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  Editorial Manifesto


Pink Bell Knoll Books

At Pink Bell Knoll Books, we believe romantic fiction can be more than fantasy —
it can be respect, truth, and emotional freedom.

Our stories don’t shout.
They whisper desire, reach deep,
and show that pleasure doesn’t need to hurt to be intense.

Here, a woman can be desired without being diminished.
She can surrender without disappearing.
She can love without losing herself.
She can say no.
And when she says yes, it’s full-hearted.

We publish romantic fiction in all its forms —
whether they unfold in the soft glow of modern life or in the rich textures of the past.
From tender flirtations to daring sensuality,
what matters is that they honor the soul as much as the skin.

We write for those who want to feel —
with the body, with the skin, with the soul.

If you're looking for a place where desire is treated with beauty,
where pleasure is shared, and love comes with truth —
welcome to your home.

Pink Bell Knoll Books — where passion meets respect.
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  Chapter 1
The Body in the Snow


Umeå, Sweden. January. 
She was kneeling in the snow. Still. Naked. Not praying, not pleading—just... there.
The forest held its breath around her, as if the very pines had witnessed something too sacred—or too profane—to disturb. Elin Röstad crouched slowly beside the body, her movements deliberate despite the cold that turned each exhale into a ghost. The temperature hovered somewhere between biting and unbearable, but she had learned long ago to make the cold her ally. Seven winters in northern Sweden had taught her that survival meant acceptance, not resistance. The cold was honest—it demanded everything and promised nothing, much like the truth she sought in scenes like this.
The woman before her looked almost serene in death, as if she had found peace in her final moments. Her hands were folded gently in her lap, fingers positioned with an artist's precision. Long blonde hair had been braided with meticulous care, intricate patterns woven with thin strips of leather that caught the weak winter light. Around her neck, a collar of dry twigs and winter berries created a crown of thorns that spoke of ritual, of ceremony, of meaning beyond mere murder.
But it was the mouth that drew Elin's attention—always the mouth in cases like these. Between frozen lips, barely visible, protruded the broken tip of a deer antler. Sharp, deliberate, violating. A silencing that felt both punishment and offering.
Elin stood slowly, her leather boots creaking against the packed snow, and studied the scene with the methodical gaze that had made her Umeå's youngest Chief Inspector. The clearing was perfectly circular, ringed by ancient pines whose branches hung heavy with fresh snow. Natural cathedral, she thought, noting how the trees seemed to lean inward, creating an amphitheatre for whatever performance had taken place here. The forests of northern Sweden were riddled with such spaces—natural clearings, ancient cave systems, places where the old peoples had once gathered to commune with gods whose names were now found only in museum displays and academic papers.
"Chief Inspector!"
The voice startled her from her analysis. A young patrol officer stood at the edge of the scene, his breath fogging his visor, uncertainty written across what she could see of his face. Mattias, she remembered now. Or Marcus. Something with M. She made a mental note to learn his name properly—good officers deserved that much.
"What is it?" she asked, her voice carrying the authority that came not from volume but from absolute certainty.
"The medical examiner is en route," he said, clearly relieved to have something official to report. "ETA fifteen minutes. And the photographer is setting up the perimeter shots."
Elin nodded, returning her attention to the body. The victim was young—early twenties, perhaps. Pretty, in the way that northern Swedish women often were, with strong bones and clear skin now made porcelain by death and cold. No obvious signs of struggle, no defensive wounds visible from this angle. Professional positioning suggested the killer had taken time, had cared about the presentation.
She moved closer to the tree directly behind the body, her eyes finding what she had been looking for. Carved into the bark with deliberate precision was a symbol that made her pulse quicken—a vertical line flanked by two angled branches, stark red against the pale wood.
A rune.
Elin knew enough about Norse mythology from her grandfather's stories to recognise the shape, though its specific meaning eluded her. Oskar had carved similar symbols during the long winter nights of her childhood, his weathered hands turning bone and wood into talismans against the dark. This rune, painted in what looked suspiciously like blood, transformed the scene from a murder into something else entirely.
A ritual. A sacrifice. A message.
She photographed the symbol with her phone before the official photographer could contaminate the scene with his flash, then stepped back to take in the complete tableau. The positioning was too deliberate to be random, too careful to be the work of a disorganised mind. This killer had knowledge—of mythology, of anatomy, of the psychological impact of staged death.
Someone with medical training, she thought, making a mental note to cross-reference with local hospitals and universities. Or someone who's studied under someone with that training.
"Keep the perimeter clear," she called to the patrol officer, who was hovering nearby with the nervous energy of someone who had never seen death presented as art. "No one else approaches until I say so. And find out who reported the body."
"Hikers," he replied promptly. "A couple from Finland, staying at the Scandic. They called it in around seven-thirty this morning."
Three hours ago. The snow had been falling since before dawn, which meant any tracks the killer might have left were already obscured. Convenient timing, or careful planning? In Elin's experience, killers who took this much care with their presentation rarely left such details to chance.
A memory stirred—not of this exact scene, but of another one, years ago in Stockholm. Another woman, another careful arrangement, another silence broken only by the sound of breathing that wasn't quite her own. Seven years ago, when she had been younger, less careful with her heart, more willing to let someone see past the ice she wrapped around herself like armour.
Thomas.
His name rose unbidden, carrying with it the taste of whiskey and regret, of a single night when she had allowed herself to thaw. She pushed the memory aside with practised efficiency. The past was the past, and Chief Inspector Röstad had learned long ago that survival meant keeping the past exactly where it belonged—buried under layers of professional competence and emotional permafrost.
