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Prologue
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The snow began falling at 4:17 p.m.

By 4:32, Helsinki was already vanishing.

Streetlights flickered awake through thick curtains of white, casting blurred halos over empty tram stops and frozen sidewalks. The city, usually sharp with steel and glass, softened into something ghostlike—silent, pale, and unknowable.

Nine-year-old Aino Laaksonen pulled her red wool scarf tighter as she cut through Kaisaniemi Park, her small boots crunching over fresh snow. Her violin case knocked gently against her leg with each hurried step.

She was late.

Her mother hated when she was late.

“Aino,” her mother always said, kneeling to straighten her scarf, her gloved hands warm against Aino’s cheeks. “In winter, darkness lies to you. It makes everything look close when it’s far away. So don’t run through it. Respect it.”

But tonight, the darkness felt alive.

The park was wrong.

Aino stopped beneath the skeletal birch trees, her breath catching in white bursts. Usually, she could hear traffic from Unioninkatu, the rumble of trams, distant music from cafés.

Tonight—nothing.

Only snow.

And a sound.

Soft.

A humming.

Not music exactly... more like someone remembering music.

Aino turned slowly.

Near the frozen duck pond stood a woman.

At first, Aino thought she was part of the snow-covered statues—still, strange, unreal.

The woman wore an old-fashioned blue coat, the kind from photographs in Grandma’s hallway albums. White lace cuffs peeked from her sleeves. Her golden hair curled beneath a fur cap, and in her arms she held a stuffed wolf with button eyes.

“Aino.”

The girl froze.

The woman smiled.

Not a kind smile.

A smile that knew things.

“You dropped something.”

Aino looked down.

In the snow between them lay her violin bow.

But... she was still holding her violin case.

Her fingers trembled.

“I think,” the woman whispered, her voice somehow both near and far, “you’ve been playing the wrong song.”

Then the park lights went out.

Darkness swallowed everything.

Aino screamed.

But in Helsinki’s winter, screams are easily buried.

Three hours later, Detective Inspector Mika Korhonen stood beneath police floodlights, snow collecting on the shoulders of his black overcoat.

The child’s body had been arranged carefully on a wrought-iron bench near the pond.

Too carefully.

His boots stopped just beyond the yellow tape, but his mind kept moving—backward, spiraling.

The girl couldn’t have been older than nine.

Her cheeks were pink with cold, almost peaceful, except for her eyes.

They were wide open.

Frozen in terror.

She wore a vintage cream-colored dress from another era, delicate lace at the collar, polished leather shoes, and a gray wolf pelt draped across her shoulders like a ceremonial cape. Snowflakes settled in her blonde hair.

In her lap sat a violin.

Not hers.

A carved wooden toy wolf had been sewn into her hands with red thread.

Mika’s stomach tightened.

“Jesus...” whispered Officer Lehtinen beside him.

But Mika said nothing.

Because pinned to the girl’s coat was a handwritten note.

One line.

Printed in neat, childish block letters:

WHO’S AFRAID OF THE BIG BAD WOLF?

The words struck Mika like ice water down his spine.

His vision blurred.

For one impossible second, the park disappeared.

And he was somewhere else.

A different winter.

A different forest.

He was seven years old again, standing outside a crumbling psychiatric research facility twenty kilometers north of Helsinki, his twin brother Elias gripping his hand so tightly it hurt.

He could hear their mother crying.

Could hear the voice over the loudspeaker:

“Children respond best when fear is paired with reward.”

Mika staggered.

“Mika?”

Lehtinen grabbed his arm.

“You okay?”

The detective blinked hard, forcing the memory down into the familiar graveyard inside him.

“Yeah,” he lied.

But he wasn’t.

Because beneath the dead girl’s bench, carved into the ice in jagged letters, was something only Mika had seen before.

A symbol.

A crude wolf’s head with a child’s smile.

His breath caught.

No.

No, no, no.

That symbol had belonged to The Midnight Club.

