She has carefully collected every single sketch and drawing relevant to the plan, down to the smallest scribble. One by one, she places the papers on the fire and watches as they turn to ash.
“There,” she says contentedly when the flames devour the final piece of paper. “Now there’s no evidence that we were ever here. And if anyone asks, the name ‘Herculesgatan’ means nothing to you.”
Henrietta walks over to Rufus and straightens his shirt collar.
“Remember that our bags must be packed and ready before we leave. We won’t be back until late tonight.”
Ossian and Rufus look dapper in knotted bow ties and pressed trousers. Mika and Kristina are wearing matching blue dresses. The fabric is thick and shiny; Mika has never worn anything like it. There are small pockets sewn into the lining around her hips, holding pliers and a screwdriver.
“Hmm, we really must do something about this bird’s nest.”
Henrietta pinches a lock of Mika’s hair to try to comb out a tangle.
“Stop it, I can do it myself.”
Mika backs up and holds her hand out for the comb. Henrietta shrugs and passes it to her.
“As I’ve said, the best way to fit in is to look like you fit in. With confidence and the right attire, you can walk straight into any room, even the Palace. Hesitate for a split second and you’ll be exposed immediately. It’s much like throwing a knife—the slightest uncertainty can spell danger.”
Henrietta squats down in front of Kristina.
“Especially for the star of the show.”
She runs her fingers gently through Kristina’s hair, brushes the bangs out of her eyes, and straightens the part in her hair.
“It doesn’t really matter all that much what we look like; your beauty and courage will shine through.”
Kristina closes her eyes, clearly enjoying the attention. Mika’s stomach tenses. No one has ever given Kristina this sort of attention before. For once, she is being genuinely looked after, but by who? A stranger, a criminal who only wants to take advantage of her.
Anger swells inside Mika, like a kicked wasp’s nest, but she manages to keep it in check. Anger is dangerous. It causes a lack of focus, hasty decisions, and poor judgment.
“The time has come,” Henrietta says and stands up. “All our planning and preparation comes down to this moment. There’s going to be a lot of people at the dinner, but we’ve performed for large audiences before. And all audiences, whether in a palace or a park, want to be entertained. Remember to stay calm and watch for my signal.”
“What are you going to do?” Mika asks.
Henrietta smiles sheepishly.
“Something of a show within the show. I’ll pretend to stumble in the middle of a throw and hit a wineglass with the knife, spilling it all over one of the lady’s dresses. That will cause quite the commotion around the table, mark my words. And when I scream that it was because a rat scuttled over my feet—well, that’s when things really get fun.”
She giggles, as if already picturing the chaos.
“We’ll be standing a good few yards away from the table,” Mika points out. “What if you miss?”
Henrietta purses her lips.
“I never miss.”
She puts her arm around Kristina and beckons the boys over to her.
“Come on, let me take a look at you. You too, Mika.”
A large mirror is hanging next to the door closest to the hall. Henrietta gathers the children in front of her so that everyone can see.
“Well, what do you think?”
There are giggles and fidgeting as everyone huddles together. Then silence. Because what they see in the mirror isn’t just a bunch of well-dressed orphans but a proper rich family from Herculesgatan. A beautiful mother with four healthy, well-groomed, and well-fed children. Carefully, Kristina raises her hand and touches her own cheek, as if to check that it’s really her in the mirror.
“The performance begins the moment we leave the apartment,” Henrietta says slowly. “We hold our heads high and don’t look down at the ground. We show no hesitation or fear. Everyone who sees us will step aside to make space.”
Rufus and Ossian stand up tall like soldiers at the changing of the guard. It takes Mika a second to realize that she should probably do the same. In that briefest moment of doubt, she meets Henrietta’s gaze in the mirror. Suddenly Mika gets the same feeling she got that time they met at the Pavillon du Bazar. It feels as though Henrietta can see straight through her, root around in her thoughts and secrets, like buttons in a drawer. But she convinces herself that it’s just her imagination.
“Right then.”
Henrietta puts on her hat, reaches for a hatpin, and sticks it through the fabric in one elegant movement.
“Let the show begin.”



CHAPTER 27
The spring evening is chilly, and the air is humming with anticipation. It’s as though every single resident of Stockholm has come together to celebrate the arrival of the SS Vega. Skeppsbron Bridge is packed with people from Slussen all the way up to the Palace; and on the other side of the water, thousands of spectators crowd along Strömkajen all the way up to Gustaf Adolfs Square. The crowd is dense and undulating, everyone jostling for a place as close to the water as possible. Mika holds Kristina’s hand tight so that they don’t get separated. She’s lost sight of Ossian and Rufus but can still make out Henrietta’s hat in the crowd a few yards ahead. A boy is trying to climb a lamppost to get a better look but is immediately pulled down by a patrolling policeman. For a moment, Mika thinks it’s Constable Westerberg and instinctively ducks to hide.
