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CHAPTER 1


Stockholm, Sweden, 1880

“No more!”

The cry comes from one of the beds in the back rows. The slurred, sleepy words are followed by a long wail. Mika opens her eyes. She lies still for a few moments, watching the vapor from her breath rise to the ceiling. The aftertaste of a wonderful dream clings to her mind, shards of a blue summer sky. She tries to gather the fragmented images, but they trickle from her mind like water from a cracked bucket. From the other side of the dormitory, she hears the crackling sound of the ceramic stove cooling down. Mika’s bed is warm, and she hopes she won’t have to get up. Maybe she could even get back into her dream. But when she hears that wail again, she reluctantly throws off her blanket and swings her legs over the side of the bed.

It is Edvin, of course. He is lying with his knees huddled into his chest, whimpering in his sleep. Before winter he had moved into a foster home near Marieberg. By the end of January, he was found back on the orphanage doorstep, bruised and skinny as a street cat. His sleep has been troubled ever since.

Mika sits on the edge of Edvin’s bed, places her hand on his neck, and whispers gently.

“You’ll wake the others. Sleep now.”

She strokes his back slowly until his breathing calms down.

Someone else coughs on the other side of the dormitory. Mika looks at the ceramic stove. In the gap between the doors is a glimpse of a faint glow. She may as well add a couple of logs now, seeing as she is up. But it’s Rufus’s job really, that lazy bones. And the thought of walking across the cold stone floor does not appeal. Then comes another sound. A dull thud that seems to be coming from the front door. Mika gets up and tiptoes between the sleeping bodies in the darkness. By the door she takes the key out of the pocket of her nightdress and sticks it into the keyhole, holding her palm over the lock to dampen the sound of the turning key. The dormitory isn’t usually locked. But a few of the children have been known to sleepwalk, and wandering around in winter could be fatal. Especially a winter like this one.

Out in the lobby, her breath turns white like ice crystals. Mika pinches her collar around her neck and walks carefully across the floor. The closed door latch is fuzzy with frost. She stands and listens for a moment. Silence. Could it have been just her imagination? Stone and wood can make strange noises in the cold. Mika is startled by more knocking. Now there can be no doubt. Someone is standing outside the front door and wants to come in. Mika knows she should fetch Amelia. But if it turns out to be nothing, she’ll get in trouble for waking Amelia up for no reason. Besides, it was a very gingerly sort of knocking. Whoever is standing on the other side is unlikely to mean any harm. Mika plucks up her courage, lifts the latch, and pushes the door open with her shoulder. A sudden draft brings a swirl of snowflakes inside and onto the floor.

Outside, a young boy is standing in the darkness. His age is hard to tell, but he is at least a couple of years older than Mika. His face is pockmarked and there’s a small bump on his nose, as if it’s been broken. Otherwise the boy has a remarkably smart appearance. There are no patches on his coat or trousers. Tight to his chest, he’s holding a bundle of cloth.

“Is this the Public Children’s Home?” the boy asks, peering over Mika’s shoulder.

Mika hesitates a moment, then answers. “Yes. But we’re full. There’s a night shelter farther down the street.”

Mika knows perfectly well that the shelter has no space at this time of night. She considers giving the boy her blanket and letting him sleep in the lobby. She could lock the door to the main building so he wouldn’t be able to steal anything. But if—or rather when—Amelia found out, she would be furious.

The boy glances over his shoulder. Then he takes a step forward and holds the bundle out to Mika.

“Here,” he says.

Mika is surprised but takes what is handed to her. Her heart leaps when she feels something move inside the bundle. The cloth falls open to reveal a baby, just born. Its hair and reddish skin are covered in a white, greasy substance. Its naval string is a purple stump hanging from its belly, tied in a careless knot. The naked body is steaming in the cold like a freshly baked loaf of bread.

Mika quickly wraps the cloth around the baby.

“What’s your name?” she manages to squeeze out, despite her shock.


The boy is shivering and looking down the street. When he meets Mika’s gaze, his mouth twists into a frightened sort of smile.

“The Dark Angel knows I’m the one who took her.”

Before Mika can respond, the boy turns around and sets off along the street with hasty steps.

“Wait!”

Mika’s call doesn’t reach him. At the crossing, the boy turns onto Kyrkogatan and disappears from sight. Gone from one instant to the next. The child squirms in Mika’s arms, and she extends her arm to shut the door, but pauses mid-movement. She gets the feeling she’s being watched. The lamplighters have already done their half rounds to extinguish every other streetlamp. Between the glowing circles of the lamps still lit, there is nothing to be seen but the black winter night. The snow is falling more heavily now, making it hard to focus on a single point. Perhaps this is why Mika notices something stand out against the building across the street. The outline of a long, thin figure dressed in hat and coat. The figure is standing perfectly still and looks more like an optical illusion than a person. Mika relaxes a little. Then a gust of wind sweeps along the street, whipping up the snow and flapping the figure’s coat. Fear grips Mika, colder than any wind. In that same moment, the baby screams—a thin, cutting sound—and Mika quickly pulls the door shut.

“What was that about?” says a groggy voice.

In the lobby doorway she sees a hunched silhouette. It’s Rufus. He’s holding a kerosene lamp. Amelia always says that Rufus’s name suits him, because it sounds like a neglected dog. His hair is like coarse fur sticking out in all directions. And just like a dog, he always comes running whenever there is a knock on the door.

Rufus holds up the lamp and is disappointed when he sees the contents of the bundle.

“I see,” he says. “Is that all?”

“What were you expecting?” asks Mika. “A messenger from the palace delivering cake?”

Rufus yawns and shrugs. The baby squirms and kicks a skinny leg out of the cloth. Mika notices something tied around the baby’s right ankle. A braided leather band decorated with tiny red flowers.

“What have you got there?” she whispers.

Just as Mika is about to investigate the leather band, the little girl is lifted out of her hands. Amelia has come up behind her, half-dressed in a nightdress and coat.

“Who brought the baby?” she asks abruptly.

“Dunno,” Mika replies, ashamed, as if it were somehow her fault that the boy ran away. “He didn’t say his name.”


“Sure,” mutters Amelia, beckoning Rufus to come closer with the kerosene lamp.

She examines the newborn in the lamp’s glow, touching her belly and head with her chapped hands. Her fingers linger on the braided band.

“Make sure the door is properly latched,” she says. “And, Rufus, if you would be so kind as to stoke the fires in the stoves so we have at least some chance of surviving till dawn.”

Amelia disappears into the nursery, and Rufus shuffles away to fetch the wood basket. As soon as Mika is left alone, she opens the front door a crack and sticks her head out. Snowflakes the size of oak leaves are falling from the sky. There’s no sign of the figure on the other side of the street. Almost as if it has taken off and flown away, whatever it was.

The only things she can see are the boy’s footprints in the snow, which are slowly being filled in by the falling flakes.
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CHAPTER 2


The long table in the dining room is set with twenty-five cups and a chunk of bread at every place. It is six o’clock; the oldest eat last. Mika pours warm milk into each cup, careful to keep them equal. The older children will notice the slightest difference. As she puts the jug back on the serving cart, she gets a sudden flashback from last night’s dream. Hot sheet metal under the soles of her feet and a cloudless sky above her. It was that day when the chimney sweep forgot to lock the roof hatch. The feeling of standing right on the edge and laughing in death’s face. Not that death is anything to laugh at in the winter months. Mika looks around at the ravenous, sunken-eyed congregation. The darkness and diluted milk are starting to take their toll. It has been a long time since she heard any of the children talk about longing for summer. Maybe they’ve forgotten that summer even exists.


Mika sits down at the head of the table and bangs her wooden spoon three times.

“A new baby arrived last night,” she announces ceremoniously.

The gobbling pauses, and everyone turns to look.

“Really?” Nils says dubiously. “I didn’t hear anything.”

A murmur of consensus ripples around the table. Everyone agrees: no one heard a thing.

“A little girl,” Mika says.

“What’s her name?” asks Margit, one of the six-year-old twins who lost their parents in a fire on Falkenbergsgatan before Christmas.

“We don’t know yet,” Mika replies. “She was born last night. After midnight, Amelia reckons.”

News of the nameless child rouses the children to life. They eagerly discuss appropriate names and whether someone might come looking for her. The appearance of a new child is nothing unusual around here. But it is still special every time.

“Why was she brought in at night?” asks Kristina.

“Because she’s so ugly, of course,” Mika answers coolly.

The murmurs around the room die down. Mika raises her eyebrows when she sees their frightened expressions.

“Didn’t Amelia tell you? All ugly babies are left at night. Those are the rules. You couldn’t bring them during the day. One of the fancy ladies from Snob Street might have a heart attack, faced with the sight of a really hideous baby.”

A pensive crease appears in Mika’s brow.

“Now that I think about it . . . ,” she says, scanning the pale faces of her audience. “Every single one of you was left at night.”

The dining hall is silent as the grave. Kristina, Ossian, Axel, Margit, and all the others have their mouths open wide in horror. Half-eaten bread can be seen inside their slack-jawed mouths.

“You’re lying,” says Edvin eventually, and he looks to the others for confirmation. “Mika’s lying, right?”

She lets them wait a few torturous seconds. When Mika finally curls her lips into a smile, the room fills with relieved laughter.

“Eat up now,” she says. “Have I ever told you about the time when Rufus got his butt frozen stuck, and Amelia had to saw him free?”

“No, tell us!” Axel begs at once.

“She’s joking again, you know,” Margit says with a sigh.

Chairs scrape along the floor as everyone gets up at the same time. Mika feels a pang of guilt as she gathers up the cups. Did she go too far? Being poor is one thing. Being filthy with patched clothes is another. But no foster parents want an ugly child. Unless it’s for labor, of course, in which case it doesn’t matter. Every single one of them knows this. And sometimes you have to laugh at the thing that scares you most. Life will be what it will be, regardless.

In the doorway to the kitchen, Mika bumps into Rufus.

“Are you new?” she asks. “I’m looking for a boy almost identical to you, except he looks like he’s been dipped in the latrine headfirst.”

Rufus responds with a snort.

“Take a look in the mirror, if you dare.”

Normally, Rufus is black up to the armpits in soot, because it’s his job to keep all the stoves in the building lit. Now, unusually, he is freshly washed. Not completely clean, of course, but skin scrubbed pink shines out from between the worst of the dirt smudges.

“Amelia said I should go and fetch the police,” says Rufus. “Seeing as the littl’un doesn’t have parents, she’s got to be registered directly.”

Mika knows the new rules. Leaving a child at the Public Children’s Home costs four hundred crowns—an unthinkable sum. But if no one knows who the parents are, there is no one to demand payment from. For the orphanage to receive any money at all, the police have to come and register the orphaned child.

“Can’t you go?” Rufus asks. “You were the one who took her in.”


“Can’t,” Mika says. “Have to go to the Chapel this afternoon.”

Rufus grimaces. It’s bad enough having to wash off soot with cold water. Getting clean enough to go to the police station is even worse.

“I haven’t seen her since last night,” says Mika. “Shall we go and have a peek?”

Rufus shrugs. “Why not?”

The nursery is on the other side of the courtyard. When Mika and Rufus come in, they see the new baby in the arms of one of the wet nurses. She is feeding and punctuating her gulps with little grunts. Small drops of sweat glint on the ends of her downy little neck hairs. Mika approaches, careful not to disturb. She can see two twiggy little legs sticking out from under her tunic. But something is missing. The leather band is gone.

“That’s enough now,” the wet nurse says, irritated, and reclaims her breast. “My little one needs some too.”

“She had a band around her foot,” Mika says without thinking.

The wet nurse’s expression turns hard at once.

“What’s that to do with me?” she snarls. “You saying I stole it?”

Mika recoils just in time to avoid a slap. The wet nurse curses under her breath as she gets up from the chair and adjusts her clothes. She carelessly plops the baby onto one of the beds.

“What was that about?” whispers Rufus.

“She had a band around her foot when she came in,” Mika answers. “And now it’s gone.”

Rufus looks at her, none the wiser. “And what? You wanted it for yourself?”

“No, you idiot,” Mika snaps.

Does he really think she would steal from a newborn?

Once they’re sure the wet nurse has gone, they approach the bed. The little girl is lying on her back and looking up at the ceiling. A thin string of milk is dribbling from the corner of her mouth. Mika wipes it away with her index finger. The baby’s skinny legs kick in the air. Half of all the newborns in the orphanage die within the first six months. But this girl looks strong. She might be one of the lucky ones. Mika hopes so. She has never received a baby herself before.

Two tiny socks lie at the foot of the bed, having been kicked off. Mika leans over and puts them on the baby’s bare feet.

“Happy birthday,” she whispers.

Inside the socks, the feet keep kicking, full of life and blissfully unaware of where they have ended up.
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CHAPTER 3


The Chapel is situated a little farther up Luntmakargatan, near Oxtorget Square. Mika goes there three times a week to work for the Priest. Only the Chapel isn’t a church, as might be assumed, but a bar. And the Priest is no priest, either—quite the opposite. Amelia protested at first. She didn’t think a bar was a suitable place for a young girl. But she came around to the idea. After all, a job is a job and, at nearly thirteen, Mika is too old to start school. Besides, she already taught herself to read, so school would be a waste of time.

There aren’t many customers yet. But soon the tobacco factory on Brunnsgatan will close for the day, and the seats will be filled before long. The Priest has written SALTED HERRING on the blackboard in crooked letters. Nothing else is available. The toll bridges are shut, and deliveries from the surrounding farms can’t access the city. This doesn’t seem to faze the customers, though. As long as there’s booze, they’re usually happy enough.

“Another round in the corner,” says the Priest, placing two tankards on the counter.

Mika pumps beer up from the barrel and uses a stick to slice the foam off the top. She notices a boy sitting huddled up to the wall next to the wood-burning stove. She recognizes him. He’s one of the street rats from around Hötorget Square. Maybe eight years old. When their eyes meet, the boy presses his finger to his lips. Mika reaches for the second tankard and gives an almost imperceptible nod. She hopes the Priest doesn’t notice the boy. But of course he does.

“Hey, you. Get out this instant.”

The Priest’s voice makes the boy jump.

“Just a little while,” he begs. “I’m not bothering no one. Please.”

The Priest looks weary. The cold makes people desperate. Children and old folks keep trying to sneak in and get warm. Every day, bodies are found frozen to death in shacks and under bridges. So many that the papers don’t bother to report them anymore. In the early days of winter, the Priest might have let someone sit inside for a bit. Especially a kid on their own. But now, three months later, he has become as merciless as the cold. Anyone not eating and drinking is out on their ear.

The Priest comes out from behind the bar, goes over to the boy, and raises his foot to deliver a kick. The boy winces and prepares himself for the blow. But the Priest changes his mind at the last second. The boy doesn’t look well. A hard kick might kill him right then and there. Instead the Priest grabs the boy by the neck, which is so thin that his finger and thumb meet around it, and throws him out like a sack of potatoes.

A cold draft makes the two men at the corner table shudder.

“Shut that door, dammit!”

The Priest quickly obliges.

Mika has learned to identify where most customers work. The ones from the tanneries are recognizable by the smell. The ones from the tobacco factory have stained hands. The men in the corner are neither. They’re not in uniform, but Mika can tell they’re cops. She can tell because everyone else is avoiding their gaze. No one else is sitting anywhere near them. As if the violence surrounding them gives off a stench.

Mika puts the tankards down on their table. The larger of the two men signals to her to fill the smaller glasses as well. She fetches a bottle from the cupboard behind the bar. The big man’s hand shakes as he reaches for the glass. Not with cold or drunkenness. This is something else. It only takes one quick glance for Mika to see the same thing she saw in that boy last night. Fear.

She fills the glasses while the men continue talking in low voices.

“Nordell and I were first on the scene,” says the big guy. “Looking back, I wish we hadn’t gone in such a rush.”

He raises his glass and grimaces as the liquor pours down his throat.

“The body was pretty much drained of blood, like the kill of a hunt.”

The thinner man raises his eyebrows. “I thought you said he was alive when you arrived?”

The big man looks grimly at his empty glass. Then nods. “Barely. We came just in time to hear his last words. He said . . .” He turns his empty schnapps glass upside down hopefully and drips the dregs onto his tongue before leaning over the table and concluding his sentence in a hushed tone: “. . . that the Night Raven had come for him.”

Mika lingers at the next table. With her back turned to the men, she pretends to wipe a dropped knife on her dress. Behind her she hears the thinner man’s incredulous voice.

“You must have heard wrong. You can’t possibly mean that . . .”


In the next moment, a hand grabs Mika’s forearm. The grip is rock hard. The slightest twist of his wrist could snap her arm like a twig. Her heart begins to pound as she turns around and looks the large man in the eye. His cheeks are red from booze, his nose blue with broken capillaries. His eyes are like two shallow pools of hazy meltwater.

“You got big ears, little miss,” says the large man, his breath rancid with the stench of schnapps and rotting teeth. “Looks like they’re listening to things that don’t concern them.”

He gropes for the knife on the plate in front of him. Holds it up in Mika’s face, so close that she can see the thin fish bones still in the herring fat on its edge.

“If I were to cut off one of those lugholes, maybe you wouldn’t hear so well.”

His grip on Mika’s arm is so tight that she can taste blood in her mouth. The Priest doesn’t move from behind the bar. If it were anyone else, he would intervene. But he knows that these men are police officers. He wouldn’t lift a finger even if the cop made good on his threat.

Mika takes a deep breath. Then she looks the large man in the eye.

“Not with one of the Priest’s blunt knives,” she says, managing to keep her voice steady. “But if you let me go, I can ask for them to be sharpened.”


The words slowly penetrate his drunkenness and sink in. His shiny lips stretch into a smile, and he loosens his grip at last.

“You’re lucky this time,” he says. “Keep our glasses filled, and you’ll wake up with two ears tomorrow.”

Mika nods. “Thank you, sir.”

She gets pins and needles in her fingers as the blood returns.

The policemen sit in the corner drinking until they can no longer sit upright. At closing time, the Priest has to help them to the door.

“That could have got ugly,” says the Priest sourly as he picks through the coins in the till. “You should know better than to eavesdrop on the cops.”

Mika doesn’t answer. She’s still angry with the Priest about that boy. But if she argues with him, she might not get any money at all. Eventually the Priest tosses her a ten-öre coin. Mika just stands there and says nothing. Her arm still aches from the policeman’s grip. She’s been sworn at and threatened. Surely she deserves at least another five. But the Priest shuts the till without so much as glancing at her.

Clutching the coin in her pocket, Mika hurries down Oxtorgsgatan, keeping close to the facades of the buildings and the light of the streetlamps. She is never usually afraid of walking home late. But those men talking at the Chapel brought back memories of the horrors of last year. That monster the papers had written about. The rumors that spread like a rotten stench through the city streets and caused people to double-bolt their doors and windows long before sundown. But what happened then could never happen again.

The executioner’s axe made sure of that.
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CHAPTER 4


The constable’s name is Westerberg, and he looks bored. Fluff on his top lip forms a meager mustache; he doesn’t look a day over twenty. Mika wonders if he’s a real policeman. Usually real policemen have better things to do than register newborn babies. Maybe he’s still in training.

Westerberg looks disinterestedly down at the little girl sleeping in her bed.

“So this is the kid,” he says and strokes his mustache with two fingers, as if to make sure it hasn’t fallen off.

No, Mika feels like saying. It’s a dog in a diaper.

She has to bite her cheeks to keep from laughing. There is no way she would take a beating from this pipsqueak.

They go into the office adjacent to the nursery. Amelia unlocks the archive cabinet and fishes out a piece of paper. It’s the girl’s record, the document that is written up about every child when they arrive at the Public Children’s Home. The record shows the child’s name, height, and weight. And the names of the parents, if any.

Westerberg takes out a notebook, a pen, and a pot of ink from his bag.

“Name?” he asks and dips the nib of his pen in ink.

“The girl doesn’t have a name yet,” Amelia says apologetically. “We usually wait a few days in case a relative shows up. It happens sometimes.”

“No, I mean . . .”

Westerberg points the pen at Mika.