And The Midnight Club was gone.

Buried.

Erased.

Officially, it had never existed.

Mika had spent thirty years convincing himself that what happened inside Haltiovaara Children’s Behavioral Institute was either a nightmare... or a lie his broken childhood invented to survive.

But now, kneeling in the snow before a murdered child, one truth became unavoidable:

Someone knew.

Someone had survived.

And they were playing the game again.

Across the street, behind frost-covered café windows, a figure watched Mika from the shadows.

Watching him recognize the symbol.

Watching him remember.

A gloved hand opened an antique pocket watch.

Inside was a faded photograph of seven children standing in snow.

Two faces had been scratched out.

One was Elias.

The other was Mika.

The figure smiled.

And whispered to the glass:

“Ready or not...”

Then vanished into the storm.
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Mika Korhonen had not slept properly in eleven days.

Not real sleep.

Not the kind that came gently, carrying oblivion.

His nights had become fragments—twenty minutes on the sofa, an hour in bed, a violent waking at 2:13 a.m., always 2:13, as though some cruel internal clock insisted on dragging him back to consciousness before his mind wandered too deep. Sleep was no longer rest. It was ambush.

And tonight had been worse than most.

By 6:40 a.m., Helsinki was still swallowed by darkness.

The city in December often felt less like a place people lived and more like something they endured. Morning arrived reluctantly, in shades of charcoal and blue-gray. Snow drifted sideways past Mika’s apartment windows in the Kallio district, dusting the cracked balcony railing where he hadn’t stood in months.

Inside, the apartment smelled faintly of stale coffee, wool, and old radiator heat.

He stood barefoot in his kitchen, one hand braced against the counter, staring at the coffee maker as if willing it to move faster.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

The sound irritated him more than it should have.

On the kitchen table sat three things: an empty whiskey glass from two nights ago, his service weapon, and a folded piece of notebook paper he had found slipped beneath his apartment door sometime during the night.

He had not touched the paper again after reading it the first time.

But he kept looking at it.

Just one sentence.

Did you remember the forest?

No signature.

No fingerprints, according to the crime tech he’d quietly called in before dawn.

Just those four words, written in block capitals.

Mika finally poured his coffee, black and scalding, and drank too soon. Pain shot across his tongue, but he welcomed it. Physical pain was immediate. Predictable. Unlike memory.

His phone buzzed across the counter.

Kaarina Lehtinen.

He let it ring twice before answering.

“You’re late,” she said.

Mika glanced at the clock.

“By three minutes.”

“By your standards, that’s suspicious.”

Her voice carried that same dry edge it always had—the verbal equivalent of someone keeping panic locked in a steel drawer. Detective Sergeant Kaarina Lehtinen had worked homicide long enough to know humor wasn’t optimism.

It was armor.

“Get to Kaisaniemi,” she said. “Forensics found something under the girl’s fingernails.”

Mika’s jaw tightened.

“Human tissue?”

“No. Paint.”

He frowned.

“Paint?”

“Blue enamel. Old, apparently. Hannu says maybe industrial.”

Mika grabbed his coat.

“I’m coming.”

“And Mika...”

He paused.

“There’s something else.”

He waited.

Lehtinen exhaled softly. “You should prepare yourself.”

The line went dead.

Kaisaniemi Park looked different in daylight.

Crueler, somehow.

Night had at least offered mystery. Morning offered clarity.

Police barriers cut through the white landscape in ugly strips of yellow and blue. Officers moved carefully across compacted snow while photographers documented every angle of the bench, every tree, every footprint not yet erased by weather.

The child was gone now.

But absence had its own shape.

Mika stood where the bench had been and imagined her there anyway—the tiny fingers sewn to that toy wolf, the frost on her lashes.

Aino Laaksonen.

Nine years old.

Violin prodigy.

Her mother, Sofia, sat inside a heated patrol vehicle nearby, unable to stop shaking. Mika had seen grieving parents before—hundreds, maybe—but there was something uniquely devastating about the grief of a mother whose child had simply walked home and never arrived.