“Hello, over here!”
It’s Rufus. He and Ossian are standing on the top step, in front of the statue of Gustav III. Mika pushes her way through the crowd with Kristina in tow.
Rufus has found a really good spot. With their backs to the statue’s plinth, they have a view of the whole river. Pleasure boats bob along the quay, where people of means have paid for a place to witness the arrival up close. A little farther out, the pilot boats’ lanterns sweep across the dark water’s surface.
Rufus turns to Mika, his face shining with delight.
“Can you believe we’re really here? And in just a few hours, we’ll be on a train.”
Despite the crowd and the party, Mika suddenly feels very alone. What if she had never seen that picture of the gem in the newspaper? Then she would be sharing in this same feeling of hope for a new future, at least for one evening. But then they would all be disappointed.
Suddenly, a few loud bangs go off in the distance. Kristina grabs Mika by the arm.
“What was that?”
“The cannons on Kastellholmen,” answers Mika. “They’ll be arriving soon.”
The excitement mounts, and as soon as the prow of a three-masted ship appears behind Skeppsholmen Islet, cheers roll through the crowd like a wave. Slowly and majestically, the SS Vega glides along the river. Her masts and deck are covered with crew members waving at the spectators.
“There’s Nordenskiöld!”
Ossian’s shout is drowned out by a deafening crash as the cannons on Slottsbacken fire a salute. The whole bridge trembles, and the gunpowder smoke rises into the sky along with some rather startled seagulls. A fleet of small boats docks along the sides of the Vega. The crew pile into three of the boats while the others are loaded full of boxes. Mika wonders which of the boxes contains the gem.
One of the pilots shines a golden path along the water, straight toward Slottsbacken, where the cabs are waiting to take the crew to the House of Nobility. The small boats head for the dock, and halfway there, a rocket screeches through the sky. Then the sky explodes into a spectacular firework display. Kristina’s eyes follow each and every firework, her mouth wide open, and she squeezes Mika’s hand tightly at every loud bang.
A commotion breaks out when some mounted policemen try to part the crowd to let the crew reach the cabs. In the jostle of people, one of the police horses rears up, throwing its rider to the ground. Finally, there’s the sound of a whipcrack, and the procession sets off, to much cheering and applause. The police block the road to prevent a group of street children from running after the carriages. The fireworks are still going off when the last of the cabs disappears around the corner of the Palace and out of sight. And on the Palace facade, the names of the Vega’s crew are still spelled out in flames.
“How do you think it feels?” Rufus asks dreamily.
“How what feels?” asks Mika.
“To be a hero, of course. Someone the papers write about and people cheer for.”
Mika can’t help but smile.
“No idea.”
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Gradually, people begin to move away from Slussen and into the alleys. Mika sees Henrietta waving to them from the bottom of Slottsbacken. She nudges Rufus in the side.
“Time to go.”
The police are no longer restricting the public’s movement, so they are free to walk along Slottskajen toward Myntgatan. As they pass the detention center, Mika feels an icy chill run down her spine. She never wants to end up there again, locked up like livestock. She’d rather die. Unfortunately, that’s not her decision to make. Either imprisonment or death could be her fate tonight.
The entirety of Nobility Square is framed by blazing fire baskets.
Nordenskiöld’s carriages are parked in the middle of the square, next to the statue of Gustav Vasa. Soldiers of the High Guard, all dressed in blue, are stationed around the House of Nobility itself. All of them are armed with sabers, and some with rifles as well. Henrietta strides confidently up to the guards closest to the gate.
“Blum and company,” she greets them authoritatively. “We are the performing artists tonight.”
“Please wait here,” says the older of the guards. “Due to the special circumstances, we are checking everyone who passes.”
He nods at the other guard, who disappears through the gate.
“Gosh, how silly,” Henrietta says innocently. “All this fuss just for an explorer?”
The guard looks over his shoulder.
“Well, you didn’t hear it from me,” he says softly, “but the king and queen are coming to dinner as well.”
Every instinct in Mika’s body is screaming at her to run away. What’s the punishment for harming royalty? She turns around to secretly take a few deep breaths. Outside Bährs Café on the other side of the square, curious people are waiting in the hope of catching a glimpse of the celebrities. Somewhere in the crowd is Valdemar’s signaler, the stranger holding their lives in her hands.