“Oh,” says Amelia. “You can just put Mika, she doesn’t have a surname. But the girl can speak for herself. She’s grown up in the orphanage and counts as staff now.”

Mika watches Westerberg draw a smudgy X after her first name in his notes. Her face burns with shame. In the world outside the orphanage, most people have two names. Only animals have one.

Westerberg turns to Mika.

“Can you tell me about the man who left the baby?” he asks slowly, as if he were talking to a bird and trying to get it to repeat after him.

Mika shrugs.

“I only saw him for a second,” she says. “But he’s never been here before. And he was more boy than man. I couldn’t say what his job was. He didn’t smell like a tanner, and he wasn’t a docker or bricklayer, either—I could tell by his hands. His nose had been broken but healed quite well. His face was sort of pockmarked, he could have been a foundryman or . . .”

Mika stops talking when Amelia gives her a little shove in the side as if to say That’s enough.

“She can speak for herself, that much is clear,” says Westerberg sourly.

Mika feels her face go hot again, but can’t stop herself from adding: “Oh, and his left leg was a little shorter than his right.”

Westerberg raises one eyebrow.

“What was that?”

“I could tell from his footprints in the snow,” Mika explains. “Only his left shoe had a heel. But he was wearing matching shoes.”

The pen nib scratches across the paper as Westerberg takes notes.

“Did the boy say where the baby had come from?”

“No, but he was very scared of someone. Really terrified.”

A glimmer of interest ignites in Westerberg’s eyes.

“Scared of whom?”

“He said the Dark Angel knew that he had taken the child,” Mika says.


“A dark angel?” Westerberg repeats dubiously.

Mika nods. “That’s what he said.”

Westerberg dips his pen in ink again. It leaves black blots on the paper. His tongue is sticking so far out of his mouth that it almost reaches his gauzy little mustache.

“Do you have any idea of what time the child was left?” he asks.

“It was two thirty in the morning,” Mika says before Amelia can even open her mouth.

Constable Westerberg looks irritated. “And just how can you be so sure?”

“The lamplighters had already done their half rounds,” Mika answers. “So it must have been past two o’clock. But there were no tracks in the snow from the laundry carts, and they usually start their pickup at about three o’clock.”

Westerberg reluctantly dips his pen in ink a third time. It is obvious that he’s getting tired of taking notes.

“Well, I have everything I need,” he says. “Unless you have anything else to report?”

Mika hesitates. She thinks of the figure she saw on the other side of the street. Was it real or just a trick of the light? After a moment’s thought, she shakes her head.

“No, that’s it.”

Constable Westerberg is visibly relieved. He takes the girl’s record and signs it in the bottom left corner.


“Right, you’ve done enough talking for two people now,” whispers Amelia. “Go and make yourself useful. I’ll show the constable out.”

Mika nods politely, but Westerberg gets up and leaves without even saying goodbye. The girl’s record is still on the table. Usually the document would be locked away in the archive cabinet. Mika can’t help but peek.

Number: 2043

Name: unknown girl

Date of birth: 20 February 1880

Parents: unknown

Height: 48 cm

Weight: 2.45 kg

A shiver runs down Mika’s spine. Maybe because the girl’s record reminds her so much of her own. Two years ago she asked Amelia if she could see it. She regretted it afterward, because it seemed so pitiful.

She remains sitting at the table for a long time, looking at the paper. What’s written on the register is both true and false at the same time. The girl might be “unknown” to Amelia and that pipsqueak Constable Westerberg, but somewhere out there someone knows who she is. Do they know where their baby is? And who is this Dark Angel the boy spoke of?

Suddenly Mika becomes aware of the cold radiating from the stone floor. It travels into the soles of her feet, through her veins, and spreads around her whole body. As if something has been set into motion that cannot be stopped.
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CHAPTER 5


“What did you tell Margit?”

Rufus looks over his shoulder as he struggles along Apelbergsgatan with a rope around his waist. It hasn’t snowed since yesterday, and the sled runners glide smoothly over the hard-packed snow.

“What do you mean?” asks Mika, who is pushing the sled from behind.

“She said I got my buttocks frozen stuck on a chair,” says Rufus. “And she asked if it hurt when Amelia sawed me free.”

Mika is usually good at keeping a straight face, but this time she is so surprised that she can’t help but laugh.

“So it was you,” Rufus says grumpily. “Quit making up stories about me. On the way home, it’s your turn to pull.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” says Mika. “Make up a story about me if you like. I only wanted to give them a laugh.”


Rufus turns around again. “Did they laugh?”

Mika nods. “They love stories of you getting into scrapes.”

Even though Rufus has his back to Mika, she can tell he’s smiling. With every step he takes, his upper body jerks to one side then the other, the way it has ever since he was little. There’s something wrong with his spine, Amelia has explained. But Rufus can work as hard as anyone, and never complains. It’s just that he looks a little crooked, as if someone took him apart and then put him back together a bit wrong. Which is probably why he has never found a foster home. He’s been at the orphanage the whole time, just like Mika. They’ve grown up together and know each other inside out. Mika knows she can pretty much tease Rufus as much as she likes, because the only thing he really hates is people feeling sorry for him.

She stops pushing the sled on the last stretch up to Hötorgsgatan and steps onto the runners instead.

“Faster, lazy bones!”

Rufus groans. “Stop it, Mika, you’re not funny.”

Even before they arrive at Hötorget Square they can hear the vendors announcing their wares and the blacksmiths clanging their anvils. The firewood man is standing in his usual place outside Södermann’s, the butcher. But when Mika and Rufus approach him, he shakes his head.


“Sorry, all out. Go suck up to the Priest, he bought the last bundle.”

The firewood man softens a little when he sees the disappointment on their faces.

“You can take the dregs, no charge.”

Mika and Rufus fall to their knees at once and quickly pick through the bark and twigs lying strewn in the snow. It doesn’t come to much, barely half an hour of fire in the little ceramic stove.

Mika is afraid to ask but does anyway. “How much wood do we have left?”

“Two weeks’ worth, maybe,” Rufus replies. “If we’re careful. Worst comes to worst, we shut the upstairs dorms.”

The long winter has meant shortages of everything. They have been short on food for a while now. But if the wood runs out, there will be no heat. They’ll have to shut room after room to protect the glowing heart of the building. Just like human bodies do in extreme cold, shutting off the blood supply to one body part after another. Until it can’t go on. What happens next . . .

Mika shakes off the thought. It doesn’t bear thinking about.

“There’s a woodshed up by Skeppsbron Bridge,” says Mika. “And one at Slussen. But we could never pull a full sled back that far. Maybe if we could borrow a horse.”


Then she catches sight of a familiar face. Standing outside the butcher’s is the boy the Priest threw out of the Chapel the other night. Thin and pale, but alive. He looks around as if he’s searching for someone.

“I’ll be right back,” says Mika. “Watch no one takes our twigs.”

“Where are you going?” asks Rufus.

Mika doesn’t answer. If she lets the boy out of her sight, he’s bound to disappear.

“Hello.”

Instinctively, the boy raises his hands to shield himself. “I haven’t taken anything!”

When the boy recognizes Mika, he smiles sheepishly and stands up straight. “Ah, I knew it was you,” he says.

“You shouldn’t come into the Chapel,” says Mika. “Next time you might really get hurt. Have you got a place to sleep?”

“What’s it to you?” the boy snaps. “Has Edvin said something?”

Mika frowns. “You know Edvin? No, he hasn’t said anything.”

The boy looks relieved.

“The crows haven’t found us yet,” he says. “But they’re raiding all the shelters in the south. Seems they’re looking for someone.”


“Who are the crows?” asks Mika. “The police, you mean?”

“Maybe. I’m only saying what I heard. That they’ve got police weapons but no uniforms.”

“Who are they looking for?”

The boy shrugs. “Beats me. A rat.”

Mika knows that the homeless children are sometimes called street rats. Because, just like rats, they live in the nooks and crannies, eating whatever falls from other people’s tables and sleeping in huddles to keep warm. She’s just about to ask the boy’s name when the butcher’s door is thrown open. The butcher comes out and frowns when he sees the children. A coarse hand tries to grab hold of the boy who ducks and disappears among the stalls.

“Get lost! You’re bothering the paying customers.”

Mika jumps to the side to avoid the gob of phlegm spat at her.

[image: image]

Usually it’s hard work dragging the laden sled home. But today it’s easy; the little pile of twigs weighs almost nothing.

“Let’s not say anything to Amelia,” Mika decides. “She’ll only worry. There’s bound to be more firewood for sale tomorrow.”


When they arrive at the orphanage, they see a carriage parked outside. A black horse is attached to the carriage, and on the box seat sits a man carrying a long whip. They must have just arrived, because steam is rising from the horse’s warm, sweaty body.

“Look,” says Rufus seriously. “Do you think it’s someone wanting to foster a child?”

The whip flicks as the coachman turns around. He watches the children vigilantly as they pass the carriage. Mika gets a strange feeling in her gut. No foster family has ever shown up in a horse-drawn carriage. This is something else.

Together they pull the sled in through the courtyard gate, and Rufus carries the twigs into the shed. In the lobby they meet Kristina, one of the older children, who comes up to them with wide eyes.

“The police are here,” she whispers, at once frightened and thrilled.

“The same police as yesterday?” Mika asks.

Kristina shakes her head. “No, this is someone else. The one who came yesterday didn’t have a horse, he was—”

“So what does he want?” Mika interrupts impatiently.

She has a distinct feeling that something is wrong; it rises from her gut and gnaws at her throat.

“Dunno,” says Kristina. “But he’s asking for you.”
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CHAPTER 6


“You pesky child, what have you done now?”

Mika doesn’t answer. Her legs feel stiff with fear as she stumbles across the floor. Amelia’s grip on her arm is much too hard. It hurts. She just wants to run away, to escape her fate, whatever it may be.

Kristina was right: it’s not Constable Westerberg again. Waiting in the office is a giant man with his back to the door. Mika holds her breath as the figure slowly turns around. The first thing she sees is a scarred face half hidden behind a scruffy beard. Bushy eyebrows and a nose as bumpy and brown as a seed potato. His body is thickset and reminds Mika of the unfortunate circus bears she saw once at the Norrbro Bazaar. The hands sticking out of his coat sleeves are as big as toilet lids. His knuckles are dented with poorly healed cuts and scabs. The ring finger and pinky on his left hand appear to have been severed at the knuckle. The shaft of a pipe is sticking out of the breast pocket of his waistcoat, and a sour smell of tobacco and horses fills the room. On Amelia’s table is a hat and saber. The blade of the saber is covered in notches and dents that tell of a ruthless carrier.

“My name is Valdemar Hoff,” says the man in a voice that sounds as though it’s coming from the bottom of a deep well. “I work in the detective department of the police. Are you Mika?”

Mika can’t make a sound. She just nods.

“What has the girl done?” Amelia bursts out.

“Nothing illegal, as far as I know,” says Valdemar Hoff. “I only want to talk to her about something, and preferably in private, if you don’t mind.”

It isn’t a question. Everyone in the room understands perfectly well that a police officer can do whatever he wants. Amelia stays where she is for a moment, baffled, then reluctantly leaves the room. The door shuts, and suddenly Mika feels very small.

“How old are you?” asks Valdemar Hoff.

Mika replies almost too quietly to be heard. “Twelve.”

“Yesterday I was asked to review my young colleague’s report,” continues Valdemar Hoff. “It included details that caught my interest. But first I have to ask you a very important question. Did you make any of it up?”


Anger flares up in Mika and makes her forget her fear. She raises her chin and looks the constable straight in the eye.

“No,” she says emphatically.

She briefly considers explaining to him why she always notices these sorts of details. Why she has to. But at the last second, she stops herself. It’s dangerous to stand up to a cop. But Valdemar Hoff doesn’t seem to react to her raised voice.

“Good,” he says. “As I said, I had to ask. The police hear more cock-and-bull stories than most.”

He glances at the paper in front of him before continuing: “You said in your statement that the person who left the child mentioned a dark angel.”

“The Dark Angel, not a dark angel,” Mika corrects him.

Valdemar Hoff nods.

“An important detail,” he says. “Unfortunately, my young colleague Westerberg has a problem with exactly these sorts of details. He also has a problem with handwriting—I can barely make out these scribbles.” He gestures irritably at the smudged paper on the table. “And your understanding was that the person you met was very frightened of this so-called Dark Angel, is that correct?”

Mika nods. “Very frightened.”

“Right then. No time to lose.”


Valdemar Hoff puts on his hat and nudges it into place with the handle of his saber. Then he opens the door. Amelia practically falls into the room, obviously having been eavesdropping.

“We’re done here,” announces Valdemar Hoff. “But there’s just one more thing I need to check. I’m taking the girl with me.”

Amelia opens her mouth to protest, but the constable stops her.

“Mika, was that your name? Go and put on your outdoor clothes. We leave at once.”
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CHAPTER 7


The police carriage is very tall from close up. Mika is just about to climb in when she feels big hands scoop her up by the armpits. She is suddenly lifted into the air and tossed through the door like a sack of potatoes. She turns around to look for Amelia, but her view is blocked by Valdemar Hoff as he laboriously pulls himself up. With a grunt he plops down on the seat so hard that the whole carriage sways and Mika is thrown against the wall. They hear the crack of a whip from the box seat, and the carriage turns around. Mika turns to look for Amelia and just about glimpses her face through the foggy windowpane before the orphanage disappears from sight.

The carriage sways as the wheels slide between the tracks in the snow. Mika stares out the window and tries not to breathe through her nose. Valdemar Hoff smells like an old horse blanket. Bryggaregatan rushes past the window at a dizzying speed. Puffs of warm breath from the horse’s mouth turn into little clouds that linger behind the carriage, like a mini steam engine. I have to tell Rufus about this, Mika thinks. If I ever come back.

“How’s the girl?” asks Valdemar Hoff.

Mika looks up, her thoughts interrupted.

“Who?” she asks, confused.

“The girl left at the orphanage the other night.”

“Oh yes. She’s alive.”

Valdemar Hoff nods and seems pleased to hear it.

“Well, that’s no small thing,” he says. “Many have it much worse. We’re on our way to visit someone who isn’t as lucky.”

Mika doesn’t really understand what he means but doesn’t dare ask. She’ll find out soon enough.

The carriage swings to the right onto Lilla Munklägersgatan, then left onto Gamla Kungsbron. As they cross the bridge over the frozen Klara Lake, Mika doesn’t recognize her surroundings. She’s very rarely been this far from the orphanage. Her stomach tightens with worry. The snorting horse struggles up a steep slope. Beyond the crown of the hill, a golden spire stands out against the sky.

“This is Kungsholm Church,” says Valdemar Hoff, as though reading her mind. “This is where stiffs can stretch their bones out and not lie top-to-toe like in Skanstull.”


They go through the gates, past rows of headstones sticking up out of the snow. The carriage stops outside a low, windowless stone building next to the church, and they both get out. The horse stamps in place and pulls anxiously on the harness.

“She recognizes the smell,” says the driver apologetically. “I’ll wait here by the gate until you’re done.”

He claps the reins, and the carriage rolls on. Valdemar Hoff walks toward the small stone building. At the door he stops and turns around.

“I’m guessing you’ve seen a dead body before?”

Mika answers with a nod.

“Good,” he says shortly.

He runs his fingers through his beard and straightens his hat, as if anyone on the other side of the door would care.

“Have you?” Mika asks without thinking.

Valdemar Hoff stops with his hand on the latch. “Have I what?”

“Seen a dead body.”

The look in the constable’s eyes is a mixture of surprise and sorrow. He stands still for a moment, looking at Mika while snowflakes land on the black felt of his hat.

“More than I’d like,” he says. “Like you, I’m in a business where death is never far away. If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that I’ll see many more corpses before my turn comes to kick the bucket.”

The door is low, and he has to crouch to go through. Mika takes one last deep breath and follows after.

The city doesn’t smell in the cold. Everything that lands in the latrines freezes within a matter of minutes, as does the waste from the slaughterhouses and tanneries. But inside the little crypt, nothing can cover up the stench of death. Along the walls and floor, carelessly wrapped bodies are crowded like cigars in a box. Mika has the same instinct as the horse and wants to back away. But she forces herself to stay. She can’t help but think: This is the orphanage if the firewood runs out. An ice-cold burial chamber.

“Come in. By all means, make yourself at home.”

The voice makes Mika jump. In the shadows, by the wall to their right, is a man. He has the stature of a child, but his face is rugged and pale, as if he’s never set foot outside this crypt.

“Are you the church warden?” asks Valdemar Hoff.

“No reason to flatter me,” the man replies with a small bow. “Call an outhouse a palace and it’ll stink all the same. Gravedigger will do just fine.” He glances at the badge on Valdemar Hoff’s coat. “I’m guessing that the constable would like to see the body under investigation?”


Valdemar Hoff nods, and the gravedigger begins moving some of the shrouded bodies.

“Sorry it’s cramped,” he says over his shoulder. “But I’m a little behind with the burials. It takes an hour just to shovel the snow, and the frost is so hard that the digging bar just bounces off the ground. And with the toll bridges closed, I’m getting the ones that would normally go to Norra Cemetery instead.”

The gravedigger hauls one of the bodies onto a narrow table in the middle of the room. Mika shuts her eyes. She doesn’t want to look, but has no choice.

“Your colleagues have already examined the body,” says the gravedigger. “May I ask the purpose of this visit?”

“Supplements for the report,” Valdemar Hoff answers shortly.

The gravedigger grimaces, unsatisfied with this stingy response.

“I know the cold is harsh,” continues Valdemar Hoff. “But I would appreciate it if you could wait outside while I carry out my inspection.”

“And the girl?” asks the gravedigger. “What’s her business here?”

Valdemar Hoff takes his gloves off and shoves them in his coat pocket.


“I’m not sticking my nose in your work,” he says. “If you have opinions on how I do mine, we can take it up later. But right now . . .”

He pushes the door open with his boot.

“. . . you need to leave. Before I make you.”

The gravedigger leaves, muttering to himself, and Valdemar Hoff shuts the door. Then he takes hold of the shroud and uncovers the corpse in one well-practiced motion.

“Is this the person who left the baby with you?”

Mika opens her eyes. Lying on the table before her is the body of a man. His skin is ashen, his hands and feet swollen. His facial muscles are sort of shriveled, making it hard to imagine what the person looked like in life. Nevertheless, Mika is certain. When she opens her mouth to speak, her voice is thin like a wisp of smoke.

“No.”

She waits for Valdemar Hoff to lay the cloth over the body again. But he doesn’t move.

“What do you see?” he asks.

Mika is confused and doesn’t know what to say.

“A dead body,” she splutters.

“Apart from that,” says Valdemar Hoff. “Imagine this person is alive, and you’re meeting him in the street. Who is he?”


Mika tries to breathe calmly. She clears her mind of this room, this smell, everything getting in the way. She just looks at the body on the bench. Imagines air in his lungs, color in his face, and life in his eyes.

“He’s not poor,” she says finally. “Even if times are hard, he always has food on the table.”

Valdemar Hoff nods. “Carry on.”

“When he was younger he did physical labor,” says Mika. “But that was a long time ago. Maybe he works at a desk now. His hair has been cut by a barber or someone else who knows what they’re doing. There’s no sign of bites around his ankles, so he sleeps in a clean bed in a louse-free house.”

She walks slowly around the table before muttering under her breath, “But now he is dead. And somewhere on his back is the wound that caused him to bleed to death.”

The crypt is silent. Mika doesn’t dare look, but she can feel Valdemar Hoff’s eyes fixed on her.

“Look at me,” he says at last.

Mika forces herself to lift her gaze.

“Anything we say here is confidential. Do you know what that means?”

“That I mustn’t tell anyone,” Mika replies.

“Right. It’s important you remember that, for your own sake.”


No one would believe me anyway, Mika thinks.

“My colleague’s theory is that this man was murdered in connection with a robbery,” continues Valdemar Hoff.

“Maybe,” says Mika. “But then why didn’t they take the ring?”

The constable furrows his brow. “Ring?”