Sofia hadn’t cried much.

Not because she wasn’t broken.

Because shock was still protecting her.

For now.

Mika knew what came later.

The collapse.

The unbearable remembering of ordinary things.

An unfinished breakfast bowl.

Wet mittens on a radiator.

A school backpack by the door.

The tiny, merciless evidence that a whole universe had existed... and then stopped.

Lehtinen approached, ducking beneath police tape, snow gathering on her dark curls.

She handed him an evidence bag.

Inside was a small flake of chipped blue paint.

“Found in her right hand,” she said. “She fought.”

Mika studied it.

Not bright blue. Faded. Almost institutional.

A pulse of unease moved through him.

“Where’s Hannu?”

“At the lab van.”

They crossed the park in silence.

Dr. Hannu Vartiainen, chief forensic pathologist, looked as exhausted as ever—thin, pale, fiftyish, with nicotine-yellowed fingers despite having quit smoking years ago.

He adjusted his glasses as Mika approached.

“You look terrible,” Hannu said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“I mean medically. You should probably see someone.”

“Everyone’s a comedian.”

Hannu held up a photograph.

A close-up of Aino’s palm.

Mika’s stomach dropped.

There, barely visible in the center of her frozen hand, was a tiny painted symbol.

Blue.

A small crown.

Not a child’s doodle.

A brand.

“No one noticed last night,” Hannu said. “It was hidden by frost.”

Mika stared at it, and suddenly his lungs forgot how to work.

Because he knew that symbol.

Not from a case file.

Not from police work.

From childhood.

He saw it painted above iron beds.

Stamped onto reward cards.

Embroidered on white lab coats.

The Blue Crown Program.

Haltiovaara.

His vision tunneled.

Lehtinen’s voice became distant.

“Mika?”

He was eight years old.

A sterile corridor.

Fluorescent lights buzzing.

Children lined against walls.

A woman kneeling in front of him, smiling too widely.

“Fear teaches faster than love, Mika. Remember that.”

He stumbled backward.

“Mika!”

Lehtinen grabbed him before he fell.

The park returned in broken pieces.

Snow.

Sirens.

Breath.

“I’m fine,” he snapped, pulling away too quickly.

But Lehtinen didn’t buy it.

She lowered her voice.

“You know what that is.”

It wasn’t a question.

Mika looked at her.

Kaarina had been his partner for six years. She knew his habits, his lies, his silences.

But she did not know Haltiovaara.

No one did.

Officially, Haltiovaara Children’s Behavioral Institute had closed in 1989 after financial misconduct allegations.

That was the public story.

The real story had been buried under sealed psychiatric records, dead politicians, and classified medical archives.

Mika and his brother Elias had entered Haltiovaara in February 1987.

Only Mika had come out.

He folded the photograph too quickly and shoved it into his coat pocket.

“Run it through missing institutions, schools, hospitals. Find where the paint came from.”

“Mika.”

“What?”

Lehtinen’s expression sharpened.

“You’re shaking.”

He looked at his hand.

She was right.

So he did what he always did when truth got too close.

He weaponized anger.

“It’s cold.”

And he walked away.

By noon, darkness was already threatening the sky again.

Mika drove across Helsinki with the radio off, though dispatch messages occasionally crackled through.

He stopped outside an aging apartment block in Töölö.

Apartment 4B.

His ex-wife’s building.

He sat in the car for almost seven minutes before going inside.

Not because he feared Anna.

Because he feared seeing his daughter.

Emilia Korhonen was sixteen now, old enough to hate him with complexity.

Their relationship had once been easy, back when she was small and believed his job made him brave instead of absent.

Before missed birthdays.

Before unanswered texts.

Before divorce taught her that love could erode quietly, like ice melting beneath your feet before you realize you’re drowning.

Anna opened the door with immediate suspicion.

“You look awful.”

“Nice to see you too.”