“What are you waiting for?” Henrietta snaps. “Come on.”
Mika spins around and discovers that the others have already gone in. As she steps through the main entrance to the House of Nobility, she realizes that she’s crossed a threshold.
There’s no turning back now.



CHAPTER 28
The Stone Hall in the House of Nobility lives up to its name—everything from the floor to the pillars and stairs is made of stone. Mika thinks it looks a bit like a church. Huge chandeliers hang beneath the vaulted ceiling, filled with candles that flicker when the door shuts behind them. Along the inside wall, the door to the Lord Marshal’s Hall stands ajar. Through the gap, Mike spies an elegantly set table with flowers and burning candelabras. She can hear murmuring voices and the clinking of cutlery against crockery.
“Welcome!”
A tall man dressed in a frock coat comes forward and bows to Henrietta.
“My name is Carl Hofsten, and I am the banquet master this evening. Your equipment is in place in the Lord Marshal’s Hall as agreed. The entertainment will follow the main course. Wait out here until I introduce you.”
“Thank you,” Henrietta replies politely and takes off her gloves.
When the banquet master has disappeared, she turns to the children.
“Now remember you’re here to do a job. The plan must be carried out, no matter what. So no staring at the royal couple or any other guests. Keep your eyes fixed on me at all times.”
After a while, the murmur inside the hall quiets down. Then the banquet master’s voice is heard:
“Your Royal Highnesses, honorable expedition participants, ladies and gentlemen. The time has come for the evening’s entertainment. I hope no one has weak nerves, because this is set to be a thrilling show. Please welcome to the stage Henrietta Blum and family!”
An attendant reaches for the doorknob, but Henrietta gestures for him to wait. She stands still in front of the door for a moment and focuses. Then she looks over her shoulder.
“Is everyone ready?”
Without waiting for an answer, Henrietta puts her bootheel against the door and pushes it open wide with a bang. With her head held high, she sweeps through the hall, past the rows of party guests. As she passes the head table, she pulls out her hatpin and flicks it away so that the point spears the wall paneling just above the head of a startled waiter. With one graceful movement, Henrietta takes off her hat and throws it through the air so that it lands on the hatpin and stays there. She walks over to the wheel, which is placed precisely where it was on the sketch—next to the open fireplace, where a hearty fire is crackling. Next to the wheel is a little sideboard with a wooden box on top.
The banquet master opens his mouth to speak, but Henrietta cuts him off.
“Before we begin, there is something I must ask. Please let me reassure you that there is no cause for concern. But I assume there’s an emergency medicine kit in the vicinity?”
The guests glance at each other nervously.
“No?”
Henrietta shrugs her shoulders.
“Oh well, it’ll be all right. I’m sure what happened last week won’t happen again. Besides, the doctors managed to sew the director’s nose back on eventually.”
The room is deathly silent until a little smile tempers on Henrietta’s lips, the mood lightens, and the audience bursts out laughing.
“My name is Henrietta Blum, and no one has lost a nose during any of my performances so far. But don’t be too sure—there’s a first time for everything!”
While Kristina is being firmly attached to the wheel, Mika takes the opportunity to have a look around. The hall has two entrances, both surrounded by guards and serving staff. The Vega crew are sitting at the head table; she recognizes Nordenskiöld from the newspapers. The king and queen are sitting at the head of the table closest to Henrietta. Next to the royal couple is a lower table displaying some of the items from the expedition. Mika sees sculptures, parts of a suit of armor, a bow, bowls, and various kinds of tools. In the middle of the table is a velvet pillow, and on top of the pillow sits a magically shimmering gemstone—the Magatama.
Kristina is strapped on with her arms and legs splayed, like a big X. Rufus and Ossian combine their strength to set the wheel in motion. Henrietta opens the wooden box and takes out two knives.
“Triple-polished steel from Damascus,” she shouts and clinks the blades together. “Sharper than razors. Now to . . .”
Henrietta interrupts herself.
“Forgive my rudeness, perhaps Your Majesty would like to try the wheel?”
The king looks stunned, then shakes his head vehemently, much to the queen’s amusement.
“No, thank you!”
Despite herself, Mika is impressed. Henrietta really knows the art of engaging an audience.
The first knife hits the wheel with a sound like a cork being pulled out of a bottle. The blade penetrates just a couple of inches away from Kristina’s belly. A shocked murmur ripples through the spectators, followed by applause.
