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Prologue

III
.

“Let's pretend we were your ladies-in-waiting, getting you ready for the bal

Three little girls, elbows propped on the mattress, knees on the floor, their eyes
sizzling like eggs in a frying pan, gaze spellbound at a slightly older girl. She sits on the bed,
brushing hair that blazes like fire. Her skin is so pale it is almost translucent, lit by thousands
of tiny copper-coloured specks. Freckles.

It is the favourite time of day for all three girls: after dinner, before sleep.

“Which ball, Little Stars?” she asks, pretending not to care as she lays the hairbrush
on the bedside table, on top of a book. It is a thick volume, falling apart from use. Its pages
are stained and covered with drawings. Not long ago, the cover had been mended with
strips of masking tape, coloured over with a blue marker so the repair would blend in as
much as possible.

“But... the Great Spring Ball, Your Majesty!” exclaims the one who looks like a tousled
little cloud.

“Of course, Your Majesty! The Spring Ball!” chimes in the youngest, beneath her mop
of blond hair.

The older girl bares her teeth dramatically. “For all the candy in the kingdom! Who is
organizing this ball? And more importantly, why wasn't I invited?” She points a nail file at
the girls.

“Oh, but you are the Guest of Honor, Your Magnificence!” mews the bespectacled
girl, who has not spoken until now, scratching her head energetically before dropping into
a curtsy.

The tousle-haired girl jumps to her feet. “Well, well... an Empress can't be expected
to remember everything! That's what we're here for.”

“Exactly,” the blond girl adds. “You're faaaaar too busy.”

They all burst into muffled giggles.

The older girl slowly sweeps her gaze around the room, exactly as an empress would.
Then, with great solemnity, she declares that it is true: she has little time for frivolities,

burdened as she is with the management of all her vast estates. She strides across the room



with long steps, arms folded, chin held high, reciting the inventory of her imperial
possessions and pointing to each in turn. “There is the Enchanted Valley,” she says, kneeling
to brush her fingers across the floor. "The Secret Garden,” she continues, stroking the coarse
blanket on one of the narrow beds. “The Magic Fountain,” she announces, plunging her
hand into a water pitcher and splashing the others, who stare at her open-mouthed.

“And finally...” She points toward the ceiling. “The Imperial Keep.”

“But didn't you just say the neep was the Magic Fountain?” the youngest objects.

“You insolent little ignoramus! I ought to lock you in the Closet for a whole day and
throw away the key! Keeeep. I said Keep. K-E-E-P. My castle. My lofty fortress.”

A chorus of laughter erupts.

Still perfectly serious, the older girl sits back down on the bed and crosses her legs.
“Come here at once.”

“Yes, Your Magnificence.”

“Here is your royal cloak,” says the youngest, draping the bedsheet over her
shoulders.

“And your sceptre,” says the tousle-haired girl, handing her the hairbrush, which she
clearly never uses.

“And... your crown. Ta-da!” The girl with glasses quickly tears a strip from the edge
of a sheet of paper, folds it into shape, and gently places it on her head.

The older girl bows slightly. “Let me see.” She reaches beneath the mattress and
pulls out a blue cloth bag. From it she takes a small hand mirror. A long, awestruck sigh
escapes the three girls.

“Close those mouths before your jaws get stuck.”

“Where did that come from, Your Majesty?”

"I don't think you'd be better off knowing, my dears.”

“But we want to know!”

“No matter what it costs!”

More giggles.

“Yes, yes, yes!”

“Siii...lence!” the red-haired girl thunders.

The others stifle their laughter.

“This, you little brats,” she whispers, turning the mirror over in her hands, “belonged
to my stepmother.”



“0oo000h... like Show White's?” murmurs the tousle-haired girl, furiously biting her
nails.

With a quick tap, the older girl knocks her fingers away from her mouth.

“Almost. She wanted my heart torn out. But...”

“And the huntsman saved you?”

“No. I tore hers out instead.”

The blond girl jumps backward.

“But you,” the older girl continues, batting her eyelashes, “have nothing to fear.” “At
least... not yet.”

One by one, she lets each of the girls look into the mirror.