He tilts the kerosene lantern hanging from the ceiling and leans over the table for a better look. The corpse’s hands are swollen. One of the fingers has a circular groove in the skin. Somewhere in there is a ring.

“Maybe it was too tight,” says Valdemar Hoff pensively. “But a finger can be cut off. Why didn’t the murderer do that?”

“Maybe whoever did it already got what they wanted,” suggests Mika.

“Like what?”

Mika shrugs. “His life.”

Valdemar goes quiet. He stays lost in thought for a few moments. Then he covers the body up again and opens the door. Ice-cold air and the smell of tobacco smoke fill the crypt, and Mika takes a grateful breath. Soon the gravedigger comes in, seemingly unfazed by the cold.

Valdemar Hoff leans forward to come face-to-face with the gravedigger.

“Do you like your job?” he asks.


“The dead don’t bother me,” replies the gravedigger with a sheepish smile. “I get more trouble from the living.”

“If this corpse happens to mysteriously lose a finger before the burial, I will personally see to it that you lose the same finger,” Valdemar Hoff continues. “Understood?”

The gravedigger looks offended.

“Of course, Constable. Perish the thought.”

On their way out of the crypt, Mika happens to make eye contact with the gravedigger. She regrets it immediately. His eyes are those of a predator deprived of its prey. She ducks to slip out the door, back into the fresh air.
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CHAPTER 8


The carriage brakes screech on the hill below Bergsklippan. Mika and the horse are both glad to have left the cemetery. But Valdemar Hoff just looks grimly determined. When they reach the bridge, he suddenly bangs the handle of his saber against the carriage ceiling. The driver pulls on the reins, and the horse stops.

It is silent inside the carriage. Outside the window, Klara Lake merges with the sky in a white haze. Valdemar Hoff leans in close to Mika, and his eyes bore into her.

“I’ve been honest with you,” he says in a voice like a threatening clap of thunder in the distance. “Now you’re going to be honest with me. You said the man bled to death. How did you know that?”

In that moment Mika realizes she has made a mistake.

“Just a guess,” she says. “The body didn’t have any dark patches of pooled blood.”


Valdemar Hoff scoffs. “Do they give you medical training at the orphanage these days? You told me that you don’t make things up. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t drive you straight to jail.”

Mika knows it would be better to lie. For her own safety. But it’s too late now. She takes a deep breath.

“I work at a bar. The other day I overheard two policemen discussing a murder. I guessed they were talking about the man we saw today.”

Valdemar Hoff scowls.

“First of all, you need to be careful about guessing,” he says. “Secondly, the police shouldn’t be blabbing about ongoing investigations in bars. You didn’t happen to catch their names?”

Mika shakes her head, glad not to have to lie. Not that it matters. Valdemar Hoff could easily find out who was first on the scene of the crime. If those two policemen find out she told, she’ll be in deep trouble. Maybe even mortal danger. Mika glances at the carriage door. How far could she get if she tried to run away? She dismisses the thought with a quiet sigh.

“Did you hear anything else?”

“One said he’d heard the victim’s last words,” says Mika. “He said the Night Raven had come for him.”

Valdemar Hoff rubs his face wearily.


“You know as well as I do that that’s impossible,” he says. “And given that you work in a bar, you should also know the kind of crap people say when they’ve had one too many. Policemen are no different from anyone else. So there’s no point in going around spreading rumors.”

Mika crosses her arms indignantly. “I am not spreading rumors. Everything I’ve told you is the truth.”

She stares angrily out the window. She can feel Valdemar Hoff’s scrutinizing gaze. Stare all you want, she feels like saying. After a few moments, there is another thud of the saber, and the carriage rolls on.

Everyone in the city has heard of the Night Raven. The murderer was on the loose for four years. The first victim was a girl a couple of years older than Mika, then two men murdered in the same way. The nickname came from the way the criminal seemed to flutter aimlessly through the night, swooping down on innocent unfortunates who happened to cross his path and taking their lives. There weren’t many witnesses, but they all described the same thing: a slender figure in a long, dark coat. In the end, the killer was caught red-handed, a vagrant named John Almgren. He was taken to court, sentenced to death, and beheaded in prison in November. After that it was as if the whole city breathed a sigh of relief. People no longer avoided going out after dark, and slowly but surely the memory of what had happened faded.

The carriage turns onto Drottninggatan and stops in front of the Public Children’s Home. Mika can see the noses pressed up against the windows upstairs. She gets up from her seat, eager to get out, but Valdemar Hoff holds his arms across the door.

“I’ve got my eye on you, Ragamuffin,” he says. “Don’t forget what I said about confidentiality.”

When Mika is finally allowed down from the carriage, she rushes across the street without saying goodbye. The driver cracks the reins, and the carriage wheels move through the snow with a squeak. Mika lingers at the front door and watches the carriage disappear around the corner to Stora Wattugatan. She hopes that’s the last she ever sees of Valdemar Hoff.
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CHAPTER 9


“Lucky for that mangy bear that he’s not here, else he’d be looking for his teeth in the gutter.”

Amelia raises a clenched fist to show what she would like to do to Valdemar Hoff’s face.

“Letting a child see a dead body,” she hisses. “A murdered body, to boot. I’ve half a mind to report him.”

Mika can’t help but laugh. Reporting a policeman to the police, now that would be something.

“There was a murder on the same night the baby arrived,” she explains. “The constable suspected the victim was the man who brought her in. That’s why he wanted to talk to me.”

Mika looks at her fingers, still white with cold. She thinks she should have worn two sets of gloves. Then she notices Amelia staring at her with wide eyes.

“What?” Mika asks.


“What do you think, kid?” Amelia bursts out. “You can’t just tell half the story. Did you recognize the body or what?”

“Oh, no, it was just some guy. Never seen him before.”

Amelia looks relieved. She stops shaking her fist and sits down in an armchair.

“So the constable got what he needed then? He’s not coming back?”

Mika shakes her head. “No, he’s not.”

Both Amelia and the chair creak a little as she stretches her legs and leans back.

“That new girl,” she says thoughtfully. “We probably ought to give her a name. Let me know when you think of one.”

“Me?” asks Mika, unsure if she heard right.

“It was you who took her in,” says Amelia. “But nothing peculiar, a normal name will do just fine. Ellen perhaps, we haven’t had an Ellen in a while. Anyway, you decide.”

Mika thinks for a few moments.

“I’ll think of a name,” she says. “But I want her to have a surname too.”

“Well . . .” Amelia draws out her answer. “I’ll think about it,” she says eventually. “The next time Pastor Wangel is here we’ll see to it that the girl gets baptized.”


At least that wasn’t a no, Mika thinks. On her way out of the office, she bumps into Rufus.

“Where have you been?” he asks, almost accusingly. “The children thought you’d gone to jail.”

Mika looks around to make sure no one is listening.

“I’m not supposed to say anything,” she whispers. “But the Night Raven has risen from the grave and is killing again.”

Despite the dim light, she sees Rufus grow pale.

“Are you serious? The police said that?”

“Of course not!” Mika says with a sigh. “Don’t be so gullible.”

Rufus’s pale face quickly flushes red.

“Why would you say that?” he groans. “Now I’ll never get to sleep tonight.”

“You can’t sleep,” says Mika. “You have to watch the fire.”

But she feels a bit bad about scaring him. Sometimes she forgets how sensitive Rufus is. He’s obviously been worried about her.

As Rufus goes around locking up, Mika creeps into the nursery. It’s just past seven o’clock, and the wet nurses have put the little ones down for the night. But the baby girl is awake. She’s lying in bed with her eyes wide open, staring up at the ceiling as if there were something fascinating up there.

Her tiny body is all warm. Her head wobbles a little before Mika supports the back of her head with her hand. She stands there for a while gazing at her dark eyes and the curly wisps around her temple.

“Nora,” she whispers, as though tasting each letter in turn. “What do you think of that?”

The sound of her voice makes the little girl splay her arms like an articulated doll.

“That’s agreed then,” Mika decides. “Nora it is.”

She can’t help but think about Valdemar Hoff. Ragamuffin, he called her. She didn’t appreciate that. Mika’s clothes were certainly patched and darned, but they weren’t ragged. On the other hand, deep down she understands what he meant, even though she’d rather not admit it. There’s no mistaking an orphanage kid. It’s something in their eyes, in their posture.

But Nora doesn’t look like an orphanage kid. Not yet.

“You have to be strong,” whispers Mika. “So that you can get away from here, do you hear me?”

Not stuck here like me, she thinks.

But right now the orphanage is safer than life outside. A murderer is loose in the city. A murderer who doesn’t care about gold or valuables. Who only wants to take lives.

Mika hears a sound coming from the lobby, as if someone is trying to get in. Mika stiffens, holds her breath, and listens. But this time it’s only the wind rattling the door. As if it knows what’s coming and is looking for a place to hide.
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CHAPTER 10


Bedsheets are hanging up in the courtyard to air out, and the fabric has stiffened in the freezing cold. Mika shakes one of the sheets and sees the snow become dotted with lice. Some of the fattest are still alive. Full of warm blood, they lie on their backs wriggling their legs. Mika observes them, watching their movements slow down and eventually stop. Maybe freezing to death isn’t so bad. Someone once said it feels like falling asleep. That you don’t even feel the cold anymore when the time comes. The forbidden thought flashes through her mind. No more cold, no more hunger, no more fear. Mika shakes it off. She thinks about what she heard Amelia say once, that death has a beautiful voice. She never understood what that saying meant until this winter.

When Mika comes in, she hears two voices in the corridor, one high and one low. She can’t make out what they’re saying, just that the higher voice belongs to Amelia. She carefully puts down her laundry basket and creeps closer. With her back pressed against the wall, she leans to peek around the corner. Her heart lurches. Amelia is standing outside the office with Valdemar Hoff.

“But what do you want with Mika?” Amelia says indignantly. “You said yourself she hadn’t done anything.”

“Has she told you what happened yesterday?” asks Valdemar Hoff.

“Only that you wanted her to identify a dead body,” Amelia replied. “Which, since you ask, I think—”

“Nothing else?” Valdemar Hoff interrupts swiftly.

Amelia looks at him, puzzled. “No, nothing.”

Valdemar Hoff looks around.

“Is she here?” he asks impatiently.

Suddenly it’s as though he is looking straight at Mika. She snatches herself back around the corner and holds her breath, her heart pounding.

“First you have to tell me what you want with the girl,” Amelia insists.

Valdemar Hoff sighs demonstratively.

“I’m on my way to visit somewhere connected with an ongoing investigation,” he explains. “And the girl has an eye for detail. I want her to come with me one more time. After that I promise to leave you both in peace.”


“But you’re the police,” Amelia objects. “What use could you possibly have for a twelve-year-old orphan? Surely you have colleagues?”

Even from a distance, Mika can tell that Valdemar Hoff is starting to lose his patience.

“I don’t have to answer your questions,” he snaps. “The girl won’t have to see any more dead bodies, I can tell you that much—but no more.”

Mika’s mind is racing. She could hide outside in the courtyard or sneak out through the nursery. But she knows that people like Valdemar Hoff never give up. Sooner or later he’ll find her. If she tries to run away, it will only make things worse.

She takes a deep breath and steps out into the corridor.

“I’m here.”

Amelia and Valdemar Hoff both turn around.

“I’ll come if Amelia lets me,” Mika continues. “But I promised I’d work at the Chapel tonight.”

“We’ll be back before then,” Valdemar Hoff says. “And if your boss complains, you can say the authorities needed your help. The carriage is waiting.”

And with that he turns on his heel and heads for the door.

“Make sure you get paid,” whispers Amelia when Mika pulls on her coat and boots. “That brute can’t just come in here and order us around.”


Except he absolutely can, Mika thinks to herself.

Out on the street, the carriage is waiting with an open door. Mika ignores the hand held out to help her and grabs the handle to haul herself up onto the seat instead. The driver snaps the reins, and the carriage rolls south down Drottninggatan.

“I must remind you that what I said about confidentiality applies to today as well,” says Valdemar Hoff.

Mika stifles a sigh.

“I promise,” she says, knowing that’s what he wants to hear.

Not that it matters. Regardless of what she hears, she can’t tell anyone. No one outside the orphanage would listen to her. And Valdemar Hoff knows that well enough.

“The man we saw yesterday was called Augustin Roslund,” he says. “My colleagues who were working on this case before I took over assumed he was murdered by a robber. I never questioned it. But you said something that made me wonder.”

“About the ring?” Mika asks.

“More about how it wasn’t valuables the murderer was after. The circumstances and the victim’s wounds have similarities with a well-known case that was solved last year. I think you know the one I’m talking about.”

“The Night Raven,” Mika says warily.


Valdemar Hoff nods. “It’s no secret. The papers reported every detail. The Night Raven’s victims were men around the same age as Roslund. Also rather well-to-do but with all their valuables still on them when they were found murdered.”

“Except the first one,” Mika corrects him.

“That’s right,” says Valdemar Hoff. “The Night Raven’s first victim was a fourteen-year-old girl. Her identity was never determined. Presumably she lived on the streets her whole life.”

“But the Night Raven is dead,” Mika asserts as the carriage rounds Slussen and continues along Hornsgatan.

“That much is clear,” says Valdemar Hoff. “But I was thinking about what you overheard at the Chapel. That Augustin Roslund named the Night Raven as his killer before he died. I’m ready to believe he was telling the truth. My new theory is we’re dealing with a copycat.”

“What’s a copycat?” Mika asks.

“It’s a new term in crime fighting,” explains Valdemar Hoff. “However strange it may sound, there are people who are inspired by evil deeds. Some so much that they try to imitate famous criminals.”

Mika’s heart skips a beat.

“Could the Dark Angel be a copycat?” she says.


“Like I said before, you’ve got to be careful about guessing,” Valdemar Hoff replies. “But the nicknames are undeniably similar.”

The carriage passes the crest of Hornsgatan and continues down toward Årstaviken, where the jig fishermen’s holes in the ice look like black mouse droppings on a white sheet. Only when the carriage turns onto Långholmsbron, the bridge across the Pålsund watercourse, does Mika realize where they’re going. The sight of the old spinning houses gives her goose bumps all the way up her arms.

“Listen carefully now, because this is important,” says Valdemar Hoff. “When we get there, you stay close to me. You don’t talk to anyone, and you don’t respond if anyone talks to you. Understood?”

The carriage comes to a standstill toward the end of the bridge where an armed guard is standing watch.

“Constable Hoff, police. I should be registered already.”

“The girl isn’t listed,” says the young guard uncertainly as he flicks through his ledger. “It doesn’t say anything about—”

“Of course not,” Valdemar Hoff roars, making both Mika and the guard jump. “Why would a child come here?”

The guard scowls and waves for the driver to pass.

They roll off the bridge, and Mika snatches a furtive glance at Valdemar Hoff. He sort of reminds her of the policeman at the Chapel, the one who threatened to cut off her ears. Big men who are used to intimidating people with their bodies and voices. She watches Valdemar Hoff’s sausage-like fingers drum on his knee. Then she remembers the way that other policeman’s hand shook when he brought his drink to his lips. She realizes with surprise, and a hint of spiteful satisfaction, that he’s nervous.

The carriage continues along the long wall where guards are posted every ten yards. On the other side she can see the main building with its barred window. Above the arch that leads inside is a sign that makes Mika shiver.

LÅNGHOLMEN CENTRAL PRISON
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CHAPTER 11


The carriage does a half loop of the courtyard and stops in front of the main entrance to the prison. Mika keeps her head down as she follows Valdemar Hoff inside. In the vestibule they’re greeted by a man in a suit with slicked-back hair. He observes the visitors vigilantly through his round spectacles.

“Hoff,” says Valdemar Hoff and holds out his hand. “From the criminal investigations department.”

“Falk, chief prison warden,” answers the man, looking curiously at Mika as he shakes Hoff’s hand. “What is this about?”

“You had John Almgren in your custody before his execution,” says Valdemar Hoff. “I wonder if anyone tried to visit him during his incarceration. Or if he received letters.”

The warden looks amused.


“Långholmen Prison is the most advanced institution in the country,” he says. “No prisoners on death row are allowed to receive visits or letters. Not that it would have made a difference. Almgren was barely literate.”

“But someone could still have sent letters, even if they weren’t passed on to Almgren,” Valdemar Hoff presses. “In which case, what would happen to those letters? Were they saved?”

“No letters were sent,” the warden answers shortly and glances at the clock. “Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

“Could I see the cell where he was kept?” Valdemar Hoff interrupts.

“Tell me, Constable Hoff . . .” The warden smooths down his hair with his hand, as if to make sure there’s not a strand out of place. “I took it upon myself to make inquiries about you. According to your superiors, it’s been over five years since you last led a major investigation. How come?”

“You’d have to ask my supervisor,” Valdemar Hoff responds calmly.

The warden nods. “I will next time I see him. I know the chief of police very well. He is a remarkable judge of character.”

Mika looks at Valdemar Hoff. He appears utterly unfazed. Then she notices that his right hand is so tightly clenched around his gloves that his knuckles have gone white.

“Now, I really would like to see that cell if you don’t mind,” he says.

“Of course,” says the warden. “Unfortunately, I have more important things to be getting on with, as I’m sure you will appreciate.”

He waves one of the guards over.

“Show our guest cell 115. Then accompany him to the gate and see that he leaves the premises.”

“Thank you for your courtesy,” says Valdemar Hoff. “And send my regards to the chief of police.”

The warden ignores this comment and disappears up the stairs without saying goodbye. The guard unlocks a heavy door and nods to Valdemar Hoff and Mika to come with him. They enter a wide corridor with cells on either side. A muffled scream comes from somewhere. A strange, metallic smell hangs in the air. Mika feels the hairs on the back of her neck start to rise. It smells like a slaughterhouse.

The guard stops outside the farthest door down the corridor.

“Cell 115,” he says. “You can step right in—it’s not locked.”

The cell is so small that there’s barely space for two people. There isn’t much to see. A narrow bed with no mattress and a small table with a Bible and washbasin. Next to the door is a small cubby with a chamber pot inside. There’s a glimpse of sky through a high, narrow window behind three metal bars. There are rat droppings in the washbasin, and the frame around the chamber pot cubby is sticky. A faint, sickly smell of something rancid permeates the cell.

“Did you have any contact with Almgren?” asks Valdemar Hoff.

The guard nods, almost proud.

“The newspapers described him as a monster,” he says. “And maybe he was. But he didn’t make much of a fuss. He was more skeleton than man.”

“Was he not fed?”

The guard scoffs. “Better than the staff. Fatty pork and milk three times a day. But that wasn’t out of kindness. The management were worried he wouldn’t survive until his execution otherwise. He tried to harm himself at night as well. He’d throw himself against the cell walls and ended up with big grazes and dislocated shoulders. Maybe that’s why the execution was hurried along.”

“Did you see it?” asks Valdemar Hoff. “The execution, I mean.”

The guard looks disappointed. “I was stationed outside that day. But they say he didn’t put up a fight.”


“I see. Well, he wasn’t exactly leaving paradise behind,” Valdemar Hoff notes dryly. “And the body is buried in Skanstull, I presume?”

“The head, maybe. The body was sent to Seraphim. Probably more of a hash by now.”

The guard snickers at his own joke but goes quiet when he sees Valdemar Hoff’s disapproving look.

Mika gently pulls on the constable’s coat.

“Ask if another prisoner has been in this cell since John Almgren’s execution,” she whispers.

Valdemar Hoff does so, and the guard shakes his head.

“Not yet,” he replies. “These are the cells for death row. But someone new will come soon enough. They always do.”

As they leave the cell, Mika lingers for a moment. She tries to imagine what it must have felt like to be locked up in there, with nothing to do but wait for death. In this tiny little space, the hopelessness is almost palpable. Here sat the “monster,” trapped until the day he was led out to the prison yard at dawn and put on the block. How did it go? Did he lie down of his own accord, place his own head on the block, or did someone force him? Did the executioner eat his breakfast before or after he chopped off the murderer’s head? A life for a life, Mika thinks. That’s what they say. And it sounds fair enough. But something doesn’t add up. Something feels infinitely wrong.