Henrietta takes two steps back and pretends to trip over the edge of the carpet.
“I’ve never thrown with my left hand before. But it can’t be all that hard, can it?”
The audience gasps as she pirouettes and flicks the knife sideways. It spins through the air and jabs into the wood just below Kristina’s left armpit.
Henrietta takes another step back, closer to the gem.
Mika looks at the wineglasses on the head table—most of them are barely half-full. She’s not sure how a single spilled glass will be enough to create chaos.
“More speed on the wheel!” orders Henrietta.
Rufus and Ossian spin with all their might. Up on the wheel, Kristina maintains a shaky smile as her face starts turning red.
The third knife slams into the wheel about an inch from Kristina’s right ear, so hard that the point goes all the way through to the other side. Someone in the audience screams. A waitress approaches the head table and refills the queen’s wineglass. Mika is sweating from the heat of the fire. Does Henrietta have the guts to aim for the queen’s glass? If so, her hand had better not flinch.
The royal couple, the guests, the guards and serving staff—everyone is watching Henrietta as she reaches for the box that Ossian holds out to her. Her long fingers feel their way along the row of knives, as if searching for one in particular. The knife she finally chooses looks different from the others. Its blade is wide and thick, like a meat cleaver. Henrietta takes one step back, tests the weight in her hand, and prepares.
Then everything happens very slowly. The edges of the room blur in Mika’s vision, while a handful of details come into sharp focus. She sees Kristina’s hair standing up straight from the centrifugal force. The blue line of a bulging artery in her throat. The white tablecloth on the head table.
A disturbance to distract the audience.
In that moment, Mika realizes the extent of Henrietta’s diabolical plan. The distraction isn’t going to come from a spilled wineglass.
But from a torrent of blood.



CHAPTER 29
The knife blade gleams in the glow of the flickering candlelight. The only sound is the quiet squeaking of the wheel and Kristina’s labored breathing. Mika remembers the terrible stories about the guillotine that Tekla used to tell before she was removed from the orphanage. The blood pressure in the body means that the blood from a severed throat can spray several yards around. And this is what’s about to happen unless Mika does something. It’s dark outside, and all she can see in the windows is her own reflection and the reflection of the flickering candles on the tables. But that doesn’t matter, as long as the person standing outside can see in. Mika quickly takes out the white handkerchief she has kept hidden in her pocket and holds it above her head.
Several agonizingly long seconds pass without anything happening. Henrietta gets into position and raises her arm to throw. Filled with horror, Mika realizes that she has made a fatal mistake: she has put all her trust in a stranger. Now all hope is lost. But then suddenly she hears a rumble in the distance, like approaching thunder. Henrietta pauses mid-movement, lowers the knife, and turns around with a confused expression on her face.
Suddenly the hall is shaken by a loud bang, and a cloud of ash spews out of the fireplace. In just a few seconds, the entire hall is filled with an impenetrable, sooty smoke. Amid the chaos, Mika hears the sound of glass breaking and voices shouting:
“Stay seated!”
“Keep the doors closed!”
“Protect the king!”
As the smoke slowly settles, the guards are standing in a circle around the royal couple with swords drawn. The guests cough and rub their eyes, covered from head to toe in soot. Some are looking around for the banquet master, as if awaiting an explanation. But he is just sitting dead-still in his seat, holding a wineglass like a petrified statue. Then someone shouts:
“The gem is gone!”
Then everything starts moving fast. The guards rush over, and Mika feels a coarse hand close around her upper arm. As she is pushed down onto the hard stone floor, she sees the same thing happening to Rufus and Ossian. The guard searches her roughly and then lifts her up by the scruff of the neck. The last thing Mika sees as she is being escorted out of the hall is two guards approaching Henrietta, and the wheel where the outline of Kristina’s body can clearly be seen as a pale X in the dark ash. Bootheels tramp over the threshold as one of the guards shouts:
“Keep searching. It must be here somewhere!”
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The fire baskets are no longer burning, and the square outside the House of Nobility is dark and deserted. After a short while, the guards arrive with Rufus, Ossian, and Kristina. The children are hustled out through the door, which closes with a bang.
“This way,” Mika whispers. “Hurry!”
At the moment they have a slight head start. Mika suspects that Henrietta will leave the same way they came—up Myntgatan toward Norrbro Bridge—in which case she would catch up with them. But if they run in the opposite direction instead, across the bridge to Riddarholmen Island, they can hide in the alleyways around the church until the coast is clear. She takes Kristina by the hand, and together they rush across the square and onto the bridge.