She crossed her arms.

“What do you want?”

Mika hesitated.

This was unfamiliar territory—fear, spoken aloud.

“Is Emilia here?”

Anna’s face changed instantly.

“Why?”

“Just answer.”

Her voice sharpened.

“Why?”

Mika lowered his voice.

“Because a child is dead.”

Silence.

Then:

“Emilia!”

His daughter appeared at the end of the hallway, headphones around her neck, oversized sweater sleeves covering half her hands.

For one painful second, Mika saw the little girl she had been.

Then she spoke.

“Dad?”

Teenage distance returned.

Mika swallowed.

“Have you been online lately? Any games, chat rooms, private invites?”

Emilia frowned.

“That’s random.”

“Answer.”

Anna bristled. “Don’t interrogate her.”

But Emilia was already looking uneasy.

“...There’s this thing.”

Mika went still.

“What thing?”

She hesitated.

“A game. Sort of.”

His blood turned to ice.

“What game?”

Emilia’s voice dropped.

“It’s called Big Bad Wolf.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


For one suspended second, the world seemed to narrow into the space between Mika and his daughter’s face.

Not the apartment.

Not Anna standing stiffly beside the kitchen doorway.

Not the muted television in the background.

Just Emilia.

Sixteen years old, pale in the weak winter light, one sleeve pulled over her hand the way she used to do when she was nervous as a child.

Mika noticed everything.

The way her jaw tightened.

The flicker of hesitation in her eyes.

The instinctive calculation—Should I tell him?

And beneath all of it, something deeper.

Fear.

Real fear.

His voice came out too sharp.

“What is it?”

Anna shot him a warning look.

“Mika.”

But he couldn’t soften now. Not when his pulse was hammering so hard he could hear blood in his ears.

Emilia glanced between them, already regretting she’d said anything.

“It’s probably nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.”

“Mika—” Anna snapped.

“No.”

His voice cracked louder than he intended, and suddenly all three of them froze.

Because anger in a household where love had once lived always felt like broken glass—sharpest not when thrown, but after, when everyone had to stand among the pieces.

Mika exhaled hard, dragging his hand over his face.

When he spoke again, his tone was quieter.

Not calmer.

Just wounded.

“Please, Em.”

That was what he used to call her when she was little.

Em.

Not Emilia.

Not sweetheart.

Just Em.

A small name for a small girl who used to fall asleep on his chest while cartoons played in the background.

Something in her expression shifted.

She crossed her arms tighter.

“It started on TikTok, I think. Or Discord. I don’t know. Someone posted this weird invitation link.”

“What kind of invitation?”

“A challenge.”

Mika’s stomach tightened.

Anna’s voice was cautious now.

“What kind of challenge?”

Emilia hesitated, embarrassed.

“At first it just seemed creepy-funny. Like one of those urban legend things.”

She looked down.

“There are levels.”

Mika said nothing.

Because somewhere deep inside him, in a place locked behind thirty years of denial, a door had begun to open.

“How many levels?”

“Seven.”

The number hit him like a blow.

Seven.

Seven children.

Seven winters.

Seven wolves.

His hands clenched.

Anna noticed.

“Mika?”

But he barely heard her.

“Tell me,” he said.

Emilia swallowed.

“Level One is called Hide and Seek.”

Her voice had become smaller.

“You get sent a riddle about somewhere in Helsinki. You go there at night, take a picture, and upload it.”

“Go there where?”

“Old parks. Train tunnels. Cemeteries.”

Anna’s face drained.

“You did this?”

“Only once!”

The words burst from Emilia defensively, instantly younger.

“I thought it was stupid, okay? Everyone at school was talking about it. You go, take a photo, get points. That’s it.”

“What points?”

“I don’t know—rankings, access, invitations...”

Mika stepped closer.

“Invitations to what?”

Emilia’s eyes shimmered.

“I never got that far.”

He stopped.

There it was.

Not rebellion.

Not defiance.

Shame.