When they come out into the yard again, she takes a deep breath to get the prison air out of her lungs.

They walk back to the carriage parked by the arched entrance. Armed guards stand all along the wall with blank expressions. Mika thinks they look like black birds. Even though she can’t see their eyes, she knows they’re watching her. And the guards aren’t the only ones. High up in the main building, behind a round, unbarred window, a man in a suit is following their every movement.

“And he said he had more important things to do,” Valdemar Hoff says bitterly.
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CHAPTER 12


The clip-clop of horse hooves quiets as the carriage moves off the narrow Långholmen bridge. Valdemar Hoff wears a dogged expression. It’s clear that the visit didn’t give him what he’d hoped for.

“Why were you interested in John Almgren’s mail?” asks Mika.

“Copycats often get in contact with their idols,” Valdemar Hoff says. “I would like to believe that Warden Falk was telling the truth when he said there were no letters. Even if he has known my boss for a long time, neither of them would have any reason to get in the way of my work.”

“And what did the guard mean when he said the body had been sent to Seraphim?”

“He was talking about Seraphim Hospital on Kungsholmen,” Valdemar Hoff explains. “The medical students usually practice surgery on dead pigs. Pig bodies are very similar to human ones. But in hard times people are loath to waste decent pork. So the students get the occasional executed criminal to carve up.”

He digs his hand around in his pocket, takes out his pipe, and taps it on the carriage door to empty it. “Any more questions?”

Mika shakes her head, then changes her mind. “Actually, yeah. What is hash?”

Valdemar Hoff looks at her in astonishment and laughs loudly.

“I’ll show you sometime, Ragamuffin.”

He packs tobacco into the pipe with his thumb, strikes a match, and puffs hard until the flame reaches his fingertips and smoke billows from the corner of his mouth.

“I’ve said it before, but you really do have an incredible eye for detail. How come?”

This time Mika can’t stop herself. Maybe it’s the way he’s looking at her. As if she has performed a trick for his amusement. She knows she shouldn’t say anything. Because Valdemar Hoff could never understand. Because no one like him could ever understand. And the lesson Amelia has always taught her sits in the pit of her stomach: never speak up, never talk back.

But she does. Suddenly the words pour out of her:


“I’m an orphanage kid,” she says. “And a girl besides. Anyone can do whatever they like with me—like you, right now. I work at a bar full of drunks who threaten to cut off my ears. You talked about corpses packed top-to-toe in the paupers’ cemetery at Skanstull. Where do you think I’d end up if anything happened to me? There would be no investigation. I’d be tossed into an unmarked grave like a dog. I have to pay attention to detail all the time because my life depends on it.”

She immediately regrets opening up, but it is too late. No one lectures a policeman and goes unpunished. But Valdemar Hoff says nothing. He opens his mouth to speak but changes his mind, and just sits there with his sour-smelling pipe between his lips, mute as a fish.

“Shall I drive you back to the orphanage?” he says eventually.

“I have to go to the Chapel,” mumbles Mika. “I’m already late.”

The driver urges the horse on, and when they get to Luntmakargatan, Mika squeezes out a goodbye and quickly jumps out. She rushes into the Chapel, grabs the apron hanging on a hook by the bar, and hastily ties it around her waist.

“Sorry I’m late . . . ,” she begins.


The Priest puts down the glasses he is holding. Then he slaps Mika across the face. It’s such a hard smack that her vision goes dark. She wobbles, but manages to stay upright. None of the patrons take any notice.

“You start work on time,” the Priest says calmly. “I’m not paying you to come and go as you please.”

The blow has made Mika’s vision hazy. She can’t see what’s happening and readies herself for another slap. Through the blur she hears creaking floorboards, as if someone very large were approaching.

It’s Valdemar Hoff.

“It’s my fault she’s late,” he says. “Apologies for taking so long.”

“She’s not in trouble, I hope,” says the Priest, looking at the dented saber hanging from Valdemar Hoff’s belt.

“On the contrary. Mika has been of great help to the police today.”

The Priest raises one eyebrow.

“Is that so?”

With a convivial smile, Valdemar Hoff removes his gloves and puts his hat on the bar.

“As a police officer, I am grateful to you for disciplining your employees into being law-abiding citizens,” he says.

The Priest smiles warily, aware that he isn’t exactly law-abiding himself, but happy to play along. “The girl needs a role model,” he says authoritatively. “She’s got no parents to look out for her, you see.”

Valdemar Hoff takes another step closer and places his heavy hand on the Priest’s shoulder.

“A child couldn’t hope for a better role model,” he says. “Say what you like, but violence is undeniably a very effective method of education.”

The Priest glances at the scarred meat hook lying on his shoulder. “I don’t hit her that often,” he says, almost pleadingly.

“No more than necessary, I’m sure,” Valdemar Hoff says softly. “Children heal so quickly. People your age, on the other hand . . .”

The Priest gasps as the grip on his shoulder tightens and Valdemar Hoff digs his thumb underneath his collarbone.

“. . . are a different matter. Bones can be broken in such a way that they never heal properly. Of course, broken bones are painful in themselves, but it’s the splinters that carry the real danger. Razor-sharp shards of bone that go into the bloodstream, tear up the veins from the inside. Every heartbeat worsens the agony, so when death finally comes it’s . . .”

Valdemar Hoff leans in and concludes his sentence with his lips right up close to the Priest’s ear: “. . . a relief.”


He lets go, and the Priest falls to the floor. The Chapel patrons have stopped drinking and are sitting anxiously at their tables. Other than the Priest’s wheezing breath, it’s deathly silent in the room. Valdemar puts on his hat and looks around.

“Forgive me for disturbing your meal. Have a lovely afternoon.”

Then he turns and leaves as if nothing happened. None of the customers make any movement to help the Priest as he struggles to his feet. After a few staggering steps, he collapses onto a stool by the wall. Mika adjusts her apron and stations herself behind the bar. The Priest glares at her but says nothing. He won’t shout his usual orders this evening, which suits Mika fine. She knows exactly what needs to be done anyway.

She casts a familiar eye over the customers, weighing up who might turn violent and who might argue over the bill. One of the regulars holds two fingers up in the air, and Mika nods in response. As she pulls the first beer she notices something beginning to stir in her unconscious. Like her dream of the summer sky, the outlines of an image have started to form. So far it’s only separate puzzle pieces that don’t fit together. She wishes she could close her eyes and sink into her thoughts. But there’s no time for that. The beer is poured, and no sooner has she wiped away the foam from this one than someone calls for another.
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CHAPTER 13


“They’re coming!” Edvin’s desperate scream cuts through the dormitory. Disturbed sleeping bodies squirm in their beds. Mika reaches out to him in the darkness. She feels his thin body trembling beneath her hand. If only she knew what had happened to him. Edvin fared badly in his previous foster home, which isn’t unusual. But no one knows how long he lived on the street, or how he survived.

“Hush now,” she whispers. “You’re in the children’s home. I’m with you.”

“The crows are coming,” Edvin whines and pulls his knees into his chest, making himself small.

Mika strokes his back, feels his sharply protruding ribs and spine. The crows. Where has she heard that before? Then she remembers—the boy from Hötorget, the one who knew Edvin.

“What do the crows want?” she asks softly.


“To take my daddy,” Edvin sniffs, more asleep than awake.

Mika thinks he must still be dreaming. Edvin has never had a father.

“Tell them,” he mumbles. “Everyone has to be quiet.”

She runs her fingertips over the scars that meander across Edvin’s back like paths on a country landscape. He has healed on the outside, but inside he is still bleeding, and may well never heal. When Edvin falls back to sleep, Mika notices that he has wet the bed. Luckily, most of it is on the sheets and not his night tunic. Carefully, Mika lifts Edvin into her own bed. Her stomach lurches with worry when she feels how little he weighs. Then she rolls up his bedsheets and tiptoes out the door.

There are laundry baskets out in the courtyard. Mika sighs when she sees the pile of diapers; whoever did the evening change must have forgotten them. Diapers get harder to wash the longer they are left. She puts the sheets in the basket and is just about to go inside when she notices something strange. The snow on the outhouse roof appears to be shining. Mika looks up and, directly above the courtyard, sees a full, bloodred moon. She takes a deep breath and feels the clean cold of night blow the tiredness out of her brain. Her thoughts start to race, wriggling around each other chaotically like eels in a barrel. The newborn girl, the diapers in the basket, cell number 115. The fuzzy puzzle pieces develop outlines and snap together one by one. Slowly an image starts to form, though she tries to put it from her mind. No. It couldn’t be.

But when the final puzzle piece clicks into place, Mika feels a cold hand grip her heart. There’s no time to lose. She has to talk to someone as soon as possible. And there is only one person she can turn to.
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CHAPTER 14


Mika ties her hair up in a bun and puts on Amelia’s good coat, which she has borrowed without asking. Then she examines her reflection in the window above the breadboard. Well, she looks a little older. Fifteen, maybe? Rufus watches with a frown.

“What are you up to?” he asks. “Why do you look like that?”

“There’s something I have to do,” whispers Mika, peering through the door to make sure Amelia isn’t nearby. “So you have to give the kids breakfast.”

“Where are you going?”

Mika ignores the question. She sticks a hairpin through her hair to keep it in place.

“Cut the mold off the bread,” she says. “And make sure the milk doesn’t boil over.”


Rufus sighs. “Yeah, yeah, I know. What do I get in return?”

Mika doesn’t know how to respond. She has nothing to offer.

“My food for the day,” she says eventually.

Rufus lights up at the prospect. But after a moment’s thought, his smile fades. “But what about you then? What would you eat?”

Suddenly they hear footsteps in the corridor. Amelia is back from the nursery.

“I have to go,” whispers Mika. “Don’t say anything about the coat.”

Quick as a mouse, she slips out the other door, toward the main entrance. Out on Drottninggatan the morning traffic has begun. Mika dodges the carriages, crosses Gustaf Adolfs Square and Norrbro Bridge, where the rail workers are hacking the ice off the tracks to free the stuck trams. It’s not until she’s standing outside the front door of Myntgatan 4 that doubt starts creeping in. The menacing stone building with its closed windows seems to loom over her. Then she reminds herself of her task and pries open the heavy door. She enters straight into a large room with a high ceiling, walls covered in dark paneling. Constable Westerberg is sitting behind a desk. He has the same weary expression as the last time she saw him. With back straight and heart pounding, Mika approaches the desk.

“I’d like to speak to Constable Hoff,” she says, trying to make her voice sound as grown-up as possible.

Westerberg wears a blank expression as he looks her up and down. “And what is your business with him?”

Mika is relieved that Westerberg doesn’t seem to recognize her.

“Is he here?” she asks and tries peeking into the office.

The chair creaks as Westerberg leans back with a mocking smile on his lips. He’s obviously not going to make this easy on her.

“Hey,” he says. “Who do you think you’re fooling? You think I can’t tell what you are?”

Mika tries to maintain her mask while an ice-cold wave of shame washes over her. A coat and a hairpin. How could she have thought such an idiotic plan would work? She resists her instinct to turn around and run away.

“Please,” she begs. “This is important. I really need to speak to him.”

Her pleading seems to drain Westerberg all the more.

“Constable Hoff is busy and mustn’t be disturbed,” he says shortly.

For a moment, Mika considers making a run for it past Westerberg and into the police building. But that wouldn’t end well. She could be punished by death. Just as she’s about to leave, she hears a familiar voice.

“Is that you, Ragamuffin? What are you doing here?”

Mika spins around and sees Valdemar standing in the door to one of the offices. She rounds the desk and pulls him to one side so no one can hear.

“We have to go to the Seraphim Hospital.”

And before Valdemar can protest, she adds: “Right now.”

Valdemar’s eyebrows move high up his forehead.

“I usually only take orders from my supervisor,” he grunts. “And just why do we have to go there, may I ask?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Mika says. “You’ve never told me where we were going beforehand. Now it’s your turn to trust me.”

After a moment’s consideration, Valdemar nods. “That’s only fair. Let’s see if Rutger has had his breakfast.”

He leads Mika through the station and out into the yard, where there’s a stable housing four horses. A dappled gray gelding looks at Mika with gentle eyes.

“Rutger is old and deaf,” says Valdemar as he saddles up the gray. “But he’s strong enough to take us both to Kungsholmen in any weather.”

Valdemar mounts and helps Mika up. She holds on tight at first, but soon realizes it’s not necessary. Rutger lurches along the street at a leisurely pace, past frozen trams and carriages stuck on the slopes.

“Are you going to tell me what this is all about now?” asks Valdemar as they come to a stop outside the huge Seraphim Hospital, brushing the snow off themselves.

“Soon,” Mika promises. “When we get in, you have to ask to speak to someone who deals with the bodies for the medical students.”

Valdemar mutters to himself but does as Mika says. A nurse shows them to a waiting room, and after a while a man in a white coat comes along. Valdemar introduces himself and they shake hands. The doctor looks at Mika, confused, but then turns back to Valdemar.

“So you want to know what happens with the bodies that are donated to the hospital?”

“Well, I’m more interested in one particular body,” answers Valdemar and looks to Mika for confirmation. “The body of one John Almgren, who was executed at Långholmen Central Prison in November and sent here.”

The doctor nods with recognition.

“Twenty-first of November,” he confirms. “It was a noteworthy event, though we would have liked to have the head as well, of course. It would be useful for scientists to be able to study the brain of a murderer. We might be able to discover the anomalies that create a monster.”


“We ought to collaborate more,” Valdemar agrees. “But no one benefits from describing people as monsters.”

“I have personally attempted to revive two victims of the so-called Night Raven,” the doctor says slowly. “And failed, though that probably goes without saying. The atrocities inflicted upon them were indeed the work of a monster. In any case, the body is no longer here, for obvious reasons.”

“Of course,” says Valdemar. “But are there any reports from the autopsy?”

The doctor purses his lips. “The report was confiscated by the police the same day as the autopsy was carried out. I would have thought you’d know that.”

“Sure,” Valdemar says grimly. “But maybe you were personally involved in this autopsy. If so, could you describe the body?”

Mika notices the doctor glance down at the floor. Her face gets hot when she realizes what he’s looking at. The sole of her left boot has come loose at the toes, and the newspaper she used to line it is peeking out the gap. As subtly as possible, she pulls her feet under the chair.

“The person in question wasn’t exactly built like you, Constable,” the doctor says. “But I seem to remember the body weighed about 180 pounds. And seeing as a human head weighs eleven pounds on average, you can figure out the total.”

Valdemar raises an eyebrow.

“Almost two hundred pounds?” he says skeptically.

The doctor adds, “At least. Not including the weight of lost blood.”

“Did the body have any visible grazes or injuries?” asks Mika.

The room goes silent. The doctor is leaning back calmly in his seat. He appears not to have heard Mika’s question.

“The girl is my assistant,” says Valdemar. “Kindly answer her question.”

“Since when did the police recruit kids off the street?” the doctor scoffs.

“Since just now,” Valdemar says through gritted teeth, his patience clearly running out. “Answer the question.”

The doctor gets up from his chair and walks over to the door. Mika sighs inwardly. She’s beginning to understand why Valdemar isn’t so popular among his superiors. Now she won’t get an answer to her question. But the doctor stops in the doorway and turns around.

“According to my observations, the executioner needed two chops to cut the head off,” he says. “Other than that, I don’t remember anything worth mentioning.”

“Thank you,” says Mika, but the doctor is already gone.


Out in the corridor, Valdemar glares at her.

“Now I want to know the reason why I’ve been made to feel like an idiot. What was all that about?”

Mika takes a deep breath; it is time. But she can’t say it outright. Valdemar has to come to the conclusion himself.

“Don’t you think it’s strange that the prison guard and the doctor seem to be describing two different people?” she asks.

Valdemar shrugs his shoulders.

“Of course I noticed,” he concedes. “But a corpse can swell up, like we saw the other day. And his injuries could have healed.”

Mika agrees; of course that’s possible.

“What did you notice about the cell yesterday?” she goes on to ask.

“What did I notice?” Valdemar repeats, irritated. “It was dirty. The floor, the basin, the chamber pot cubby—everything.”

“And how did the pot cubby door look?”

“It looked sticky.”

“With what?”

Valdemar looks at her dubiously. “What do you think? Crap and piss, of course.”

“You don’t have children, do you?” Mika says.

“Good guess,” says Valdemar.


“I’m not guessing,” says Mika. “I’ve changed diapers my whole life. Do you know what day-old crap looks like? It dries, becomes like earth. How did the frame around the cubby door look?”

“Sort of shiny,” Valdemar says slowly.

His irritation is waning now, and his intrigue growing.

“What was Almgren given to eat in prison?” asks Mika.

“Pork,” Valdemar answers shortly.

“Exactly. Fatty pork. And yet he was described as skeletal.”

“He might have been sick,” Valdemar suggests.

“Maybe. If he actually ate the pork.”

The wrinkles in Valdemar’s forehead grow deeper. “What else would he have done with it?”

“Wait,” says Mika. “Did you notice anything else in the cell?”

Valdemar shuts his eyes and tries to remember.

“Something smelled bad,” he says after a moment.

“I work in a tavern, remember?” says Mika. “I recognized that smell as rancid grease. And what did the guard say about the prisoner’s injuries?”

“He said Almgren had dislocated his own shoulder,” says Valdemar with a dry laugh. “A bad lie. The guards beat him, of course.”

“Maybe,” says Mika. “Or maybe he was practicing.”


“Practicing for what?”

She pauses, looks him straight in the eye. “Squeezing through a narrow space.”

Frustration gets the better of Valdemar, and he loses his temper.

“What are you saying?” he barks.

Mika doesn’t answer. She observes him in silence, watching his eyes shift as the threads slowly come together. Eventually the realization passes like a shadow across the rugged landscape of his face. When he opens his mouth to speak, his voice is barely more than a whisper.

“Heaven help us, he’s not dead. The Night Raven lives!”
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CHAPTER 15


Beads of sweat form along Valdemar’s hairline, and the parts of his face not covered by beard have turned a greenish color. He staggers and supports himself against the wall.

“Are you going to throw up?” Mika asks.

“Never felt better,” Valdemar snaps.

He swallows bile with a grimace and wipes his forehead with his gloves.

“Let’s see if I’ve got this straight,” he says. “Almgren starved himself on purpose. He saved up the fat from the pork the guards gave him. Smothered in grease and with his shoulders dislocated he could squeeze out through the chamber pot cubby. He had already tried before, hence the grazes.”

Valdemar collapses onto a chair.


“But how could he get off Långholmen Island in October? The bridge is guarded day and night, and the water wasn’t frozen yet.”

“He swam,” says Mika. “The grease protected him from the cold.”

The final piece of the puzzle was the baby brought to the orphanage. Just as that greasy film on the newborn’s skin had protected her from the cold, the pig fat had protected the Night Raven.

“He probably came ashore on Söder Mälarstrand,” Mika continues. “I don’t know what he did with his clothes. Maybe he folded them into a bundle and kept it on his head while he swam.”

“Why the hell didn’t you come out with this earlier?” says Valdemar.

Mika gives him a look. “Would you have believed me?”

“Probably not,” Valdemar admits with a faint smile.

They sit quietly for a few moments. In the distance they hear the tapping of a typewriter.

“Långholmen Prison is new,” says Valdemar. “If word got out that a prisoner sentenced to death had escaped, the warden and chief of police would both get the sack. That’s why they said the Night Raven had been executed. They found another dead body and sent it to Seraphim—some poor tramp who no one would miss.”


Mika thinks about what the boy at Hötorget said.

“I heard there were raids in the poor quarters,” she says. “By people with police weapons but no uniforms.”

“They must be looking for John Almgren,” says Valdemar. “And they’re risking citizens’ lives to save their own jobs, the swine.”

He rubs his face. “We’re in great danger. If anyone finds out we know this, we’ll end up in an unmarked grave before the week is through.”

“So, what are we going to do?” Mika asks.

Valdemar thinks.