“What are you doing?” cries Ossian. “We’ve got to wait for Henrietta.”
“Come on,” Mika hisses over her shoulder.
They make it halfway across.
“Stop.”
The voice sounds more animal than human, gruff and braying. Mika stops and slowly turns around. At the north end of the bridge stands a dark silhouette—Henrietta. Her expensive dress is covered in soot. Her hair, which actually appears to be a wig, hangs in a matted cake over one shoulder. Suddenly she staggers and leans against the bridge railing. Mika feels a glimmer of hope. She is weak.
As the evening wind disperses veils of clouds, moonlight illuminates Henrietta’s face. Her lips are upturned in a manic grin, and her eyes are burning with red-hot hatred. Mika feels Kristina squeeze her hand so hard it hurts. Henrietta rips off her wig and tosses it away.
“You filthy . . . treacherous . . . street rat!” she blurts, spitting each word out like phlegm. “This is your doing. I saw you giving someone a signal.”
Mika looks around in a panic. Heading for the bridge was a mistake—there’s nowhere to go. If they run onto Riddarholmen, she and the boys might be able to escape. But not Kristina. There has to be another way.
“That’s why you used kids from the orphanage,” Mika says, trying to keep her voice steady. “We were the victims of your great performance.”
Like a predator preparing to attack, Henrietta begins to advance along the bridge. Mika lets go of Kristina’s hand.
“Stay back,” she whispers.
“I should have ended you when I had the chance,” Henrietta hisses. “But you made the mistake of coming back. Tell me where the gem is, and I’ll let the others live.”
Two knife blades slide slowly down from the sleeves of her dress.
“You have three seconds.”
Suddenly it dawns on Mika that there’s something she has overlooked. Henrietta is not only a professional thief, as Valdemar said—she is also a professional killer, who makes no exceptions for children. But there’s no time to think about it. Henrietta flicks her arm like a whip. The blade narrowly misses Mika’s head and cuts a gash along her left cheek.
“Three.”
Warm blood spills from the wound, running down her cheek and under her collar. A moment later comes the pain; it makes her gasp. She hears a fluttering sound, like bird wings, and the second knife slices the skin on the side of her neck.
“Two.”
Henrietta’s voice is cold, as if carved from a block of ice.
“No! Leave her alone!”
Rufus tries to get in the way, but Mika pushes him aside.
“Don’t come near me,” she warns.
Henrietta smiles with scorn.
“What’s a cripple going to do about it?”
Mika hears the fluttering sound again and instinctively turns her face the other way. The knife blade cuts a diagonal slash across her forehead, just above her eyebrows. Blood trickles down her face and blurs her vision.
“One.”
Mika sees—as though through a red film—Henrietta pull out a knife from the back of her collar. The blade is curved like a sickle and sharpened at both ends.
“Run away,” Mika whispers. “Run in different directions. She can’t get all of us.”
Kristina is crying, huddled next to the bridge railing.
“Please, stop,” she whimpers.
“I swear, we don’t have it,” Ossian implores. “We haven’t done anything.”
But Henrietta isn’t listening. She only has eyes for Mika.
“The last thing you’ll ever see,” she whispers, “is your own entrails in a steaming heap on the street. Tell me where the gem is.”
Mika takes a deep breath. It sounds like a sob.
“I don’t kn—”
Henrietta raises her arm for the final time. Just then, Mika sees a movement from the corner of her eye. Someone grabs Mika’s wrist and jerks, hard. The rotating blade passes so close to her face that she can see the moonlight reflected in the metal and feel the movement in the air against her skin. As she falls to the ground, Mika hears the metallic clunk of the knife hitting one of the bridge pillars. Then she lands on something soft and lumpy. It’s Rufus. He was the one that pulled her back. When Mika sits up, she sees Ossian wrestling with Henrietta, staggering along the bridge as though in a macabre dance. Kristina runs over to help but gets a smack in the face that causes her to tumble backward. Henrietta grabs Ossian by the throat and pushes him against the bridge railing with all her strength. Then they both fall, entangled, over the railing and land in the water with a splash. At first there is an eerie silence, then an abysmal roar is heard from below. Mika and Rufus rush to the railing and lean over to see. But there is nothing to be seen except moonlight reflected in the black water below. Eventually bubbles appear in the surface, and Henrietta’s head pops up. Her hands are flailing furiously for something to hold on to but slide off the slippery stones. The fury in her eyes is as deep and dark as the water.