And Mika knew shame intimately. Shame was the language of frightened children who blamed themselves for opening doors adults should have locked.

He lowered his voice.

“What happened?”

Emilia looked at him then—not as a distant father, not as the detective she resented, but as someone she suddenly needed to believe could protect her.

“After I uploaded the picture...”

Her breathing changed.

“They sent me one back.”

No one moved.

Anna whispered, “What?”

Emilia reached for her phone on the sofa.

Her fingers trembled enough that she nearly dropped it.

She opened an encrypted-looking app Mika didn’t recognize—black screen, white wolf-head icon.

His blood went cold.

She handed him the phone.

The image loaded.

A photograph of Emilia herself.

Sleeping.

In her bedroom.

Taken from inside the room.

Anna gasped so violently it sounded like choking.

“No.”

But Mika couldn’t speak.

Because below the photograph were four words:

GOOD GIRLS STAY QUIET.

And beneath that—

LEVEL TWO COMING SOON.

Anna snatched the phone, horror breaking through her anger.

“What the hell is this?!”

“I deleted it!” Emilia cried, tears finally spilling. “I deleted the app, blocked everything, I didn’t answer!”

“Did you tell anyone?”

“I was scared!”

Anna pulled her daughter close instantly, pure maternal instinct overriding everything else.

Mika stood frozen.

Because he wasn’t seeing Emilia.

He was seeing another room.

A narrow iron bed.

A camera flash.

His brother Elias sleeping.

And a note left on Mika’s pillow:

GOOD BOYS DON’T CRY.

The exact same methodology.

Observation.

Fear.

Control.

The architecture of terror hadn’t changed.

It had evolved.

His phone rang.

Kaarina.

He answered immediately.

“What?”

“We’ve got another one.”

His body went rigid.

“Where?”

“Sibelius Park.”

Anna’s voice cut in, panicked.

“You’re leaving?”

Mika was already moving.

“Lock every door. No social media. No unknown calls. Emilia doesn’t go anywhere alone.”

“Mika!”

He stopped at the doorway.

Anna’s eyes were furious now—but underneath the fury was something more fragile.

Old grief.

“You don’t get to storm in here, terrify her, then disappear.”

He looked at Emilia.

At the child he’d already failed in too many ordinary ways.

And maybe now, in the worst way.

His voice was rough.

“I’m trying to stop this before it becomes worse.”

Anna’s reply came like a knife wrapped in truth.

“You always say that.”

Sibelius Park was chaos.

Blue emergency lights strobed against white snowdrifts and black trees, turning the landscape into something surreal—like hell redesigned by winter.

News vans had already begun gathering beyond police barriers.

A second child victim would change everything.

National panic.

Political pressure.

Public hysteria.

Mika ducked under tape, fury and dread carrying him faster.

But when he reached the scene—

He stopped so abruptly Lehtinen nearly collided with him.

It wasn’t a body.

It was a display.

A child-sized mannequin posed beneath the Sibelius Monument’s steel pipes, dressed in antique boys’ clothing and draped in wolf fur.

Its porcelain face had been painted to resemble a crying child.

Around its neck hung a sign:

FOUND YOU.

Mika’s jaw tightened.

Diversion.

The bastard was escalating.

Lehtinen approached from his left, breath visible.

“No victim. No blood.”

“Message?”

She handed him another evidence bag.

Inside was a smartphone.

Cracked screen.

Recovered from the mannequin’s coat pocket.

Tech had already unlocked it.

Mika opened the final video file.

Static.

Heavy breathing.

Darkness.

Then—

A boy appeared on screen.

Ten, maybe eleven.

Blindfolded.

Crying.

A distorted voice behind the camera said:

“Tell us your name.”

The boy trembled.

“...Lauri.”

“Louder.”

“LAURI!”

“Good boy.”

Mika couldn’t breathe.

“Tell us what fear tastes like.”

The child sobbed.

“I don’t know...”

A sharp sound—metal striking metal.