“There is no ‘we,’” he says. “I could forget all about this. Pretend not to know anything and hand in a report writing up Augustin Roslund as the victim of a murder motivated by robbery. But I can’t let a murderer go loose in the city just to save my own skin. If this means signing my own death warrant, so be it. But I won’t sign yours. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, Ragamuffin.”

The newspaper in Mika’s shoes rustles as she walks over to where Valdemar is sitting.

“My whole life ahead of me,” she hisses, feeling her blood surge with anger. “What life?”

The words spill out, from somewhere deep inside. She almost puts her hand over her mouth. But instead she lets the words flow.


“No family ever wanted me, and now it’s too late. I’ll be serving beer to drunks at the Chapel until someone follows through on their threat and cuts me up for real. Or I’ll die when the firewood runs out, if not this winter then the next. The Night Raven murdered a child. Next time it might be someone from the orphanage. If I can help catch him, I’ll have done something with my life, even if I’m risking death. And you . . .”

She points at Valdemar.

“You have no right to deny me that. Do you understand?”

Valdemar looks sheepish. “I promise—”

“Don’t make a promise you can’t keep,” Mika interrupts. “Did you really mean what you said to the doctor, about me being your assistant?”

Valdemar nods. “You’re the main reason we’ve gotten this far.”

“Then we’re doing this together.”

Mika holds out her hand, her heart racing. Valdemar gives her a suspicious look.

“You want us to shake on a decision that could lead to us both getting killed?”

Mika doesn’t reply, she just stands there with her hand extended. After a moment’s hesitation, Valdemar gets up from his chair. When he takes Mika’s hand, she sees something in his eyes that she hasn’t seen before. For the first time, Valdemar Hoff looks frightened.

“I don’t . . .” His voice falters, and he takes a deep breath. “I don’t know how I’m going to be able to protect us.”

With a weary sigh, he sinks back down on the chair.

Mika looks out the window. In the hospital courtyard are two willow trees, and beyond their bare branches she sees a glimpse of the Tegelbacken Quay. All the boats are on land now, but as soon as the ice breaks up, the barges will come in from Slagsta again, loaded with bricks for construction. Mika thinks for a moment, then says: “But I might know.”
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CHAPTER 16


Dusk descends quickly, and in the south of the city, the window shutters along Nya Gatan close one by one. Soot-black, rank-smelling smoke rises from the chimneys—the orphanage isn’t the only place running low on firewood. Mika and Valdemar cross Nytorget and continue along Stora Bondegatan. Next to the soap factory is an empty plot surrounded by a high temporary wall. Mika stops in front of a door in the wall and tries the handle, but finds it locked. Then she pushes the board nearest the frame, sticks her hand through the gap, and lifts the latch from the inside. Then she pushes the board back into place and opens the door.

“You didn’t mention anything about a break-in,” mutters Valdemar.

“Surely it doesn’t count if we don’t steal anything?” says Mika.


Valdemar sighs. “Yes, it still counts.”

“Fine, just hurry before someone sees us,” says Mika.

Valdemar peers suspiciously into the semidarkness on the other side of the door. He takes a step inside and immediately slips and slides on his butt down a small slope. Cursing, he gets back on his feet.

“You could have warned me,” he snorts and reshapes his flattened hat. “Who is it we’re meeting again?”

“A friend of mine,” Mika answers shortly and shuts the door behind her.

She isn’t actually sure whether Tekla still lives here. This was the last place they saw each other, but that was over half a year ago.

Tekla lived at the Public Children’s Home when Mika was little. But after a few thefts and scraps she was sent to the Educational Facility for Girls in Vita Bergen. That was a long time ago, and Tekla is grown now, seventeen years old. For the warmer half of the year she works on construction sites around the city, carrying bricks and mortar for the walls—an exhausting and dangerous job. In the colder half of the year, Tekla takes what she can get. The last time they met she had a job in a nitroglycerin factory in Vinterviken. But Mika knows that Tekla does other things as well. Things that would get her sent to jail if the police ever got their hands on her.


On the other end of the plot are a few large shacks. A thin stream of smoke is rising from one of them. Mika clenches her fist and knocks on the door—three hard knocks, a short pause, then two more. Then she presses the handle down.

“Stay behind me,” she says. “And watch your step.”

Valdemar scoffs. “You think I’m going to slip again?”

Mika doesn’t say what she thinks, but she knows Tekla. Valdemar will understand soon enough. She just hopes he survives long enough to find out.

The shack consists of one large, long room. Rusty horseshoes are scattered here and there on the floor, and at the far end is a fireplace with an anvil in front. This place was evidently used as a farrier’s forge once upon a time. There is a sharp odor coming from the old fireplace where the remains of railroad rubble are still smoldering. As Mika and Valdemar come into the middle of the room, they hear a voice:

“Stop right there.”

Valdemar places his hand on his saber and looks around.

“You can tell that cop that he’d better not move a muscle if he values his life,” says the voice.

Valdemar laughs.

“The cop has ears, you know,” he says authoritatively.


“For now,” says the voice.

Out of the shadows steps a lanky figure, dressed in work trousers and something like a military jacket. A pale face speckled with soot, red locks of hair sticking out from under a beret.

“Hi, Tekla,” says Mika.

The lanky character raises her top lip to reveal missing teeth. “Hello, Mika. Got in with a bad crowd, have you?”

Without waiting for an answer, she turns to Valdemar.

“I wouldn’t make any sudden movements if I were you. Your lot have been turning the city upside down recently, and I’ve been forced to take certain precautions. Luckily, I have contacts in the construction industry, and a little dynamite can go missing so easily. If you take one step to your right, your guts will be replaced with three kilos of nails. Go to the left, and a chisel will cut your legs off at the knee. And if you don’t bleed to death after that—well, at least you have a decent hat.”

Valdemar looks confused.

“My . . . hat?”

“It’ll be good for begging, when you’re sitting on the street with no legs,” Tekla says with a smile.

Valdemar peers at Mika.

“She’s bluffing, right?” he whispers.


Mika takes two steps back, away from Valdemar. Then she shakes her head and says emphatically, to make sure he really understands: “No.”

Tekla comes closer. She only reaches Valdemar’s chest in height, but there’s no fear in her eyes. Handles stick out from both her boot shafts, but it isn’t clear whether they’re knives or chisels. Now he can see that she has tied thin strips of leather around her neck and wrists, the delicate parts of her body.

“Shut the door,” she says.

In that moment the door shuts behind them with a bang. They hear it being bolted from the outside.

Tekla’s eyes shine in the darkness. “Are you attached to this pig, Mika, or can I have at him?”

Valdemar pales when Mika doesn’t answer straightaway.

“I’d like to keep him around for a while,” she says after a moment. “We’re here because we’re looking for someone, and we need protection.”

Tekla nods, as if this were nothing unusual. “Who are you looking for?”

“I can’t say. Someone very dangerous. And there’s a lot of people who don’t want us to find him. Probably the same people who are turning the city upside down, like you said.”


Suddenly they hear three short knocks followed by a metallic click. It sounds like a signal. Mika was already sure they were being watched. Apart from whoever locked the door, there is at least one other person in the room.

“No one knows we’re here,” Mika says loudly, so everyone can hear.

Tekla looks over her shoulder and lifts her hand as though to tell the others to stand down.

“Nothing happens without my say-so,” she says. “You know I trust you. If you’re going to vouch for this one”—she nods at Valdemar—“then I give you my word he’ll leave in one piece. I’ll talk to the girls. We won’t be able to shadow you, but if you need backup, I’ll have a team ready.”

Tekla runs her fingers idly over Valdemar’s police badge and then wipes her hand on her jacket, as though to clean off dirt.

“Have you seen the pile of sewage off Riddarfjärden Bay?” she asks.

Valdemar nods, dumbfounded.

“People think it’s going to sink when the ice breaks up,” says Tekla. “But it won’t. It just floats to shore. If you want something to stay at the bottom of the lake, you have to anchor it down, otherwise it will float to the surface sooner or later. If anything spoken here today reaches the wrong ears, the pike fish at Riddarfjärden will have company this spring. Tell me you understand.”

Valdemar swallows. “I understand.”

“I’ll see you outside,” says Mika. “I won’t be long.”

She stays where she is as Valdemar edges back to the door as though walking on eggshells.

“This is a separate question,” says Mika. “But do you know anything about the Dark Angel?”

Tekla’s expressionless face flickers almost imperceptibly, like a drop of water on a shiny water surface.

“I only know one thing,” she says in a low voice. “That you shouldn’t ask anyone about the Dark Angel. If you do, no one can protect you. Not me or that pig.”

She looks Mika up and down, feels her upper arm, and grimaces disapprovingly.

“This is no good. You’re still a rabbit.”

Mika raises her eyebrows. “A rabbit?”

“Prey, I mean. Anyone could grab you by the ears and skin you. You need to grow claws and fangs, become the hunter.”

“I can fight back,” Mika protests.

“I’m not talking about fighting back,” Tekla scoffs. “I’m talking about striking the first blow.”


Then something unexpected happens. Tekla leans in and gives Mika a hug. She has never done this before, not even when they lived together in the orphanage. Mika is too shocked to hug her back and just stands there, as stiff as a board.

“Be careful,” Tekla says. “And don’t put too much trust in that pig.”

“I promise,” Mika mumbles, taken aback.

When she comes back out onto the street, Valdemar is standing there leaning against the temporary wall.

“That person,” he says gravely, “should really be in jail.”

Mika can’t help but laugh. “A lot of people would agree with you.”

Together they walk east along Stora Bondegatan. As they turn onto Södermalmsgatan, Mika sticks her hands in her pockets and feels something hard with her fingertips. She pulls out a strange object that looks like part of a horseshoe with four holes in. This is Amelia’s coat, of course, so at first she thinks it is some sort of key. Then she realizes it’s a set of brass knuckles. That’s why Tekla gave her a hug. Mika subtly drops the weapon back into her pocket before Valdemar can see it.
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CHAPTER 17


Pastor Wangel’s hand trembles as he scoops up some water from the basin on Amelia’s desk.

“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy . . .”

A hiccup forces him to pause before finishing the sentence:

“. . . Spirit, I christen you Nora Ståhl.”

Nora’s eyes open wide when the cold water washes over her head and drips down her body. Relieved that his task is completed, Pastor Wangel hands the baby over to Mika. Her tunic is damp, but clean and neat.

“Thank you,” Mika says to Amelia. “For the name I mean.”

After a lot of nagging, Amelia yielded and gave Nora her own surname: Ståhl.

“Well, it’s hardly going to give her a head start in life. But it’s not going to hurt either.”


She holds her hand under Nora’s chin, strokes her soft cheeks with her thumb.

“The girl is looking very well,” Amelia says, surprised. “No bites or rashes at all.”

“She would look even better with her leather band,” says Mika.

The office is silent for a few seconds. Mika doesn’t dare look at Amelia. She might have gone too far. But it’s not as if Amelia can hit her, not while she’s holding Nora.

“Constable Hoff has explained that he needs your help for a bit longer,” Amelia says slowly. “I’ve accepted the fact that you’re keeping secrets from me. You’ll have to accept that I’ve got some of my own too.”

She walks over to the archive cabinet and puts Nora’s record inside. “Now I think the baby’s tired.”

Mika gets the hint. She steps out into the corridor just in time to see Pastor Wangel take a hearty swig from a pocket flask and then hide it back in his robe.

“Oh, I wanted to ask you,” he says cautiously, straightening his collar. “How’s my credit at the Chapel? Things have been so crazy lately.”

Usually Pastor Wangel would visit the Chapel before and after his duties at the orphanage. But lately he hasn’t had money to pay, and not long ago the Priest threw him out. It didn’t help that Pastor Wangel tried to argue that they were practically colleagues.

“I’m working tomorrow,” Mika says. “Come by, and we’ll sort it out.”

Something tells her the Priest won’t protest. Since his run-in with Valdemar, he has mainly stayed out of her way, as long as she does her job.

After Pastor Wangel has gone, Mika changes Nora’s clothes and hangs the baptismal tunic up to dry. Then she sits down in one of the chairs usually used by the wet nurses. She doesn’t really have the time—she should be preparing for dinner—but this is a special day. Nora whimpers a little but calms down when Mika cradles her and rocks her back and forth. Mika tries to remember if anyone rocked her when she was little. Probably not. Amelia has never had time for that sort of thing. But she does have vague memories of calloused fingertips on her cheeks. Was that Amelia? She notices that Nora has fallen asleep. She gets up carefully and moves Nora into her bed.

On her way to the kitchen, she catches sight of Rufus. The door to the lobby is ajar, and he is peeking through the gap.

“What are you doing?” she asks.

Rufus doesn’t turn around; he just waves at her to come closer.


Amelia is standing in the lobby talking to a couple, a man and a woman. Both are well dressed and look kind. Mika knows straightaway what’s going on. The couple have come to ask about a child. In the past, this would have sparked some hope in her, but that was a long time ago. Then she sees Rufus. His soot-streaked face is naively optimistic, and he looks at the woman with such longing that it’s almost painful.

You little idiot, Mika wants to say. Do you really think someone like her would want someone like you? An ugly, hunchbacked boy who has been left behind after all the others were chosen? Something clutches at her heart, and she wants to smack and hug him at the same time.

“We were hoping for a baby,” says the man in the lobby. “Newborn, preferably.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s a boy or girl,” the woman adds.

Mika sees Rufus deflate. Then she thinks of Nora. She is newborn and cute and hasn’t been tainted by the despair of the orphanage yet. Maybe she could have a family, a real life. Then she hears Amelia’s voice through the gap in the door.

“I don’t have any newborns I’m afraid. But if you write down your names and address, I’ll be in touch. It probably won’t be long. Last summer’s babies will be coming in soon.”


Why did she say that? Rufus mouths.

Mika shakes her head. No idea.

The front door slams shut again in the lobby, and Mika and Rufus scurry into the little hall to stay out of sight. Through the gap between the window shutters, they watch the couple leave the orphanage. They walk huddled together, bent slightly forward for protection from the wind. Mika can tell the difference between different types of foster parents, just as some people can distinguish different species of birds. This couple doesn’t want unpaid labor—they want a child to love. As the couple crosses the street, Rufus runs to the next window to catch just one more glimpse of them before they disappear out of sight.

“Fool,” Mika sighs.
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CHAPTER 18


Everything is different in the summer. If the monthly budget runs out, Amelia might send Rufus down to Strömmen to fish for pike and perch. Sometimes on the weekends the rich ladies from Snob Street might donate butter and cheese to the needy. And every other yard is filled with trees covered in sweet apples and tart little pears for anyone to pick.

But now the children are faced with nothing but a cup of watery gruel and a slice of nearly stale bread with the tiniest bit of herring. No one says anything out loud, but Mika notices the tightly pursed lips and frowning brows.

“Remember to chew properly,” she reminds everyone. “Otherwise you’ll be running to the outhouse straight after dessert.”

“There’s dessert?” asks Ossian, even though the orphanage has never served dessert before.


“Yes, there’ll be pound cake with jelly and cream if you eat up,” Mika replies.

Some of the elder children groan.

“Pound cake!” Kristina repeats longingly, as if she knew what it tasted like.

Out of the corner of her eye, Mika sees Margit stirring the gruel then letting go of the spoon. Her wrist sticking out of her cardigan is thin and white like a birch twig.

“Aren’t you having any?” asks Nils, on seeing that Mika has no mug or plate of her own.

Mika shakes her head.

“I’ll eat later,” she says. “I’ve been invited somewhere for dinner, you see.”

“Really?” Kristina exclaims in amazement. “By who?”

“The policeman,” Mika says.

“Don’t go,” Ossian warns. “He might lock you up.”

Mika smiles. “There’s no prison in the world that can keep an orphanage kid locked up,” she says. “We’re too thin—we’d walk right through the bars!”

“What do policemen eat?” asks Nils.

“Little children,” Mika answers coolly.

The chewing stops, and everyone looks up.

“What?” says Mika with feigned surprise. “What do you think the police eat—gruel? No, it’s got to be little children, preferably the kind that no one will miss, and who have eaten a lot of herring. They think that gives the meat a special flavor.”

She glances at Rufus and tries to get him in on the joke. It works.

“How do they cook the children?” he asks curiously.

“Well, first they fry the fingers and toes in butter until they’re nice and crispy,” Mika explains. “That’s a good appetizer. The heart is eaten raw, of course—it’s a delicacy. If it happens to have been a very anxious little child, then the heart is extra tasty. Then they cook the child for a couple of hours in a large pot until the flesh slips off the bone. Even a skinny pipsqueak has plenty of meat on their thighs.”

Her audience around the table listens with bated breath.

“What do the police eat for dessert then?” asks Rufus.

“They’re usually too full,” Mika replies. “They might just nibble on an earlobe with their after-dinner pipe.”

Margit dips a piece of bread in her gruel and stuffs it in her mouth. Mika can tell she is slowly relaxing.

“Oh, how rude of me!” Mika suddenly exclaims. “I didn’t even ask if anyone wanted to come with me.”

All the children shake their heads in unison.

“No thanks,” says Margit and runs her finger around the inside of her cup to get the last licks of gruel.

“Thank you, God, for this food,” Ossian recites before the children leave the table.


Once they have all gone, Mika starts transferring the dishes to the serving trolley. Just as she picks up a cup, she hears a thin voice saying: “Would you miss me if I disappeared?”

She turns around. On the other side of the trolley is Margit. In the glow of the oil lamp she looks like a harmless little ghost.

“I was joking about the policemen,” Mika explains. “To distract you.”

“I know,” says Margit. “But still.”

“Of course I’d miss you,” says Mika. “But you’re not about to disappear, are you?”

Margit thinks for a moment, then shakes her head. “No, I’ll probably just stay here.”

Mika nods. “Good,” she says. “Me too.”

A brief smile flickers on Margit’s face before she turns around to leave. Mika is still standing by the trolley with a cup in hand. Suddenly she feels like throwing it at the wall, just for the sake of smashing something. But instead she sits down and clutches the cup hard until her anger passes.

She would like to ask God a question or two. Like why a six-year-old should eat meager rations of herring for five days in a row until her stomach aches. And why the ladies on Snob Street don’t donate food when it is needed most. Because they can’t go on like this much longer.

With locks and bolts, death can be kept outside the door. But if a hungry child stops even wanting to eat, then no locks in the world can help them. Then death is already sitting by their side.
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CHAPTER 19


The apartment smells of tobacco and fried food, and slightly like rank socks. In one corner of the room, a ginger cat is lying on a bed and staring into space, and in the opposite corner is a wood-burning stove and a table set for two. Outside the window she can see the steeple of Saint Klara Church towering above the neighboring rooftops.

“Do you live here all alone?” asks Mika in wonder.

Valdemar, standing by the stove, laughs.

“Well, this is Lucifer’s place really,” he says. “I’m more like his lodger.”

It takes a few moments for Mika to realize he is referring to the cat. She gently touches a guitar propped up against the wall. It’s strange seeing Valdemar not wearing his hat and coat. Without them he looks like any normal guy.


“And it’s ready,” says Valdemar, putting two plates down on the table.

“What’s this?” asks Mika.

“Hash,” replies Valdemar. “And it didn’t come from Seraphim, in case you were wondering.”

Mika stares blankly at him.

“That was a joke,” says Valdemar. “Sorry.”

“Potatoes?” says Mika suspiciously. “Where did you get them from? And what’s that brown stuff?”

“Meat,” Valdemar says.

“There’s meat?” Mika gasps.

“You can still buy it if you know the right people. Eat up now before it gets cold.”

Mika pounces on the food like a starved animal. The potatoes are so tasty and the meat so tender. She eats and eats, resisting the temptation to scoop up the food with her bare hands. She feels stabs of guilt between mouthfuls, thinking of Margit, Edvin, and all the others. If they only knew that there was anything so wonderful in the world as hash.

“Take it easy, Ragamuffin,” says Valdemar. “The plate isn’t going anywhere.”

After dinner Mika needs to lie down on the bed awhile. Lucifer tries to climb onto her stomach, but she feels fit to burst and shoos him away.


The little room fills with smoke from Valdemar’s pipe.

“What will happen to the Night Raven if the police chief’s men find him?” asks Mika.