“I’ll k—”
The rest of the sentence disappears in a gurgle as the current catches hold of the heavy dress fabric and Henrietta is dragged underwater. A few moments later, she reappears a little farther away from the bridge. She opens her mouth to gasp for breath but doesn’t manage in time. A veil of clouds obscures the moon for a few seconds, and when the light returns, all that can be seen in the water is a shimmering blue shadow. The shadow bobs to the surface, then disappears into the depths. The children are still standing by the railing with pounding hearts. But nothing happens. There is no sign of Ossian or Henrietta.
“Where is he?” Rufus asks, panicked. “He must have—”
“There’s someone there!” Kristina exclaims and points.
A narrow ledge runs along the canal. A short distance from the bridge, two hands can be seen holding on to the curved stone edge. The children hold their breath as they watch someone laboriously heave themselves up onto the ledge. It’s Ossian. Exhausted, he collapses with his upper body on the edge of the quay and his legs still dangling in the water. The children rush down, and together they help to pull Ossian ashore. Afterward they all lie in a wet heap and catch their breath.
“What happened to Henrietta?” Kristina asks.
“She’s gone,” answers Mika.
Ossian’s clothes are muddy and torn. His body is shaking with silent, anguished sobs. Not only because he almost just died but because the life he had hoped for turned out to be a lie. Mika feels utterly drained as well. She could almost fall asleep there and then, lying on this rock in her soot-stained dress.
“Are you okay, Mika?” Rufus asks quietly.
In that moment, Mika realizes that the liquid all over her clothes isn’t water but blood. Carefully, she touches the gashes on her face. Pain radiates throughout her body and she feels as though she could throw up. The wounds are bleeding, but they aren’t deep.
“I’ll be all right,” she says resolutely. “Is everyone else okay?”
Rufus, Ossian, and Kristina all nod.
“Yes.”
Mika sweeps her bloody hair out of her eyes.
“Good. Now let’s go home.”
So the little flock all shuffle home with their arms around each other. The smell of gunpowder smoke still lingers in the cool evening air. Voices shout here and there as the guards investigate the area, sticking swords into the bushes. Frightened rats scurry to hide as every inch of the neighborhood is lit up by kerosene lamps. But no one notices the figure in sooty clothes crouching next to the chimney on the roof of the House of Nobility, like the hunchback of Notre Dame.



CHAPTER 30
Happy voices, and even laughter, are coming from the dining hall. Mika can’t help but stop outside in the corridor and listen.
“Where on earth have you been?” she hears Axel ask.
“Someone wanted to give us a job,” explains Kristina. “But she was mean and we didn’t get paid. Can I have some more bread?”
Mika smiles. It makes the wound on her cheek sting. Then she takes a deep breath and walks into the dining room. All the chatter stops straightaway as the table of children goes silent. Twenty-four pairs of eyes stare at her in horror.
“Thirty-five stitches,” says Mika, knowing full well what the silence is about. “But Dr. Abelin said it’ll heal well.”
Her neck and forehead are wrapped up in bandages and she has a dressing on her cheek. She looks like a mummy.
“Weren’t you looking?” asks Lina.
Mika stares at her in surprise.
“What do you mean?”
“Rufus said you were run over by a brewer’s wagon on Oxtorget Square,” explains Lina. “Weren’t you looking?”
Rufus clears his throat and gives Mika a meaningful look.
“Right,” Mika says quickly. “No, I was looking but in the wrong direction. And the coachman was driving like a fool. Dr. Abelin gave me a sedative; I think I’m still a little dizzy.”
She sits down in the only empty seat left.
“We saved you some soup,” says Margit.
Mika accepts the bowl given to her.
“Thanks.”
“Now everyone’s back home again,” Margit says happily, mopping up the last of her soup with a chunk of bread. Mika strokes her back, feeling every rib against her palm.
“Yes,” she says. “Now everyone’s back home again.”
The soup is thin and a little cold, but still good. Slowly the conversation starts up again, and everything feels back to normal. Soon Amelia comes into the dining hall holding a newspaper.
“This is what happens when you don’t pay attention to traffic,” she says, pointing to Mika. “And I’d appreciate it if you all took note because I’ve no time for funerals.”
The paper rustles as Amelia looks for the right page.
“Just you wait, I’m going to read you something exciting,” she says eagerly. “You’ll never believe what happened yesterday. Now where was it? Ah, here it is!”
Amelia adjusts her glasses and begins to read aloud.