Chapter 1

Little Stars of Jesus

For now, this is where they live: the Little Stars of Jesus Institute, where each of
them arrived at a different time.

The most recent arrival, just a few weeks ago, is the girl with glasses. Her name is
Camilla, and she is nine years old. The little girl with the mop of blond hair is the youngest.
She is five, and everyone has long since stopped calling her anything but Little One. She
was left outside the convent gate as a baby, wrapped in blankets inside a wicker basket,
just like in the movies. The tousle-haired girl is Hope. She is almost thirteen now and came
to the Institute when she was eight.

The girl with the fiery hair is the oldest, and she has been there for a long time. When
she first arrived by car, the very first thing she saw through the window was the pointed
roof of the round tower. Its porthole windows looked like wide-open eyes, frozen in surprise.
Below them, the leaded panes glittered like rows of tiny teeth. Oh yes. The building
welcomed her with one enormous smiling face.

The sky was a brilliant blue. Sunlight caressed the treetops, the rooftops, the stone
walls and the little girl's hair, whose bright orange seemed to belong to the light itself.

"Welcome, sweetheart," exclaimed the plump nun as she opened the heavy front
door. She was smiling, too.

Maybe she had ended up in the right place. There was a deep sense of peace here,
and everything seemed to point to a new beginning.

In the courtyard she caught sight of several heads, but the moment the nun closed
the gate, they vanished behind the cloister columns, as though someone had pressed a
button. Or cast a spell. The nun kept clicking her tongue, as if she had a piece of candy in
her mouth.

The little girl looked around, trying to spot the figures she had glimpsed only moments
before.

“You won't see them,” the nun laughed. "They're cowards.”



A murmur rippled through the cloister. The girl shivered, imagining a swarm of spirits
drifting between the columns.

The nun knocked on a door on the first floor. The room beyond lay in semi-darkness
and smelled of wood and broth.

Another nun sat behind a desk. She was tall and gaunt, with a hooked nose and eyes
narrowed to slits. She looked the little girl up and down. The child was wearing an oversized
T-shirt that reached almost to her knees. Across the front, above the word Fuck, someone
had spilled something yellow. Melted ice cream, perhaps. The nun neither stood up nor
smiled.

“We've been expecting you,” she said flatly, addressing both the girl and the police
officer who had accompanied her. The officer had politely removed her cap but now seemed
unsure what to do with it.

They sat in two matching chocolate-brown faux-leather armchairs opposite the desk,
which clearly marked the boundary between them. The room was silent. Every so often, a
metallic clang echoed somewhere in the building — the sharp sound of iron striking iron. The
little girl imagined the spirits from the courtyard dragging chains, struggling to break free.
Were they trying to warn her? Or rescue her from the nun, who was now rummaging
through a drawer before pulling out a writing pad and a fountain pen? The smell of broth
made everything feel sticky. Whether it was the heat or simply sweat, the backs of her
thighs had glued themselves to the chair. She tried to peel them away as gently as possible,
afraid they might leave a damp mark behind, but every tiny movement produced a wet,
nauseating sucking sound. She felt like a slug. Meanwhile, the smell had settled onto her
tongue, leaving behind a sickly sweetness before sliding into her stomach, which clenched
painfully.

The nun looked up, as though she had sensed the wave of nausea. She stared at the
girl with a pinched mouth and tiny yellow eyes. That was the moment the child finally broke
and burst into tears.

“Oh, sweetheart,” murmured the first nun, still standing stiffly in the doorway. Then,
turning to the other, she said, “I'll fetch some tea and biscuits. I've just taken them out of
the oven.”

The hook-nosed nun drummed her fingers on the desk. “It's hardly a good first
impression to burst into tears in front of the people welcoming you.”

No answer. In the silence, only sobs.



The hooked nose seemed to twitch as the nun shifted in her chair and rolled her eyes
toward the ceiling.

Still no answer. In the silence, only a sigh. Anyone listening closely would have heard
how furiously the little girl's heart was beating. Perhaps the policewoman beside her heard
it too. Perhaps that was why she reached for the child's hand. She imagined it would feel
icy, even on such a sweltering day. But before their fingers could touch, her cap slipped
from her lap and landed on the floor with a thud. As she bent to pick it up, her eyes fell on
the girl's tiny feet, clinging like claws to a pair of mismatched flip-flops.