“Bear in mind this is no group of regular police officers,” he replies. “This is the chief’s private death squad. Only the employees loyal enough to take secrets to their grave. If they catch the Night Raven, he will disappear off the face of the earth, never to return.”

“He won’t go to jail again?”

Valdemar shakes his head.

“There’s one thing you ought to know,” he says. “This isn’t about saving the Night Raven’s life. He’ll end up the same way whether we find him or not, that’s beyond our control. Our job is to stop him from killing again.”

“Can we go to the newspapers?” Mika suggests. “Tell everyone what happened?”

“The thought has occurred to me,” Valdemar admits. “But it would create panic among the public, which would make our job more difficult. And eventually the truth would come out about where the information came from, and then you and I would be the ones to mysteriously disappear.”

He goes over to the stove and opens the door. Then he kneels down and sticks his hand inside the flue. After some fumbling, he produces a thin leather folder, closed with a cord.

“This is the police report from the arrest of the Night Raven,” he says. “I don’t dare leave it behind at the station in case it disappears.”

Mika sits up in bed. “Let me see.”

Valdemar hands her the folder, and Mika unties the cord. The first thing she sees is a photograph that makes her gasp.

“Is this . . . ?”

Valdemar nods. “That’s him.”

More skeleton than man, the Långholmen guard said, and it was no exaggeration. The person in the photograph is barely more than a boy. The skin is taut across his cheekbones, and spots of scar tissue can be seen under his sparse beard. Black pinpoint eyes stare straight into the camera from their sunken sockets. Mika shudders. This very face was the last thing four people ever saw in their lives.

Under the photograph is a document with a physical description. Mika struggles to read the scribbled text.

Mottled scar tissue on face and back of hand.

Severe skin callouses around the shoulder blades and knees.

Evidence of crushing and burns on hands and fingers.


Unhealed abrasions on shoulders, back, and hips.

Tattoo on left forearm: “Klara.”

“What happened to him?” she asks.

“Presumably he lived on the streets for most of his life,” Valdemar replies. “I’m guessing a combination of abuse and work injuries.”

Mika holds the photograph directly under the lamp to see it better.

“Do you have one of those glasses that makes things bigger?” she asks.

Valdemar looks offended. “Yes, I am a police officer. And it’s called a magnifying glass.”

He bends down and pulls a trunk out from under his bed. He roots around a bit before finding a magnifying glass that he hands to Mika. She holds it over the photograph and sees that there is a scrape on his left ear. So the Night Raven was already covered in scrapes before he started practicing his escape.

“What does this mean?” she says and points. “Identity not confirmed?”

“That the name and date of birth he gave weren’t listed in any parish registers,” Valdemar says.

“So we don’t even know if John Almgren is his real name,” Mika says suspiciously. “How could he be put on trial then?”


“He was caught red-handed, standing over his victim with knife in hand,” Valdemar says. “Plus, he admitted it. People have been sent down on much flimsier evidence.”

The final document in the folder contains a list of all the Night Raven’s victims.

Unidentified girl, around 14 years old.

Yngve Norlander, 51, foreman at Lindängen’s Soap Factory

Sten Karlin, 43, chief chimney sweep

Augustin Roslund, 40, owner of the Chain Forge Inc.

“Roslund’s name is written in a different handwriting,” Mika points out.

“Well observed,” Valdemar says with a smile. “I had to write that in myself. Roslund wasn’t officially murdered by the Night Raven.”

They sit in silence for a few moments, looking at the documents spread out on the bed.

“In one way, we’ve already caught him,” says Valdemar. “This city is a cage of ice and snow. He is trapped like a rat. And rats have to be either lured out or taken from their nest.”

It sounds simple. But Mika knows that a rat doesn’t surrender when cornered. It attacks.

They hear the bell of Saint Klara’s Church toll eight times in the distance.


“I have to go,” says Mika. “Thank you for dinner, it was the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten.”

She picks up the photo of the Night Raven. “Can I borrow this?”

Valdemar shrugs.

“Take it,” he says. “I see his face every time I close my eyes.”

On her way down the stairs, Mika starts to feel faint. Her dizziness intensifies with every step. She picks up the pace and just makes it out the door before her stomach starts to cramp. In the next moment, steaming chunks of meat and potato are lying in the snow. Chew properly, she always advises the children. And now she’s gone and made the same mistake herself. You can’t be on the brink of starvation for months and then suddenly stuff yourself. Mika sees the glitter of eyes in the darkness by the outhouse and realizes that she’s being watched. Someone is waiting for her to go and leave behind this serving of meat. She shivers and hurries away to Klara Västra Kyrkogata. Behind her she can hear hissing as the fight for the chunks of meat begins.
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CHAPTER 20


Eventually, the inevitable happens. The upper floor, with the school hall and smaller dormitory, has to be closed. There isn’t enough firewood to keep the whole orphanage heated. Rufus has moved down as many beds as can fit. The rest of the children have to sleep top and tail, two to a bed. But none of them seem worried. Instead the great hall is filled with muffled giggles. Mika goes from bed to bed with a serious expression and her hands clasped behind her back, making sure that no one is missing.

“As I’m sure you all know, I work for the police now,” she says in a grown-up voice. “Therefore any nonsense at bedtime will be punished immediately.”

The children hide. Panting breaths can be heard from under the covers.


“Anyone who talks will have their pillow replaced with an old diaper,” Mika continues. “And anyone who laughs will have to drink their morning milk from Amelia’s boot.”

She stops by Edvin’s bed. “Anyone who breaks these rules will be taken straight to jail to sleep among the arsonists and horse thieves. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Constable!” someone says, and laughter echoes around the room.

“Good,” says Mika. “Sleep well, everyone.”

She hears sighs of disappointment.

“More,” says Ossian.

“There are more rules,” says Mika. “I’ll tell you about them tomorrow.”

Then she crouches down by Edvin’s bed and lowers her voice so that only he can hear.

“You were talking in your sleep the other night.”

Edvin wrinkles his eyebrows. “Was I?”

“You were talking about your father,” says Mika. “You said the crows were after him. Did you mean your foster father in Marieberg?”

“No,” Edvin says sharply. “He’s not my real father. He was the one who hit me every day.”

Mika strokes his hair. “Where is your father now?”

In the light from the lamp she sees something that hasn’t happened in a long time: Edvin smiles.


“He lives like a rat and a king at once,” he whispers. “Goes out only at night. The crows will never find him.”

“Good,” says Mika. “Where does he live?”

Edvin pauses to think.

“Don’t remember,” he says. “But you walk on water and through a door that’s always locked. Inside there’s a fire that never goes out.”

Mika laughs. “Now you’re talking nonsense. It sounds like a fairy tale.”

“You think I’m lying?” Edvin says with a pout.

Mika doesn’t answer. She tucks Edvin in, wrapping his blanket tight around his body, which she knows he likes. It makes him feel like someone is holding him.

“There’s a boy who usually hangs around Hötorget,” she says. “Thin, blond. He said he knew you.”

Edvin yawns widely.

“Harald. That’s my big brother. He lives there too.”

“Why don’t you live with your father?” Mika asks.

“He said I should come here,” Edvin replies. “I can go back later, when it’s all done.”

“When what’s all done?”

“Dunno,” Edvin mumbles. “Something to do with the crows.”

Mika looks at the skinny little body lying in the bed and feels a twinge in her stomach.


“It’s best you stay here, with me,” she whispers.

But Edvin is already sleeping and doesn’t hear.

Children lie, Mika knows that. But sometimes truth and lies can go hand in hand. What Edvin says might not literally be true, but he obviously believes it himself.

As Mika walks over to the door, she notices the oil in the lamp has almost run out. She knows she should put it out and save as much as possible. But instead she winds the wick up to let the flame burn for a little while longer.
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CHAPTER 21


Payday is unmistakable at the Chapel. People start drinking early, with a beer and a schnapps at lunch. Mika is standing behind the bar and trying to keep up with the orders.

“Is that mine?” asks an impatient woman at the short side of the bar.

“Yes, just a sec,” Mika answers.

As soon as the beer is poured, Mika notices that the woman has round spots of scar tissue on her hands. It reminds her of the Night Raven’s face in the photograph. Mika gives the pump a quick tug to top the beer with extra froth.

“What happened to your hands?” she asks, trying to sound casual.

The woman narrows her eyes. For a moment, she seems to be weighing up whether or not to lose her temper. Then she decides it’s a bad idea to quarrel with the person in charge of the beer.

“Chemical burn,” she says wearily. “I got lye splashed on my hands when I was younger and worked at Stockholm Sanitation.”

“What do they make there?” asks Mika.

The woman’s face breaks into a sincere smile. She leans over the bar, and as her tobacco-stained fingers close around the beer glass, she answers:

“Soap.”

Mika continues pouring beer until the rush of customers has died down. Then she walks over to the Priest, who is half-asleep on a chair next to the stove.

“I need to knock off a little early today.”

The Priest glares at her without answering. Suddenly he grimaces and brings a hand to his collarbone.

“Does it still hurt?” Mika asks.

“Sometimes,” mutters the Priest.

He leans against the wall and dabs his forehead with a handkerchief. “Go, I’ll try to make do without you.”

Mika swaps the apron for her coat and heads for the police station on Myntgatan.

Once again, Constable Westerberg is sitting at reception.

“Is Valdemar Hoff here?” Mika asks.


“No,” Westerberg answers shortly.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?”

Westerberg leans back in his chair and clasps his hands behind his neck. “I recognize you. You’re the orphanage kid who sees ghosts.”

Mika shrugs. “Really? Well, I recognize you too.”

Westerberg looks at her with a disdainful smile.

“You waltz in here like you’re one of us,” he snorts. “But what do you think will happen when Hoff has finished playing with you? He’ll spit you out into the gutter like a wad of chewing tobacco, you hear me?”

Mika stands frozen on the spot for a few seconds. Then she looks down and bobs politely to Westerberg. She leaves, trying not to show the emotions rushing through her. She will never, ever let him see her cry.

Out on the street, she makes a decision. She will have to do without Valdemar today. The Night Raven’s second victim worked as a foreman at Lindängen’s Soap Factory. She doesn’t know how many soap factories there are in the city. Besides, it’s probably just a coincidence that the Night Raven’s scars are similar to the woman’s at the bar, but it’s got to be worth a try.

Mika has walked past the big factory building on Stora Bondegatan many times. It’s next to the empty building site where Tekla lives. When she arrives, a few workers are on their way out through the gates and no one notices her slip in. On the other side of a large courtyard, the soap factory looms, with a stable on the right and an open machine hall on the left. A teenage girl comes out of the machine hall with a vat in her arms. She tilts it to pour its steaming contents into a ground well.

“Hello,” the girl shouts when she sees Mika. “Are you looking for someone?”

Mika comes closer.

“Hello,” she says. “This may sound strange. But I wonder if there is a register of everyone who has worked here at the factory.”

The girl frowns.

“I don’t know,” she says. “You mean people who’ve left as well? You’d have to ask at the office.”

Mika is just about to ask where the office is when she hears footsteps coming from the machine hall, and a man appears. The girl quickly tips the vat out again, even though it is already empty.

“Is there someone in particular you’re interested in?” asks the man with a beard and a coarse leather apron.

Mika hesitates. But the man has friendly eyes so she decides to take a chance.

“John Almgren,” she says.

The man nods thoughtfully.


“I guess it’s not a coincidence . . . ,” he says slowly, “that the person you’re asking about is the man who killed our foreman? Don’t you think the police have already investigated this?”

In that moment, Mika realizes her mistake. Without Valdemar, she can’t ask any questions about the investigation.

The man steps closer. She notices the blacksmith’s tongs in his hand.

“I don’t know what you’re looking for,” he says and points at her with the tongs. “But there’s nothing to steal here if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I’m no thief,” says Mika.

The man looks at her as though she stinks.

“Where you from then?” he snorts. “Grubbens workhouse? Vita Bergen facility?”

“Public Children’s Home,” Mika says quietly. “But that doesn’t make me a thief.”

The tongs are close enough to brush against her cheek, and she feels the cold radiating from the metal. Mika turns her head and sees that the girl is standing by the well with the vat in her arms, terrified. When their eyes meet, the girl seems to snap out of a dream.

“What are you staring at, thief?” she shouts.

Mika is so startled that she stumbles backward. She gets to her feet and rushes toward the gate, which luckily isn’t locked. She doesn’t stop running until she has passed Katarina Church. Her heart is racing, and she spits out a string of tears mixed with snot. But she isn’t sad; she’s furious. Furious that Tekla was right. On her own, she’s just prey, a stupid rabbit. Everyone can see it. The Priest, Constable Westerberg, the man and girl at the soap factory—every single person she has met today has treated her like dirt. Mika feels like roaring at the sky. But she doesn’t. Instead she stuffs her hands in her pockets and goes home to the orphanage.

As soon as Mika gets inside, she hears crying. Not the ordinary crying of a baby, but a heart-wrenching wail as if something terrible has happened. The anger drains out of her, and she follows the sound into the dormitory. There she finds Edvin sitting on her bed sobbing so hard that his shoulders are shaking.

“Daddy . . . Daddy . . .”

Mika hurries over to wrap her arms around him. “You poor little thing, what is it?”

Then she sees that Edvin is holding a piece of paper in his hands. And her blood runs cold.

It’s the photo of the Night Raven.
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CHAPTER 22


Edvin refuses to let go of the photograph, and Mika has to pry open his fingers, one by one. When she finally succeeds, the picture is completely crumpled.

“Now, listen,” she says, annoyed. “You mustn’t snoop around my things. And this is not your dad.”

All of a sudden, Edvin is overcome with rage.

“You don’t know that!” he shouts and smacks her.

It isn’t a hard blow, but Mika is taken by surprise. His little fist hits her straight in the nose, and pain sears through her skull. She grabs hold of Edvin’s flailing arms.

“Let me go!” he hisses, trying to tear himself free.

“Are you going to calm down?” Mika asks.

Edvin keep up a half-hearted struggle, then calms down.

“Yes,” he mumbles.

Mika lets go, and they sit on opposite sides of the bed.


“Is it still there?” Mika asks, giving her nose a little squeeze. “That was a hell of a punch.”

An embarrassed little smile appears on Edvin’s face. “I didn’t mean to, my hand just flew up.”

Mika puts the photograph on her thigh and gently smooths it out with the palm of her hand. Then she holds it up in front of her.

“Was this the man who found you when you ran away? Did he tell you to come to the orphanage?”

“No.”

“But you said—” Mika begins but stops when Edvin shakes his head in frustration.

“He didn’t say I should go to the orphanage. He . . .”

For a moment, Edvin hesitates, as though reluctant to tell her.

“He said I should go to Amelia.”
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CHAPTER 23


Amelia looks at the photo of the Night Raven, then shakes her head.

“No,” she says decisively. “Never met him. I wouldn’t forget an ugly mug like that.”

“But he knows who you are,” says Mika.

Amelia shrugs. “Everyone knows who I am.”

It sounds boastful, but it’s true. Amelia has worked at the orphanage for over thirty years, and is well known among children and adults all over the city.

“Have another look,” Valdemar pleads and hands her the police report. “It’s important.”

Amelia puts down the photo and flicks through the papers.

“He worked as a chimney sweep,” she remarks quickly.

“Why do you say that?” asks Valdemar.


“Severe skin callouses around the shoulder blades and knees,” she reads. “All chimney sweeps have that. At first their skin rubs off; then it grows hard like an elephant’s.”

Valdemar reaches for the paper, but Amelia won’t give it to him.

“Hang on a minute . . .”

She sits in silence a little while longer, absorbed in her own thoughts.

“This is odd,” she says after a while. “I heard about the murders, of course, but it was a while back now, and I’ve never really noticed this before.”

“Never noticed what?” Mika asks impatiently.

Amelia points at the list of the Night Raven’s victims.

“They took in several of our kids from the orphanage,” she says.

“Who did?” asks Valdemar. “Norlander, Karlin, or Roslund?”

Amelia looks up from the paper.

“I might be wrong,” she says. “But I think . . . all of them.”

A few seconds of deathly silence. Then Valdemar quickly gathers up the photo and report.

“I understand that the orphanage keeps records,” he says. “I would like access to them.”


They follow Amelia to the office where she reluctantly hands over the key to the archives.

“Each child is given a number when they’re registered,” she explains. “The documents are kept in chronological order, with newest children last.”

She gives Mika a stern look.

“I expect them to be in the same order when you’ve finished.”

Amelia leaves the office, and Valdemar shuts the door behind her. He puts the key in the lock and opens the first cabinet. There are hundreds of documents all lined up on twelve-foot-wide shelves.

“We need a strategy,” says Valdemar. “Otherwise, this will take all night. We can skip the last five years and work backward from there. We’re just looking at the names of the foster parents, nothing else. We put the papers that mention Norlander in one pile, Karlin in another, and so on.”

They set to work. Mika takes one document, Valdemar the next, and they soon fall into a rhythm. The piles grow slowly on the desk. Two hours later, they have found seven mentions of Norlander as foster parent, ten of Karlin, and seventeen of Roslund. With each find, Valdemar’s face grows harder and grimmer.


“They’ve been systematic about this,” he says and puts another paper on Karlin’s pile. “And it has been going on for years.”

Mika says nothing, but she is hardly surprised. Everyone at the orphanage knows that a foster home often means hard labor for nothing but food and board. She reaches for another document from the cabinet. She’s getting tired and her eyes are stinging. She scans the columns absentmindedly, on the lookout for familiar names, then finds one. Just as Mika is about to put the paper aside, she sees something that stops her mid-movement. The first name isn’t the only one that catches her attention. With every line she reads, her mind returns more and more into focus, and soon her fatigue has faded.

“Valdemar,” she whispers. “Look.”

Mika puts the paper on the table, illuminating Amelia’s neat handwriting in the flickering glow of the kerosene lamp.

Number: 1429

Name: Klara Lind

Date of birth: August 6, 1863

Parents: Julie Lind (deceased), father unknown

“Klara,” says Mika. “Like the Night Raven’s tattoo.”


“Born in 1863,” says Valdemar softly. “That means that she was fourteen years old at the time of the first murder.”

The names of her foster parents are written below. From the age of five, Klara Lind was fostered by Sten Karlin, then Augustin Roslund, and finally Yngve Norlander. But that’s not all. As Mika points at the letters on the page, she hears Valdemar gasp. At the top of the list are the names of her first ever foster parents:

Hannes and Maja Almgren.
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CHAPTER 24


Amelia looks in horror at the mess in her office.

“We’ll tidy it up,” Mika promises.

“Can you tell me anything about this girl?” Valdemar asks and hands the document to Amelia before she has time to get angry.

Amelia gives them one last disapproving look before sitting down in her armchair and reading in silence.

“She was brought back to the orphanage several times,” Mika adds. “We’re wondering what happened with the first foster family.”

When Amelia has finished reading, she puts the paper down on the desk.

“I remember all the children,” she says. “And though I certainly don’t remember all the foster parents, I do remember the Almgrens. They were both decent people, and the girl got a proper home for the first time in her life. It was tragic what happened.”

She leans back in her chair and closes her eyes.

“What happened?” Valdemar prods.

“I’m about to tell you, you oaf,” Amelia snaps. “But it’s not like this happened yesterday. Let me organize my thoughts.”

Valdemar looks a bit deflated.

“Just a few months after they took the girl, Hannes fell ill with tuberculosis,” Amelia continues. “Maja had no choice but to send her back to the orphanage so that she wouldn’t get infected as well. Klara waited until she could go back to them, but eventually we got news that both Hannes and Maja had died of the disease. She didn’t have the same luck with foster homes again after that. You know as well as I do how the world works. Klara had to work hard. The last person to take her in was a foreman at a soap factory, and he was murdered. I didn’t hear anything after that. I hope they’re still together.”

“They?” Mika asks.

“Klara had a brother,” says Amelia. “He was a couple of years older and lived in one of the institutions for boys. I don’t remember his name.”

Mika’s heart skips a beat. “Was it John?”


“Sounds familiar, but I couldn’t say for sure,” Amelia answers. “In any case, both siblings were taken in by the Almgrens.”