The boy screamed.

And Mika dropped the phone.

Because he knew that scream.

Not recognized.

Remembered.

His own voice.

Lehtinen stared at him.

“Mika...”

But he was already backing away.

Snow.

Steel.

Breath.

No.

No no no.

This wasn’t coincidence.

This wasn’t imitation.

Someone had access to Haltiovaara archives.

Or—

A survivor.

Lehtinen grabbed his coat.

“Talk to me!”

Mika looked at her, and for the first time in six years, his partner saw something she had never seen before:

Not exhaustion.

Not anger.

Terror.

“This isn’t a serial killer,” he whispered.

“What?”

His voice nearly broke.

“It’s a recruitment program.”

The wind howled through the monument pipes, creating an eerie, hollow whistle—almost like children singing from underground.

And somewhere in Helsinki...

A notification appeared on hundreds of teenagers’ phones.

LEVEL TWO HAS BEGUN.
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By 8:12 p.m., Helsinki was no longer simply afraid.

It was infected.

Fear moved faster than weather, faster than police statements, faster than truth. It spread through screens, whispers, forwarded messages, encrypted links, and trembling teenage fingers.

Parents across the city began knocking on bedroom doors they had not opened in months.

Teachers flooded school forums.

News channels interrupted scheduled programming.

Politicians promised “swift intervention.”

And still, phones buzzed.

LEVEL TWO HAS BEGUN.

No one knew how many children had received it.

That was the worst part.

Not knowing whether your child was targeted... or already participating.

Inside Helsinki Police Department’s Major Crimes Unit, the atmosphere had curdled into something Mika had only experienced a few times before—mass casualty cases, terrorism threats, child abductions.

Controlled panic.

Phones rang relentlessly.

Whiteboards filled.

Cybercrime specialists barked over each other.

The commissioner himself had arrived, which was never a good sign.

Mika stood in the center of it all, snow still melting from his coat, watching a giant digital map of Helsinki populate with red dots.

Each red dot represented a verified recipient of the wolf app notification.

There were already 213.

And climbing.

“Jesus Christ,” muttered Inspector Järvinen from Cyber Division. “It’s hopping platforms every twenty minutes. TikTok, Telegram, Discord, gaming servers... now direct AirDrop proximity attacks.”

“Can you shut it down?”

“We shut one server down, three more appear.”

Commissioner Aalto, silver-haired and visibly furious, turned to Mika.

“Tell me this is some prank.”

No one answered.

Because the room already knew.

Pranks didn’t leave dead children in parks.

Lehtinen stepped forward, tablet in hand.

“Level Two appears to assign participants personalized tasks based on geolocation.”

Aalto frowned.

“Meaning?”

“It knows where they are.”

Silence.

Then someone whispered:

“How?”

Mika’s answer came quietly.

“Permission architecture.”

Every eye turned to him.

He stared at the red dots.

“Kids grant apps access to location, camera, microphone. They think they’re filters, games, social plugins.”

He swallowed, voice darkening.

“But this isn’t a game.”

No.

This was behavioral design.

And Mika knew behavioral design.

Because thirty years ago, adults in white coats had done it with clipboards and loudspeakers.

Now someone had modernized it.

Aalto’s patience snapped.

“Korhonen, if you know something relevant, now would be an excellent time to stop behaving like a traumatized prophet and start behaving like a detective.”

The room froze.

Lehtinen visibly stiffened.

But Mika barely reacted.

Not because it didn’t hurt.

Because it was accurate.

Trauma had always made him look suspiciously like someone withholding evidence.

He reached into his coat pocket.

Removed the photograph Hannu had given him.

The blue crown.

He placed it on the operations table.

Aalto frowned.

“What is this?”

Mika’s jaw flexed.

“A symbol from a discontinued state-funded behavioral institute.”

“Behavioral institute?”

Lehtinen looked at him sharply.

“Mika...”

He ignored her.

“Haltiovaara Children’s Behavioral Institute. Closed in 1989.”