SHAMELESS HEIST AT NORDENSKIÖLD’S GALA DINNER
The festivities for the Vega expedition came to a disgraceful end. During the banquet at the House of Nobility, a heist was carried out and the Magatama gem was stolen by unknown perpetrators. Although the police were quick on the scene, the precious gemstone has not yet been recovered. Police authorities say that anyone who has information regarding the case can expect a substantial reward.
“There, you see,” Amelia says triumphantly. “Lucky we stayed home yesterday, with villains like that on the loose.”
Mika meets Rufus’s gaze. She can tell they’re both thinking the same thing.
If only you knew.
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Once everyone else has left the table, Mika stays behind with Rufus, Ossian, and Kristina.
“We were right there,” Ossian says softly. “What actually happened? How could the gem just disappear? Someone must know.”
“You heard it yourself,” says Rufus. “Seems the police have no leads.”
Mika leans back on her chair, pensively.
“You shouldn’t believe everything you read in the paper,” she says.
Ossian frowns.
“What do you mean?”
“Rufus, do you remember when you dropped that brush down the chimney?” Mika asks.
“You dropped it,” Rufus corrects her.
Mika sighs. “Fine, when we dropped it.”
She glances over her shoulder and lowers her voice.
“I can’t be sure, but I think the same thing might have happened at the House of Nobility yesterday. Maybe someone dropped a brush down the chimney. And maybe that same someone had stuck a bent nail onto that brush. And maybe someone else down in the hall hooked the nail through the eye of the gem. And maybe, just maybe, the person on the roof pulled the rope back up the chimney.”
Mika leans back in her chair.
“But like I said, it’s just a theory. Nothing to go gossiping about.”
The confused expression on Rufus’s face slowly changes into a wide smile. “You mean . . .”
“But we were all in the room,” Ossian objects. “So who was on the roof?”
“Well, I don’t know,” Mika says with a shrug. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if that gem pops up again, somehow or other.”
She gets up from the table.
“And another thing. There may come a time when a person comes along claiming they can offer you something you don’t have, something you long for. And maybe that person is telling the truth or maybe not. Either way, if it happens again, will you promise to talk to me first?”
Rufus and Ossian look at each other, shamefaced.
“We promise,” they say in unison.
“I wanted the Apple Farm to be real,” says Kristina.
Mika strokes her hair.
“So did I.”
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When the washing up is done, Mika goes into the nursery. Nora is awake and lying in her bed. Her body is still far too thin. But her eyes are clear and no longer have a film over them. Amelia has been paying one of the wet nurses extra to make sure that Nora eats properly. Mika sticks her hand under the covers and grabs a small foot that kicks out surprisingly hard.
“Hello, Nora,” she says in a voice that suddenly doesn’t quite hold.
Nora reaches out, grabs a strand of Mika’s hair, and pulls. It hurts a little, but Mika doesn’t mind. Nora can pull every single hair out of her head if she wants, as long as she gets well again. Nora lets out a happy, throaty gurgle.
“She’s stronger than you think.”
Amelia comes over and stands next to Mika.
“Like you, when you first came. No one thought you’d pull through. But you did.”
She puts a hand on Mika’s shoulder.
“I don’t know how you managed to get them home. And I’m not even sure I want to know. But I am eternally grateful to you.”
Amelia’s touch is so tender that Mika gets a lump in her throat.
It was so close, she wants to say. So close to none of us ever coming back. But she doesn’t say anything. Because it doesn’t really matter. Life at the orphanage continues, no matter what. And now Rufus, Ossian, and Kristina will get another chance at a real life.
Amelia lingers by Nora’s bed. Mika knows Amelia well and can tell that there’s something on her mind.
“All professions have their secrets,” she says finally. “There are a lot you don’t know yet, and the rose band is just one of them. But you’ll find out everything you need to know soon enough, if you choose to stick around.”
Choose? Mika thinks. Have I ever really chosen anything?
“I already know what the rose band means,” she says after a moment. “It means the child must never know anything about their origins.”
To her surprise, Amelia nods.
“That’s true. But it’s only part of the truth. For the vast majority of people, leaving a child at the orphanage is the last resort. Even if the parents can’t take care of the child themselves, they still want to protect them as best they can. The rose band isn’t about buying their way out of responsibility. It’s about protection.”
Mika is afraid to ask. In the end, she does anyway.
“Protection from what? From the Dark Angel?”
Mika holds her breath, as if she’s on a tightrope.
But Amelia doesn’t explode. She strokes Nora’s cheek, almost as if she didn’t hear what Mika said.