Mika and Valdemar look at each other. This must be why the Night Raven called himself John Almgren when he was arrested—he took the surname of his foster parents.

“So Klara lived here at the orphanage,” says Mika. “Why don’t I remember her?”

“You must have been five years old when she moved in with the Almgrens,” says Amelia. “After that, she was only at the orphanage for short periods at a time, in the ward for older children. Besides, hardly anyone called her Klara. She had a bit of a limp and people called her . . .”

“Hobbler?” Mika concludes, with a sudden memory of a short-haired girl with kind, round eyes.

Amelia looks at her with surprise. “That’s right. I didn’t think you’d remember. Why are you asking about her?”

Mika lowers her gaze, and Valdemar clears his throat.

“I’m afraid we believe that Klara might have been the Night Raven’s first victim.”

Amelia’s face falls. All her hardness disappears, and she looks like someone else entirely, someone Mika has never seen before. “Is she . . . dead?”

No one at the orphanage has ever seen Amelia cry. But despite the lack of tears, Mika thinks this must be what is happening now. Amelia wraps her arms around herself and rocks slowly back and forth in her chair, as though something hurts. Mika gently lays her hand on her arm, but Amelia shrugs it off.

“Leave me alone. You can tidy later.”

Valdemar nods to Mika, and they both go out into the corridor. Then they stand there in silence pondering their new discovery. The Night Raven had a sister who lived in an orphanage; that’s why he knew about Amelia. Mika looks up at Valdemar and can tell they’re both thinking the same thing. Something almost too vile to comprehend. Finally Mika says it out loud:

“So the Night Raven murdered his own sister?”

Valdemar scratches his beard.

“Seems so. Which makes me more inclined to believe what everyone has been saying.”

“What’s that?”

Valdemar sighs sadly.

“That we really are dealing with a monster.”
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CHAPTER 25


Once Valdemar has gone, Mika sneaks into the nursery. She stands over Nora’s bed for a long time and watches her sleep. What she wants more than anything is to pick the baby up and run away. But where would they go? It feels like evil is surrounding them on all sides.

A faint knock comes from outside the front door.

Mika tiptoes over to the window. In the gap between the shutters, she sees a narrow figure from the back, dressed in a long, dark coat. Her heart starts to pound as she creeps out into the lobby. She approaches the front door and presses her ear up against the mute wood. The usual noise of the city is muffled in the cold. But it makes nearby sounds all the clearer. Mika thinks she can hear breathing and the light creak of boots on freshly fallen snow.

Whoever knocked is still standing at the door.


“Who is it?” Mika calls, trying to sound as grown-up as possible.

Ominous silence reigns for a few seconds. Then she hears a timid voice.

“My name is Hanna. Can I come in?”

Mika lifts the latch and opens the door a crack. When she peers out she sees someone with an oddly familiar face. Then it dawns on her: it’s the girl from the soap factory.

“Hello,” Mika says, surprised.

“I know it’s late,” Hanna apologizes. “But I need to talk to you.”

Mika opens the door and shows her into the kitchen. Hanna takes off her hat and scarf, sits down on a bench, and smiles shyly.

“I’m sorry I called you a thief,” she says. “But I had to. Else I might have got in trouble.”

“What did you want to talk to me about?” Mika asks.

“I couldn’t say anything yesterday,” Hanna answers. “But it’s about that person you were asking about.”

“You mean the Night Raven?”

Hanna tucks her hair behind her ear.

“I don’t use that name,” she says. “But yes. Why were you asking about him?”

“John’s sister lived here at the orphanage,” Mika answers. “I’m trying to find out what happened to her.”


Hanna takes a deep breath and looks over her shoulder, as though to make sure they are alone.

“I’ve never told anyone this before. And I never really knew John. But Klara and I started at Lindängen at the same time. Since we were new, we were given the worst jobs and had to clean out the cisterns at night. John had worked at Stockholm Sanitation so he knew how dangerous lye could be, and he showed us how to do it safely. I only met him a few times, but he was always so kind.”

Mika frowns. “But . . . what happened to Klara?”

Hanna sits in silence for a few moments, her head drooping low. Then she looks up and straight at Mika.

“It was a Thursday night. Klara and I were alone in the factory, toiling and sweating as usual. I didn’t see exactly what happened—it all went so fast. But in order to empty a vat, you have to remove the mixers, and the mixer blades are sharp as knives. Klara must have tripped, as she often did. We didn’t think it was too big a deal at first, but she must have got cut bad because there was . . .”

Hanna takes a deep breath.

“. . . so much blood. I told her to lie down on the ground while I ran for help, but she didn’t want me to leave her. I took off my sweater to put under her head. But by the time I had rolled it up, she was already . . . gone. I ran to the foreman’s house. He said I should go home and not tell anyone what had happened. I thought there would be an investigation, but everything just carried on as normal. It was as if Klara had never existed. A few days later, we heard the news that a girl had been found murdered down by Eriksdal. Then I realized what must have happened. They dumped her in the woods like an animal. When I told John . . . I’d never seen him like that before. He said he would get revenge. Everyone who had forced Klara into labor would pay the same price she had. I didn’t think he really meant it.”

A tear runs down Hanna’s cheek. “But he did.”

She wipes the tear away with the back of her hand.

“It’s my fault that those men died. If I had never said anything to John, they would still be alive. I’ve worked at the factory for four years now, and I think about what happened every day. This is my punishment.”

Mika feels her stomach clench.

“It’s not your fault,” she says. “But didn’t you try to tell anyone?”

“Who would I have told? Klara was the only person I knew at the factory at the time. And besides . . .” She smiles sadly. “Would anyone have believed me?”

“I believe you,” says Mika.

Hanna puts on her scarf and readies herself to leave.


“I don’t know what you’re planning,” she says. “And I don’t want to know. But don’t believe everyone who says that John was evil.”

“Wait!”

The secret burns inside Mika. She knows she isn’t supposed to say anything. But she can’t let Hanna go without telling her the truth.

“You have to promise not to tell anyone . . . but we think John might still be alive.”

Hanna’s expression gives nothing away.

“He is dead,” she says shortly, before turning around to leave.

Once Mika is left alone in the kitchen, the tears begin to flow. Tears for Klara, who longed for a home but died on a factory floor instead. It could just as easily have been me, Mika thinks. Or could it? All her life, she has heard of foster parents who were just looking for free labor. Why has no one ever asked for her? Why Klara? Why all these other girls and boys, but never her?

Something doesn’t add up.

But it’s late, and Mika has to do her rounds and make sure everything is locked. She puts her hand in her pocket and finds an unfamiliar key. It’s the key to the archive cabinet. She must have forgotten to return it to Amelia. She doesn’t have to think twice. Opportunities like this only come once.

Quiet as a mouse, she sneaks through the sleeping orphanage and into Amelia’s office. She presses her palm against the cabinet door to dampen the click of unlocking. Inside, all the documents are neatly organized. Her fingers move quickly to the number she knows by memory: 1086. It doesn’t take long to find it. Mika’s file consists of two documents in a cardboard pocket. The first page is the paper that Amelia once showed her. It lists her first name, height, and weight, just as she remembers. The second paper appears to be a copy of the first. But some things are different. The first thing Mika notices is something scribbled in the upper right corner.

Fee 100 crowns per year: paid

Mika frowns. She has no parents, so who would be paying her fee? She carries on looking, and catches sight of something that makes her heart stop.

Name: Mika Moonwind

It is as though the whole room tips to an angle, like a tilted boat. Mika has to sit down in Amelia’s chair so as not to lose her balance. Thoughts race through her brain but none take hold. Then everything seems to stop. Her fingers find a narrow bulge at the bottom of the paper pocket. Mika sticks her hand in and takes hold of the small object inside. She removes it and looks.

A braided band of leather, with a pattern of red roses.
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CHAPTER 26


The fire in the ceramic stove has gone out, and the dormitory is as cold as a grave. Sobs sound in the darkness. At first Mika is annoyed; she is sick and tired of being woken up every night. When will Edvin start acting normally again? Then she thinks of the scars on his back, and how easily he could have ended up suffering the same fate as Klara. She gropes her way through the darkness, following the sound of crying. When she gets to Edvin’s bed, she reaches out her hand and feels the warmth of his body. But something’s not right. Her hand doesn’t meet skin or fabric but coarse hair.

Fur.

A wave of fear washes over her. This is not Edvin, but a giant rat in his bed. The rat looks at Mika with black pinprick eyes. It leans forward and sniffs at her, close enough for its whiskers to tickle her cheek. Then it rises on its hind legs and hisses. She sees its yellow teeth and smells the rancid stench of its breath.

“Please . . . ,” she manages to whisper.

Then the rat lurches at her face.

Some people say that death feels like falling asleep. It doesn’t. Death feels like falling backward from a great height and never hitting the ground.

“Mika?”

When Mika opens her eyes, she sees Edvin sitting on the edge of her bed. The real Edvin.

“What?” she says in a groggy voice.

“You were screaming,” Edvin answers. “Did you have a nightmare?”

Suddenly Mika notices that her bedding is drenched with sweat.

“Yes,” she whispers. “I think so.”

“It’s not real,” says Edvin. “Dreams are just pictures in your mind.”

“Yes, you’re right,” says Mika.

Edvin puts his skinny little hand on her forehead.

“You can sleep now,” he says with a yawn. “I’m here with you.”

Then he goes back to his bed.

Mika lies awake, mulling over a deeply disturbing thought. That Amelia has been lying to her all her life. That no one can ever be trusted. But then a voice speaks to her from somewhere deep inside. The voice says that Amelia is the closest thing she has to a parent. And if Amelia has lied to her, there must be a good reason.

A rustling sound comes from somewhere in the dormitory, and Mika freezes. The rat dream lingers in her consciousness. She thinks about what Edvin said about his father.

He lives like a rat and a king.

Once when Mika was little she saw a rat king. It consisted of at least ten rats that had gotten their tails all tangled up. The rats moved together, as a single body. The tangle of tails also included tail stumps from rats that had died and been eaten by the others. The memory makes her skin crawl. Then Mika becomes aware of something rising from her subconscious. The dizzying feeling of falling comes back. She closes her eyes and lets it happen. She sees in front of her a glassy lake. An image floats up from the dark depths and settles on the surface. It is Edvin and Harald from Hötorget, their emaciated bodies. The surface of the water ripples and the next image appears: the dark pinprick eyes of the Night Raven.

A rat must be lured out or taken from their nest.

The water swells and shows a new image. A nightmarish rat’s nest. A swarming tumor beneath the city that, just like the winter ice, will break up and flood the streets come spring—a tidal wave of fur, tails, and claws.

You walk on the water, through a door that is always locked. Inside is a fire that never goes out.

The image of the rat’s nest disappears, and the water’s surface is blank once more. Thoughts collide in Mika’s head without gaining any sort of foothold. Everything is connected somehow. But how? There is always the possibility that Edvin was making it all up.

She is just about to give up when something happens. The water begins to swirl, slowly at first, then faster and faster until a vortex forms. The faster the water spins, the deeper the vortex. Soon it becomes a dark tunnel reaching down toward the bottom of the lake. Mika feels herself being drawn to the edge, where all the images come together in the swirling current. The rat, the water, the fire. Suddenly she sees something at the end of the tunnel. A place she has walked past many times throughout her life. A place where no one would ever think to look.

Mika opens her eyes and gasps for breath, as if resurfacing after a dive. Her heart thuds wildly.

I know, she thinks. I know where the Night Raven is hiding!

But it’s not that simple. What if they really do find the Night Raven—what would happen to her and Valdemar? The chief of police and the warden have hushed up his escape from prison, after all. They would do anything to prevent their secret from getting out. A shiver runs along Mika’s spine. Who would go looking for a missing orphan? The answer is too horrifying to bear thinking about.

She turns on her side to try to get to sleep. She feels something pressing into her hip. The brass knuckles. Mika runs her fingers carefully over its sharp points and realizes that there is only one thing to do.

For the first time in her life, she has to follow Tekla’s example.

She has to strike first.
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CHAPTER 27


It’s just past five in the morning when Mika knocks on the door of Klara Västra Kyrkogata 14. She has to knock several times before she hears shuffling footsteps and the lock rattling. The door opens, and Valdemar appears with his hair sticking out and a police stick in one hand. His facial expression changes from anger to surprise when he sees Mika.

“Oh, it’s you,” he says and subtly slips the stick into his pocket. “I thought someone I put away might have been released and come looking for revenge. Come in.”

Mika steps over the threshold and hangs up her coat.

“Does that happen often?” she asks.

“Does what happen often?” Valdemar asks sleepily.

“That people you put away come looking for revenge?”

Valdemar scratches his beard. “Police officers can’t avoid making enemies. Especially if you’ve worked on the streets for as long as I have.”


Then he shrugs, adding, “Though there were plenty of people who wanted to punch me in the face before I became a police officer as well.”

They sit down at the little dining table. Valdemar reaches for his pipe and taps it out directly on the tabletop.

“Well?” he says, stuffing the pipe with fresh tobacco. “What’s so urgent that you have to scare the life out of the police force before breakfast?”

Mika tells him about the woman at the Chapel and her visit to the soap factory.

Valdemar shakes his head.

“You should have waited for me,” he says sternly. “That could have ended very badly.”

But Valdemar is obviously intrigued, because with his next breath he asks, “Did you find out anything?”

Mika nods. She recounts the story of Klara’s accident and how John went on to avenge his dead little sister. When she has finished, Valdemar realizes he never even lit his pipe. He puts it down and sits quietly awhile.

“I wish I could say that this changes everything,” he says. “And that we could put the whole thing behind us. But the truth is, it doesn’t change anything. A killer is still at large.”

“So you still think we should try to catch him?”

Valdemar nods firmly. “Definitely.”


It was the answer Mika was hoping for. She takes a deep breath. “Do you trust me?”

A wrinkle of surprise appears in Valdemar’s forehead.

“You’ve never given me any reason to doubt you,” he says. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’m planning on asking you to do some important things today,” Mika says. “But you mustn’t ask why.”

Valdemar raises an eyebrow.

“Now I’m really curious. Just what might these things be?”

“First, you have to arrange a meeting between us, the chief of police, and the prison warden,” Mika answers.

Suddenly all traces of sleepiness vanish from Valdemar’s face.

“Sorry, could you repeat that?”

“You heard,” says Mika. “Send a message telling them to meet us at the police station at ten o’clock tomorrow morning—and that we know the truth about the Night Raven.”

Valdemar’s hand trembles slightly as he strokes his face.

“Have you completely lost—”

“You mustn’t come back to your apartment after the message has been delivered,” Mika interrupts. “The crows will come here looking for you. Is there anywhere else you can sleep tonight?”

Valdemar is silent for a while. Then he nods grimly.

“I know a place. What about you?”

“I don’t have to hide,” says Mika. “They don’t know who I am.”

“I almost don’t dare ask,” says Valdemar. “But you said there were several things I needed to do. So what are the others?”

“Before the meeting, ask someone you trust to harness Rutger up to a carriage,” Mika answers. “The carriage has to be ready and waiting outside the entrance on Myntgatan when we get out. And it can’t be any other horse, only Rutger.”

She takes a note out of her pocket and hands it to Valdemar.

“We will need these items in the carriage.”

Just as Valdemar is about to unfold the note, Mika stops him.

“I have to go now,” she says. “I’ve got a few things to arrange as well. The next time we see each other will be at the meeting.”

Despite his vast size, Valdemar moves quickly. When Mika gets up to go, he’s already blocking the doorway. Lucifer disappears under the bed, as if he can sense a change in the room. Valdemar breathes heavily through his nose.

“I trust you,” he says. “But that doesn’t mean I’m willing to put my life in your hands just like that. I have a question. And my decision depends entirely on your answer.”

Mika feels her heart thudding.

“What’s the question?”

Valdemar leans forward and says in a quiet voice: “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“The first time I met you, you said I should be careful about guesses,” Mika replies. “But yes, I believe I do.”

Valdemar’s expression remains unchanged. He just takes one step to the side and hands Mika her coat.

“Well, I can’t ask for any more than that,” he says. “Keep your wits about you, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

It’s still dark when Mika emerges on the street. As she folds up her collar and heads in the direction of Södermalm, her conscience gnaws at her insides, like a mouse in a wall. She feels like she has lied to Valdemar. But she hasn’t, not really. She just didn’t tell the whole truth. Because if she had told him exactly what she was planning to do, he would never have agreed to it.
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CHAPTER 28


That evening Mika sits holding Nora for a long time. It has been such a strange day, and it feels good to get her mind off what’s about to happen. Nora likes being picked up. She grabs Mika’s hair and pulls.

“Naughty girl,” Mika whispers and pretends to nibble on Nora’s soft forearm to loosen her grip. “How could someone as kind as me have such a naughty baby?”

Nora howls, and the sound echoes around the stone walls.

“Are you going to put her down soon?” Rufus asks impatiently. “The waste collector is coming tomorrow, and Amelia says we’ve got to take all the barrels out of the yard.”

“Just a moment,” Mika answers. “Come here, I want to tell you something.”


Reluctantly, Rufus comes over and sits on the armrest. There is a sour odor about him, of ash and smoke.

“There’s something I have to do tomorrow,” Mika says without taking her eyes off Nora. “And if I don’t come back, I need you to tell Amelia that none of it is her fault. And look after Nora. Don’t let her end up with anyone unkind.”

Rufus scoffs.

“Pull the other one,” he says sullenly. “You can’t fool me anymore.”

“I’m not kidding. There’s a loose board in the wall to the left of the ceramic stove in the main dormitory,” Mika continues. “If you move it, you will find a purse filled with my wages from the Chapel and some brass knuckles. It’s all for you.”

Rufus lights up, suddenly intrigued.

“Brass knuckles?”

But then a shadow passes over his face. “What are you planning on doing?”

“If I tell you, then you’ll be in danger as well,” Mika answers.

Rufus shudders and his eyes grow moist.

“Why do it then, if it’s so dangerous?”

Mika’s stomach ties itself in knots. It’s a feeling she can’t bear. Not now. Dear silly little Rufus.


“Because I have to,” she says. “And because I want to do something more with my life than shift the latrine barrels at the orphanage.”

A tear streaks through the dirt on Rufus’s face.

“I can take the barrels by myself,” he says. “I don’t need your help.”

He’s annoyed and bats Mika’s hand away when she tries to touch his face.

“What do you think will happen when that policeman has no use for you anymore?” he hisses. “Do you think he cares if you live or die?”

“It’s not about him,” Mika says. “And I’m only saying these things just in case. If I come back and see that you’ve touched my things, I will hunt you down.”

This was meant to be a joke, but Rufus doesn’t laugh.

“If you disappear, I’ll be totally alone,” he says. “You have to promise you’ll come back.”

“I can promise you one thing,” Mika says firmly. “Whatever happens, you won’t be alone.”

Deep down she knows that this both is and isn’t true.

If something happened to Amelia, Rufus could end up on the street. Or he might stay at the orphanage but would have to do all the work alone.

Mika gets up and carefully lays Nora down in her bed.


“Now it’s nighttime and all naughty babies should be asleep,” she whispers and tucks her in.

As she walks through the corridor, a cold shiver runs down her spine. She thinks about what she said to Valdemar. That no one knows who she is.

All that is about to change, tomorrow at ten o’clock.
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CHAPTER 29


The sun is shining for the first time in what feels like an eternity. It’s a beautiful day. A fine day to die.

For a moment, Mika allows herself to feel scared, then shakes it off. She stops outside Brandkontoret on Mynttorget and stands with her back pressed against the wall. Carefully, she sticks her head out and looks around the corner. Farther down the street, a carriage is parked outside the police station. She can only see it from the back, so she can’t tell whether the horse in front is indeed Rutger. At the top of Rådmansgränden there is a man in a black uniform but without a police badge. A crow, Mika thinks. Just as Saint Gertrude’s clock strikes ten, she sees a flash of sunlight reflected from the roof of Myntgatan 3. That’s the signal.