Järvinen typed rapidly.

“No public records.”

“Exactly.”

Aalto’s face darkened.

“What kind of institute?”

And there it was.

The question Mika had spent most of his life avoiding.

Not because he lacked words.

Because words made memory real.

He spoke anyway.

“It was presented as an intervention facility for children with trauma, aggression disorders, developmental instability.”

“Presented as?”

Mika looked him dead in the eye.

“It was fear conditioning.”

Silence swallowed the room.

“Children were subjected to controlled psychological experiments designed to measure obedience under fear.”

A younger detective actually laughed—short, nervous, disbelieving.

“That’s not possible.”

Mika turned.

“It happened.”

His tone killed further debate.

Lehtinen stared at him now not like a partner, but like someone realizing the map of a person she trusted had entire countries missing.

“How do you know?”

Mika hesitated.

For one unbearable second, he considered lying again.

But then he saw Emilia’s frightened face.

Aino’s body.

The mannequin.

No more lies.

“Because I was there.”

No one moved.

Even the phones seemed quieter.

Commissioner Aalto’s voice lowered.

“...What?”

Mika’s throat tightened.

“My brother and I were admitted in February 1987 after our mother’s psychiatric collapse.”

The words felt rusted.

Painful.

“We were told it was temporary.”

Images hit him with brutal precision:

Gray corridors.

Locked doors.

Reward tokens.

Recorded nursery rhymes.

Children forced to choose punishments for each other.

He kept speaking because stopping would mean drowning.

“They called it The Midnight Club.”

Järvinen looked up.

“That was real?”

Mika’s blood chilled.

“You’ve heard of it?”

Järvinen immediately regretted speaking.

“Only online rumors. Dark-web forums. Urban legends.”

“Not legends.”

Mika’s voice sharpened.

“Seven children. Repeated fear exposure. Isolation. Incentive competition. They studied which children broke fastest... and which adapted.”

Aalto’s expression had transformed from skepticism to horror.

“Who funded this?”

Mika laughed once.

A broken sound.

“That,” he said, “is probably why children are dying now.”

At 10:46 p.m., Mika sat in interrogation room three.

Alone.

Not as a suspect.

As a witness.

His own request.

A camera recorded.

For the first time in his career, Mika Korhonen gave an official statement not about a crime scene—

But about himself.

The fluorescent light above buzzed softly.

He hated fluorescent lights.

They always made him feel eight years old.

Lehtinen sat across from him, notepad closed.

No interrogation tactics.

No pressure.

Just presence.

And somehow, that made it harder.

“Start wherever you can,” she said gently.

Mika stared at the table.

His scarred knuckles.

He had once broken his hand at nineteen punching a man who’d grabbed Anna in a metro station.

Anna had called him brave.

Truth was, violence had often been easier than memory.

Finally:

“My brother’s name was Elias.”

Lehtinen said nothing.

“He was eleven minutes older.”

A sad smile flickered, vanished.

“He used to tell people that made him wiser.”

“What was he like?”

Mika’s chest tightened.

No one had asked him that in decades.

Not what happened.

What was he like.

And somehow... that hurt more.

“He was...” Mika’s voice cracked unexpectedly.

He cleared it.

“He was loud.”

A fragile laugh escaped him.

“Always humming. Terrible at whispering. Couldn’t lie worth a damn.”

Lehtinen smiled faintly.

“He sounds annoying.”

“He was.”

Mika looked down.

“And fearless.”

The word nearly destroyed him.

“Or maybe he was just better at pretending.”

Snow struck the interrogation room window.

Outside, Helsinki glowed cold and distant.

Inside, a man began reopening his own grave.

“At Haltiovaara... they separated us on day three.”

His breathing changed.

“They said Elias was progressing.”

“Progressing?”

“They rewarded children who complied.”

“How?”

Mika’s stare went vacant.

“Warm meals. Blankets. music. Daylight.”

Lehtinen’s face paled.