“Stories come and go,” she says after a minute. “Most fizzle out eventually, but some live on. The story of the Dark Angel has been told for as long as I’ve been at the orphanage, and probably long before that. And stories tend to change over time. There’s nothing unusual about that; most people add a little spice to make themselves sound more interesting. In the end, the story has changed so much that not a single grain of truth remains, if there ever was one. It’s natural for children to tell ghost stories, but I don’t. And neither should you.”
Mika stands in silence, holding on to Nora’s foot.
“You once told me that you just wanted to know who you are,” Amelia continues.
Mika feels her heart skip a beat. She turns to look at Amelia.
“Yes?”
“That much I can tell you. You’re the most stubborn, headstrong, ungrateful child ever to set foot in the Public Children’s Home.”
Mika feels something sink inside her. Then she smiles, even though it hurts her cheek.
“I know.”



CHAPTER 31
Outside the window, Klara Västra Kyrkogata glows in the sunset. A mouse is sitting under the sofa and gnawing on a loaf of bread. A fat ginger cat is sleeping in Mika’s lap. Valdemar is sitting at the kitchen table, smoking his pipe. And in the middle of the kitchen table, among the flakes of tobacco and leftovers from dinner, lies a three-pound Japanese jadeite gemstone.
Mika picks up the gem and weighs it in her hand.
“Do you think you’ll get to work on bigger cases after you’ve handed this in?”
Valdemar takes a satisfied puff from his pipe.
“We don’t have to hand it in,” he says with a squint. “Apparently it’s worth a lot of dough. And I’m not exactly getting any younger.”
Mika raises her eyebrows.
“First you help blow up your own workplace, and now you’re going to steal the emperor’s gem? You must be the worst cop in Stockholm.”
Valdemar laughs so hard he wakes up Lucifer, who gives him a scornful glare.
“Well, I can’t very well just come in on Monday, drop the gem off on the police chief’s desk, and say I found it in the street. But I’ll think of something.”
Mika sits quietly for a while.
“I wonder who Henrietta was,” she says. “Who she really was.”
“She was a predator,” says Valdemar grimly. “And predators seek out victims who appear weak and offer no resistance.”
“Like kids from an orphanage,” says Mika.
Valdemar nods.
“But those kids weren’t as defenseless as she thought. They had you.”
“And you,” says Mika. “Even if you mostly just sat on a roof being lazy.”
She glances at the kitchen clock.
“I should probably go. Thanks for dinner. It was the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”
“You say that every time,” Valdemar replies. “Your sense of taste obviously hasn’t developed yet. But your shirt is nice, at least.”
Mika realizes that she’s wearing the same shirt she found in Valdemar’s house that time she cut her hair. For a moment, she worries that he’s about to get angry again, but it seems to be rather the opposite.
“I’m glad to see it put to use,” says Valdemar. “It once belonged to someone I cared about very much. And now it does again. I’m proud of you, Ragamuffin. But now you’ve got to be careful.”
Suddenly he becomes serious.
“The police authorities are very anxious to find the person responsible for the explosion at the prison. The investigators assume you’re dead. But as long as your body hasn’t been recovered, you’re still a suspect. If the wrong people see you in town, it could have major consequences, for you and the children’s home. So you’d better keep your eyes open at all times. And we shouldn’t see each other again until the investigation is complete.”
“And when will that be?” Mika asks.
“Soon, I hope,” answers Valdemar. “I’ll let you know when the coast is clear.”
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Mika emerges onto the street just as the bells of Sankta Klara Church strike nine. She walks home slowly in the twilight and ponders what Amelia said about the rose band. What did her parents want to protect her from? Everything Mika does is to protect herself and others. But life can’t just be about surviving; she refuses to accept that. Not anymore. In some ways, Henrietta was right. Mika doesn’t want to have a downcast gaze, sitting on the edge of her chair and feeling like she doesn’t have a right to be in certain spaces. It’s not enough just to keep a child alive. A child also needs to be given hope. Hope that they might become more than just cheap labor.
Tomorrow Mika will work at the Chapel. Pour beer and be shouted at and get paid pittance by her grumpy drunkard of a boss. But it doesn’t matter, because Nora is going to be all right. And back home at the orphanage, Ossian, Rufus, and Kristina are sleeping soundly. Mika doesn’t know what will happen in the future. She knows only three things:
My name is Mika Moonwind, I have a home, and I am not unwanted.
The last streaks of spring sun linger on the rooftops, sharing their warmth for just a little while longer. But dusk is falling fast. And from Sankta Klara Cemetery, the hoarse cackle of a magpie feels like a foreshadowing of what’s to come.
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