Mika pulls up her hood and starts to walk. She sees a uniformed man standing under the arched entrance to Klockgjutargränden Alley as she passes. And again, at the entrances to the next two narrow alleys, Kolmätargränden and Urvädersgränden. None of the guards pay any attention to the young girl scuttling past, hunched over in a baggy coat. They are too busy watching the bearded figure standing by the carriage and stamping his feet nervously.

“Hello,” says Mika.

Valdemar is startled, as if she has fired a pistol.

“You frightened me,” he hisses, annoyed.

“I was just saying hello,” Mika retorts. “Have you sorted out everything I asked?”

Valdemar nods to indicate Rutger and the carriage.

“Everything on the list,” he says. “Hacksaw, kerosene lamp, handcuffs. What are we going to do with them?”

“I’ll tell you when we come out,” Mika answers.

“If we come out, you mean,” Valdemar mutters. “There are crows everywhere.”

They go inside, and Valdemar leads her up a flight of stairs. The police chief’s office is on the second floor, with windows facing the street. Outside the door sits a man in a dark uniform, again with no badges. They go inside the office where the chief of police and Warden Falk are both sitting and waiting.

“Go ahead and sit down,” says the chief of police and gestures at two chairs on the other side of the desk. “This had better be important, Hoff. It’s not common for people of your rank to summon the management.”

Valdemar strokes his beard nervously.

“It’s about the Augustin Roslund case,” he says. “We know it was the Night Raven who murdered him.”

The chief of police scoffs.

“Nonsense. The Night Raven has been dead for three months.”

“The Night Raven’s real name is John Lind,” Valdemar continues. “The same person who was arrested for the murders of Sten Karlin and Yngve Norlander, and who you claim was executed in November last year. In fact, he escaped from Långholmen Central Prison before his death sentence could be carried out. And he’s still at large.”

The chief of police and warden exchange a quick glance.

“We can deliver him to you today,” Mika adds. “On one condition.”

Valdemar groans quietly.

“And what might that be?” asks the warden with an amused expression, as if he were listening to a funny story.

“On the condition that the Night Raven not be executed,” Mika answers. “And is imprisoned in Långholmen under his real name instead. How long he stays there is up to you.”


“Little girl,” says the chief of police with a smile. “What makes you think you can come in here and tell us what to do?”

“Because you have no choice,” Mika answers. “This is your last chance to hide what you’ve done. Otherwise the whole story will end up in the papers. And everyone will know that you’ve put citizens’ lives at risk to save your own skins. That Roslund lost his life because of your lies. You’ll end up in prison—if you’re lucky. You’d be much safer there than out on the streets, when people find out the truth.”

Valdemar groans again.

The chief of police has stopped smiling. He’s rocking back and forth on his chair and staring at them blankly.

“Take your story to the papers if you like,” he says after a moment. “They won’t print a word of it. You’re a policeman, you know full well that an accusation means nothing without proof. And I haven’t seen any proof yet. Accusing us of misconduct is one thing. But threatening us is quite another. We can’t let our employees spread lies that risk sabotaging the police force’s good work. You give us no choice but to take action, Constable Hoff.”

The chief of police gives a signal, and the guard on the other side of a pane of glass stands up. Mika shudders when she sees that he’s holding a gun in his hand.


“Spare the girl,” says Valdemar quickly. “I’ll come quietly, just let her go.”

“You should have thought of that before you involved her in the investigation,” the warden says coldly.

The guard approaches the door. Valdemar leaps to his feet so quickly that he topples the chair. But Mika remains seated. Slowly, she puts her hand in her coat pocket. She carefully takes out the stick she got from Tekla and puts it on the desk in front of her.

The guard is about to open the door when the chief of police raises his hand to stop him. Instead, he focuses on the elongated object on the desk. The warden frowns.

“Is that . . . ?”

“Dynamite,” the chief of police fills in.

After a few seconds of tense silence, Warden Falk laughs.

“You are resourceful,” he says. “I have to hand it to you. But your short life would be over before you could even reach for the matches.”

“I don’t doubt it,” says Mika. “But it’s not this dynamite that’s your problem. It’s the two hundred kilos that have been placed all around the building. If I’m not back out on the street within ten minutes, Myntgatan 4 will be razed to the ground.”

The warden slowly strokes his hair, flattening a few errant strands. Then he takes a watch out of his vest pocket.


“I’m a card player. And as such, I respect a good bluff. However . . .” He raises a forefinger in the air. “There are certain rules. The first rule is only to bluff when you have a reasonable chance of winning. The second rule is only to bluff opponents you know well. The third rule, and this is the most important, never put yourself in a position where your opponent can call your bluff straightaway.”

He puts his watch next to the stick of dynamite.

“It seems that your attempted bluff is violating all three rules at once.”

The warden leans back confidently in his chair. But she notices a thin line of moisture along his shirt collar.

He’s sweating, Mika thinks.

Suddenly it’s as if she leaves her body and can see herself from the outside. From her new position, everything looks a little different. She sees that the guard holding the gun is no more than a frightened boy. She sees the prison warden swallow, even though he has nothing in his mouth. And she sees that the watch on the desk is at least ten minutes wrong.

“You mentioned my short life,” says Mika. “Do you know who Klara Lind was? If she had been treated like a human being, none of us would be sitting here today. And if the toll bridges weren’t snowed in again, the dynamite warehouse in Vinterviken wouldn’t have been moved into town. And if the warehouse hadn’t been moved, two hundred kilos of dynamite would never have mysteriously disappeared. Sometimes things do add up, even if they don’t seem to at first.”

“Who is this girl, Hoff?” asks the police chief.

“I can honestly say that I don’t really know,” Valdemar answers. “But I suggest that you do as she says. So far I’ve never seen her lie.”

The chief of police looks at Mika.

“Believe it or not, you and I want the same thing,” he says. “And that is to protect the city from a ruthless killer. If you keep your promise, you have my word that the Night Raven will not be executed. But if he’s not in a Långholmen cell before sunset . . .”

He doesn’t finish the sentence.

Mika picks up the stick of dynamite and carefully puts it back in her coat pocket. No one tries to stop her when she leaves the room with Valdemar in tow.
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CHAPTER 30


Valdemar throws up in the gutter, leaning against the facade of the police station. Then he stands up straight again, spits into Rådhusgränden Alley, and wipes his mouth on the back of his glove.

“You neglected to mention that we would be blackmailing my boss,” he says. “I thought we were done for.”

“I’m sorry, but—”

Mika is interrupted by the clatter of hooves coming from Storkyrkobrinken. Four men dressed in black come around the corner on horseback. They form a line on Riddarhustorget, and the horses snort and stamp their hooves. Mika understands. The chief of police may have let her and Valdemar go, but he’s not going to let them out of sight.

“Why did you specify Rutger?” hisses Valdemar. “He’ll never be able to outrun those horses.”


“We have help,” Mika answers.

On the roof of the building across the street, a slender figure in a beret flashes past. Just as the men in the square dig their spurs into their mounts, Mika raises her hand. Sunlight glints on the roof and in the next moment the whole area is shaken by a deafening bang. On the other side of Riddarhuset, the remains of an exploded barrel fly into the air. The horses rear up in panic, throwing their riders to the ground. But Rutger stands firm, unaffected by the noise.

“Now!” says Mika, and they jump into the carriage.

Valdemar takes the reins and disengages the brakes. “Where to?”

“Stora Nygatan!”

It turns out that Rutger is more sprightly than he appears. He speeds along the street, and the carriage careens between wheel tracks. Mika turns around to see two of the men after them on foot. The other two are trying to calm their rearing horses.

“Left at Kåkbrinken!” she shouts.

Rutger takes the curve without slowing down. The cab swerves, swings out, and scrapes a building. People on Stortorget Square have to leap out of the way as Rutger cuts through the market stalls. As they approach Skeppsbron Bridge, Mika shouts:


“Left again!”

Valdemar looks puzzled, but he does as she says. Out on the bridge, Mika turns around again to look. Their pursuers are out of sight. They continue along the riverbank until they reach Norrbro Bridge. Mika points the way down to a small headland where they park behind some bare trees. The carriage is probably still visible, but this will have to do.

“Come on,” she says and walks to the river’s edge.

A ladder attached to the wall leads down to the frozen water. Valdemar follows reluctantly when Mika goes down the ladder and steps onto the ice. Underneath the bridge, the ice is thinner and cracks beneath her feet.

“What exactly are we doing here?” Valdemar asks nervously. “We’ve gone in a loop. The crows could find us at any moment.”

“Yes, that’s a risk,” Mika answers. “But they think we’re on our way to Södermalm. This is the last place anyone would search.”

She looks at Valdemar.

“Have you ever heard that in the city you’re never more than a few feet from a rat?”

Valdemar shrugs.

“Sure, I have. So what?”

“There’s a boy at the orphanage called Edvin,” Mika continues. “After I came back from the soap factory, he told me something. He said that the Night Raven lives like a rat and a king at the same time. That you have to walk on water to get to his place, through a door that is always locked. And behind that door is a fire that never goes out. At first I thought he was just making it up.”

“Seems likely,” says Valdemar. “I hope we’re not here on the basis of a kid’s imagination.”

Mika ignores his comment.

“Where do rats go in winter?” she asks.

Valdemar looks anxiously up at the riverbank.

“Time for guessing games again, is it?” he says. “They go underground where it’s warm.”

“A fire that never goes out,” Mika continues. “What is the only place in the city that never runs out of firewood?”

Valdemar looks around. The sun is low on the horizon, casting long, razor-sharp shadows. Stockholm Castle is silhouetted on the pure white ice of Lilla Värtan.

“Like a rat and a king,” mumbles Valdemar.

A thin layer of ice snaps when he takes a few tentative steps away from the edge.

“You walk on water to get there,” Valdemar continues as though talking to himself. “Through a door that’s always locked.”

He looks up. Under one of the arches of the bridge, on the other side of Norrström River, he sees the opening to King’s Tunnel. Everyone knows the story: Charles XI had the tunnel built so that he could escape his castle unseen. But that was in the seventeenth century, and the tunnel has been sealed with a grilled gate ever since.

Valdemar turns and stares at Mika.

“You said this was the last place anyone would search. But you didn’t mean search for us, did you?”

Mika shakes her head.

“No.”
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CHAPTER 31


“Impossible,” says Valdemar dubiously, eyeing the grille.

Mika understands what he means. The space between the iron bars is even narrower than the pot cubby in the prison cell. It seems unlikely that anyone could squeeze through. Maybe a child. But never an adult. On the arched wall above the grille is a sign that reads:

PROTECTED BY THE ROYAL GUARDS. TRESPASSING WILL ENTAIL IMMEDIATE PUNISHMENT.

“What do they mean by ‘immediate punishment’?” Mika asks.

“That we’d be shot on sight,” Valdemar explains.

“Ah,” says Mika. “They should write that instead.”

She leans forward and peeks through the bars. All that can be seen on the other side is the mouth of a pitch-dark tunnel, with no trace of life. There are scratch marks on the ground under the gate, as if something has recently been dragged in through the opening. But the lock is rusted shut and doesn’t look like it could be opened even with a key. Valdemar spits on his fingers and pinches the lower bar. When he pulls back his hand, his fingertips are a dirty brown.

“Blood,” he states.

“Do you think it’s possible to saw through the bars?” Mika asks.

Valdemar takes out the hacksaw.

“Let’s find out,” he says.

Just as Valdemar starts sawing, they hear something from inside the tunnel. A rustling sound, like walking on dry autumn leaves. Valdemar continues sawing, and the rustling grows louder and louder. Mika takes a step back, feeling the hair on her arms stand on end. Suddenly a wave of rats emerges from the darkness. Mika stands frozen while the panicked rats stumble, jump, and crawl between her feet. But Valdemar keeps sawing and doesn’t flinch. By the time the last bar is cut, his hair is clinging to his forehead and sweat is dripping from the tip of his nose. Flakes of rust fall from the hinges as the gate swings open with a screech.

Inside the tunnel, the darkness is dense. The light from the lantern only reaches a small distance in front of their feet. It is so quiet that Mika can hear her own heartbeat. If it turns out she’s wrong now, she will be on the run for the rest of her life, hiding from the police like the other street urchins.

Step by step, they move forward. Suddenly they see a movement in the dark. At first Mika thinks her eyes are playing tricks on her. But as they get closer, she sees what’s there. At the far end of the tunnel are fifteen or so children of various ages. Intertwined like a huge rat king, they press against the inner wall where the heat from the castle seeps out through the stones. Mika and Valdemar come closer and hear anxious whining coming from the heap of children.

“Mika?” says a voice. “What are you doing here?”

It’s Harald, the boy from Hötorget. With his pale skin and hollowed eyes, he looks almost like a ghost. Mika moves the beam of light from face to face. Girls and boys, ragged and terrified. In the farthest corner is a creature that looks like an emaciated animal. But it’s a human being. In the flickering light, Mika sees a familiar face. Dark pinprick eyes stare back at her.

Valdemar takes a step forward, and his deep voice echoes in the tunnel:

“John Lind, in the name of the law, I am arresting you for murder!”
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CHAPTER 32


Mika goes first with the lantern. Valdemar is close behind. John is too weak to walk; Valdemar practically has to carry him. The ragged children emerge from the tunnel like frightened rats and scuttle away into the city’s alleyways.

Valdemar lifts John into the carriage and puts the handcuffs on him. The iron shackles hang heavily on his skinny wrists.

“Do you really think that Klara would have wanted you to take revenge?” Mika asks.

John looks at her blankly. “People like Karlin and Norlander devour children,” he says, almost calmly. “Drain the life out of them and throw them away like trash.”

“If you’re looking for excuses for taking a life,” says Valdemar, attaching the handcuffs to a loop on the carriage wall, “there aren’t any.”

John turns his head and looks away.


“You’re going back to prison,” Valdemar continues. “But you won’t be executed.”

“Okay.”

John’s voice is completely neutral. No gratitude, no remorse, no anger. Just infinite grief. Now Mika understands what Hanna meant. John might not be dead, but he isn’t really living either.

Just as Mika is about to climb up, Valdemar places a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s not safe for you to come. This is a dangerous mission.”

“More dangerous than anything we’ve done so far?” Mika asks.

“You know what I mean,” says Valdemar. “Go home to the orphanage. If you don’t hear from me before evening, we never made it to Långholmen. And if that’s the case, then you need to get yourself to safety. Go to my apartment. You’ll have to spin a yarn for the porter—but you’re good at that sort of thing.”

The carriage sways as Valdemar steps up onto the driver’s seat. Then John looks out the window.

“Do you live in the Public Children’s Home?” he asks. “Can you look after Edvin? He’s not cut out for life on the streets.”

Mika nods. “I promise.”


“And the answer to your question is no,” John continues in a broken voice. “Klara wouldn’t have wanted me to do what I did.”

Before they can say anything else, Valdemar claps the reins, and Rutger lurches along the bridge. Mika follows for a while, then stops on the riverbank and watches the carriage. As it moves onto Skeppsbron, she raises her hand. Just then Valdemar turns around, sees her, and waves back. Mika smiles to herself. Her gesture wasn’t intended for Valdemar. On the roof of the coast pilot office, there is another flash of reflected sunlight, and the signal jumps from there to Pauliska House and then to Riksbankshuset. All the way along Skeppsbron and farther up toward Slussen, glints of sunlight send the message from rooftop to rooftop:

The prisoner is on his way.

Every few feet of the road to Långholmen Central Prison is guarded. Tekla has made sure of that. Four building teams of petty-criminal brick carriers are watching every step Rutger takes. If anyone tries to go anywhere near the carriage, they will wake up in the gutter.

But the man sitting in the driver’s seat has no idea.
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CHAPTER 33


It’s approaching midnight and nearly closing time at the Chapel. Mika picks up items that the customers have lost or forgotten. Everything from snuffboxes to spectacles to knocked-out teeth are scattered over the floor. Under a chair she finds a single boot with a wooden leg in it. Mika leaves the boot where it is. Surely its owner will return tomorrow. Meanwhile, the Priest goes from table to table waking up sleeping drunks. He herds the ones who can still walk out the door and drags the others to their feet. Mika is about to reach for a forgotten glove when she hears a familiar voice:

“Too late to order a beer?”

Mika looks up and laughs. Standing at the bar is none other than Valdemar. But he looks different.

“What happened to your beard?” she asks.

Valdemar strokes his clean-shaven chin bashfully.


“I figured the fewer people who recognize me, the better. But so far the only one who doesn’t recognize me is Lucifer.”

He sits down and puts his hat on the bar.

“We’re closed,” the Priest growls from across the room.

“In which case I apologize,” says Valdemar. “Is it all right if I exchange a few words with Mika?”

When the Priest hears Valdemar’s voice, he gives a start and smiles amiably.

“No hurry,” he says. “See if there’s anything left in the barrel.”

Mika wipes up the sticky mixture of spilled beer and pipe cleaning fluid that’s all over the bar. Then she puts a glass under the tap.

“Do you think we’re still in danger?” she asks.

“I assume we’re being watched,” Valdemar says.

He takes a sip and wipes the foam from his upper lip.

“As for danger . . . I don’t know. Trying to hide one crime by committing another is stupid, even our enemies know that. Besides . . .”

“Who would believe us?” Mika fills in.

Valdemar grins. “Exactly.”

“It’s not fair,” says Mika. “The guilty go unpunished.”

“I don’t know,” says Valdemar thoughtfully. “Some believe that justice can be measured in blood. As if cutting off someone’s head could make things right. But just because a deed goes unpunished doesn’t mean it disappears. It clings to the soul, weighs down a person’s steps, worries their thoughts.”

He shrugs his shoulders.

“In any case, justice is for the courts to decide. That’s not what we do, you and I.”

“What do we do then?” asks Mika.

“Detective work,” Valdemar answers shortly.

He takes an envelope out of his pocket and hands it to Mika.

“What’s that?”

“Half of this month’s pay,” he replies. “Really you deserve more, but this is all I can spare. Otherwise my nasty little cat would go hungry.”

Mika glances gingerly inside the envelope. It contains more money than she has ever seen in her life.

“I know,” Valdemar mutters. “No one becomes a police officer for the money.”

Before Mika can protest, he holds out his hand.

“Thank you for your help. Despite the fact that it almost cost me my life, it has been a pleasure working with you.”

Mika doesn’t know what to say. No grown-up has ever thanked her for anything. She quickly hides the envelope so that the Priest won’t see it. Then she shakes Valdemar’s hand. He drains his glass and puts on his hat. He walks to the doorway and turns around.

“Can I get in touch if I need help again?”

Mika nods. “Of course.”

“Same goes for you,” he says. “You know where I am.”

The door slams shut, and he’s gone. Mika wipes the glass and puts it back on the shelf. Then she hangs her apron on the hook and says good night to the Priest, who mutters something inaudible back, and she starts walking home along Oxtorgsgatan. The cold has started to loosen its grip on the city over the last few days. Melting water drips from the roofs and trickles between the cobblestones. Slowly the frost is easing, and the smell of thawing latrines is letting everyone know that spring is on its way. At home in the orphanage, death is no longer a guest at the dining table, and Rufus has stopped having to chop up furniture for firewood. Soon the toll bridges will open, and life will get a little easier for those who have survived the winter.

Who is this girl? the chief of police asked. Since her discovery in the orphanage’s archives, Mika isn’t even sure she knows anymore. Maybe she isn’t who she always believed she was. And if Amelia doesn’t tell her the truth, she intends to find out for herself. But who really benefits from the truth? In an unmarked grave somewhere in the paupers’ cemetery lies Klara Lind, who was never allowed to be a child. In a cell at Långholmen sits a young man who will die in prison. And somewhere in the city there is still someone, or something, called the Dark Angel.

And yet.

Mika can feel life pulsating inside her. In her pocket she has money that she has earned herself, doing detective work. Her blood throbs with possibilities for the future, and she wants to shout to everyone she meets:

My name is Mika Moonwind, and I am no longer prey. I am a hunter.

Wisps of cloud smeared across the sky appear as dark wings above the rooftops, like a bird of prey about to sink its claws into a scrawny rat.
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