“And the others?”

Mika’s silence was answer enough.

When he finally spoke, his voice was almost inaudible.

“They used wolves.”

Lehtinen frowned.

“Actual wolves?”

“No.”

He swallowed.

“Sounds.”

That was somehow worse.

“Hidden speakers. Scratching in walls. Growling during sleep deprivation. Fairy tales played backward. They built fear until children couldn’t separate imagination from threat.”

A tear slipped down before Mika noticed it.

He wiped it away instantly, angry at its existence.

“One night...”

His voice failed.

Lehtinen waited.

“One night they told us Elias had escaped.”

But Mika’s shaking had become visible now.

“They said if I wanted to see him again... I had to find him in the forest.”

Lehtinen’s breath caught.

“Mika...”

“I was eight.”

The words shattered.

“They sent me outside barefoot.”

And suddenly he wasn’t in the station.

He was there.

Snow slicing skin.

Trees like black teeth.

Loudspeakers whispering fairy tales.

Run, little rabbit...

He had screamed until his throat bled.

Then—

“I found his coat.”

Lehtinen went still.

“Just his coat.”

The room felt oxygenless.

“What happened to him?”

Mika looked up.

Thirty years of grief lived in his eyes.

“I don’t know.”

And there it was.

The true wound.

Not death.

Not certainty.

Absence.

No body.

No goodbye.

No proof Elias had died... or survived.

Only disappearance.

The cruelest kind of haunting.

A sharp knock interrupted them.

Järvinen burst through the door, pale.

“We’ve got a live one.”

Mika stood instantly.

“What?”

“A Level Two participant. Twelve-year-old male. Live-streaming from somewhere underground.”

The room transformed.

Screens activated.

Coordinates triangulated.

Video loaded.

A terrified boy appeared on monitor, flashlight shaking in his hand.

Concrete tunnel.

Graffiti.

Crying.

A digital wolf icon pulsed on-screen.

A distorted voice gave instructions:

“Keep going, Lauri. Heroes don’t quit.”

Mika froze.

Lauri.

The boy from the mannequin video.

He was alive.

For now.

Then the camera panned upward.

Blue paint on the tunnel wall.

A crown.

And beneath it, in childish handwriting:

WELCOME BACK, MIKA.
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For three full seconds, nobody in Major Crimes breathed.

Not metaphorically.

Actually.

The operations room—so loud moments earlier with overlapping voices, keyboards, dispatch chatter—collapsed into a vacuum of stunned silence.

On-screen, the flashlight beam trembled violently in twelve-year-old Lauri’s hand as he stumbled deeper into darkness.

Concrete walls slick with moisture.

Graffiti.

Rust.

A child’s ragged breathing.

And there, painted in faded blue enamel across a curved tunnel wall:

WELCOME BACK, MIKA.

Not Detective Korhonen.

Not Inspector.

Mika.

Personal.

Intimate.

Like an old friend opening a door.

Or a ghost.

Järvinen was first to move.

“Trace that stream now!”

“I’m trying!”

“TRY HARDER!”

Cyber analysts descended into frantic motion, fingers flying, software windows multiplying across screens.

“Signal’s bouncing through six masked nodes.”

“Can you geofence?”

“Partial. South district—maybe abandoned metro lines, storm drains, utility tunnels...”

“Maybe?” Commissioner Aalto barked.

“Then give me certainty!”

But certainty was rare in modern terror.

And Mika knew something the others didn’t.

This wasn’t random technological sophistication.

This was theater.

The point wasn’t merely to hide.

It was to be found too slowly.

He stepped closer to the monitor, every muscle in his body taut enough to shatter.

“Pause.”

Järvinen looked up.

“What?”

“Pause the feed.”

“Mika, we need real-time—”

“Pause it!”

The command in his voice cut through the room.

Järvinen obeyed.

Lauri’s terrified face froze on-screen.

Mika leaned in close.

His insomnia, his trauma, his fractured memory—suddenly none
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