“She's had a difficult couple of days,” she said, settling her cap back on her head and
tucking her braid over one shoulder.

“Tears are among the many consequences of sin,” the nun replied. “*No tears flow in
Heaven, nor would they flow on Earth, had mankind preserved its original purity.” Again,
her bony fingers tapped against the desk. “Well? What are you sniveling about? Are you
homesick already?”

The policewoman noticed tiny white spots scattered across the nun's worn, brittle
fingernails. “Lies,” her grandfather would have said. She felt an urge to leap to her feet and
drag the gaunt nun off her throne. Perhaps bringing the child here had been a terrible
mistake. She was just about to speak when a familiar click of the tongue announced the
return of the plump nun. She carried a tray. Dove-shaped biscuits, two glasses of iced lemon
tea, and one steaming mug of hot chocolate.

“Sister Cosetta! It's a hundred degrees outside, and you're serving hot chocolate?”

“A nice mug of this is always the best cure for tears. Besides, you can always blow
on it, can't you, sweetheart? Now then... what did you say your name was?”

The little girl wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She blew across the chocolate
and glanced around the room, searching for something. She took a cautious sip, pulled away
at once, then licked the chocolate from her upper lip, already comforted by its rich aroma.

“Are they dangerous?” she asked.

“Who?”

“The ghosts who live here.” The nun frowned.

“The only one who lives here is the Lord, together with us devoted sisters, and the

occasional unfortunate child like you.”



She rose from her chair, unclipped a ring of keys from her belt, selected one, and
handed it to Sister Cosetta. “"Ask Sister Cristina to check the basement. She'll find everything
the girl needs for her first few days. Sister Rosalba will take care of the rest.”

So there were no ghosts after all. Only a ring of keys. Long ones, short ones, some
with large bows, others with tiny teeth; gleaming keys, rusty keys, dull lead-grey keys.

That was how the red-haired girl officially crossed into the world on this side. The
world of the nuns and their Little Stars. She would soon learn that the nuns glided through
the corridors in silence, grey shadows drifting across the floors, making almost no sound at
all. The Stars, on the other hand, seemed to fly. They ticked like clock hands, as though
they were alarm clocks forever on the verge of ringing. They appeared in the kitchen to
snatch a bite and — poof! — vanished before anyone could ask them to dry the cutlery. They
hid biscuits in their underwear drawers, kept an eye on everyone else's plate, counted the
minutes until television time in the recreation room, and were always waiting for tomorrow.
Meanwhile they set the tables, filled exercise books with handwriting, argued over whose
turn it was to use the hairdryer. They were magpies hunting for glittering treasures. They
spoke secret languages that only they understood. They tiptoed through the corridors. They
picked locks. They switched lights on and off, opened and closed doors, appearing and
disappearing as they darted from one floor to another.

The top floor — the tower — was the seventh.

On the sixth floor were the laundry room, the sewing room, and the Closet.

The fifth floor housed the dormitory: five bedrooms with four beds in each, arranged
along a single corridor. There was also a sixth room, closer to the staircase, a single bedroom
where whichever supervisor was on duty slept.

On the fourth floor were the bathrooms, the classroom, and the recreation room.

The third floor belonged to the nuns.

On the second were the dining hall, the kitchen, and the pantry.

The first floor held the great hall, the Mother Superior's office, the library, and the
guest quarters. The guest quarters were where visitors passing through were welcomed.

Entering the building through the large south gate, you crossed the cloister, with its
arcades, columns, and richly decorated arches. To the north lay the chapel, where prayers
were said. To the west were the staircases leading upward. To the east — the side from
which the sun rose, the side that ancient monasteries associated with virtue and love of

one's neighbor — a passage led to a wrought-iron gate. Beyond it stretched the garden, a



hidden treasure in the middle of the city. Farther on were the vegetable plots and fields.
And at the very end of a winding path... the cemetery.
Beneath it all lay the basement. And nobody wanted to go down there. Everyone

knew that basements were where stories were born.