Her phone buzzed against her ribs. The display showed a number she didn't recognise, but the timing made her suspicious. In her experience, calls that came during active crime scenes rarely brought good news.
"Röstad," she answered, her tone crisp and professional.
"Chief Inspector." The voice was electronically distorted, artificial in a way that made her skin crawl. "I trust you're appreciating my work."
Elin's grip tightened on the phone. She gestured sharply to the patrol officer, who immediately began recording the call on his device. "Who is this?"
"Someone who sees the truth," the voice replied. "Someone who understands that justice requires... presentation. She was beautiful, wasn't she? In her final judgment."
"What did you do to her?" Elin's voice remained steady despite the ice forming in her veins—not the cold of winter, but something deeper, more dangerous.
"I gave her what she deserved. What they all deserve. The oath-breakers, the betrayers, the ones who think their sins can remain hidden." The caller paused, and Elin could hear the sound of wind through the phone. He was outside, possibly nearby, possibly watching. "But this is just the beginning, Chief Inspector. Ullr demands balance, and balance requires sacrifice."
"Ullr?" The name stirred more memories of Oskar's stories—a god of winter, of hunting, of judgment.
"The winter god sees all," the voice continued. "He sees their sins, their betrayals, their broken promises. And he has chosen me to restore the balance." Another pause, this one heavy with implication. "Bring me Thomas Lindgren, Chief Inspector. The fallen one must witness the judgment he helped create."
Thomas. The name hit her like a physical blow, confirming what she had been trying not to acknowledge. This wasn't random. This wasn't just about the dead woman in the snow. This was about Stockholm, about the past, about a night seven years ago when she had made the mistake of letting someone matter.
"Who is Thomas Lindgren to you?" she asked, though part of her already knew the answer would change everything.
"He knows what he did," the caller replied. "And soon, so will you. Find him, bring him back to where it all began. You have until the full moon, Chief Inspector. Three days. Or the next judgment will be... more personal."
The line went dead, leaving Elin staring at her phone as the implications crashed over her like an avalanche. The killer wasn't just someone with knowledge of Norse mythology and a talent for theatrical death. He was someone with a connection to her past, to Thomas, to the case that had ended her time in Stockholm and begun her exile in the north.
But how could he know about Thomas and me? The thought chilled her more than the winter air. Unless someone was watching us back then. Someone who knew us both.
She looked back at the body in the snow, seeing it now not just as a crime scene but as a message specifically crafted for her. The rune, the positioning, the call—it was all designed to draw her back into a world she had spent seven years trying to escape.
"Chief Inspector?" The patrol officer was watching her with concern. "Everything alright?"
Elin slipped the phone back into her coat, her mind already working through the implications, the necessary steps, the phone calls she would have to make. "Contact Superintendent Eriksson," she said. "Tell him we need to discuss bringing in a consultant. A specialist in ritualistic crime scenes."
"What kind of specialist?"
Elin turned away from the body, away from the rune carved into the tree, away from the careful arrangement of death and symbolism. In three days, the moon would be full, and somewhere in the vast forests of northern Sweden, a killer was planning his next judgment. A killer who knew about Thomas Lindgren, about Stockholm, about the night that had changed everything.
And possibly someone who taught him, she thought, remembering the medical precision of the wounds, the academic knowledge of Norse mythology. Someone with the expertise to train others.
"Dr. Thomas Lindgren," she said, the name tasting like winter air in her lungs. "Former forensic pathologist. He's... an expert in cases involving Norse mythology and ritual symbolism."
She didn't mention that he was also the reason she had transferred to Umeå seven years ago. Didn't mention the night they had spent together after closing the Södermalm case, or the way he had looked at her like she was something precious and breakable. Didn't mention that calling him would mean facing not just a killer obsessed with ancient gods and modern justice, but the one person who had ever seen past her carefully constructed walls.
The snow began to fall harder, covering the crime scene in a fresh layer of white that would soon erase the footprints, the tyre tracks, the evidence of human passage. But it wouldn't erase the message, wouldn't silence the call, wouldn't change the fact that the past had finally caught up with Chief Inspector Elin Röstad.
As the medical examiner's van pulled into the forest clearing, Elin took one last look at the woman in the snow—young, beautiful, positioned like an offering to gods that most people believed had died out centuries ago.
But gods, Elin was beginning to understand, never truly died. They simply waited in the cold and the dark, patient as winter itself, until someone called them back to claim what they believed was owed.
And somewhere in the forest, Ullr was listening.






  
  Chapter 2
Ice Within


Elin's Apartment, Umeå 
The apartment reflected the hysterical order of everything in her organised place. Elin Röstad stood at the kitchen window, watching Umeå sleep beneath her blanket of snow. The clock on the wall showed three in the morning, transformed into something almost peaceful. Almost. The streetlights created pools of amber in the darkness, the endless fall of snowflakes that erased the day's footprints, the sins, the evidence.
Sleep wouldn't come tonight. She hadn't expected it to.
The vodka in her glass was her only concession to the cold that lived inside her bones—not the winter cold of northern Sweden, which she had learned to embrace, but something deeper. Something that had taken root the day Lukas Persson's daughter was silenced by black water, when she was sixteen and learned that even the strongest ice could betray you.
In the kitchen counter lay a manila folder—Thomas Lindgren's personnel file, delivered by secure courier an hour after her call to Stockholm. She hadn't opened it yet. She didn't need to. She remembered him too well; dark blue eyes that saw too much, hands that were steadier than a surgeon's, a mind that could read crime scenes like ancient texts.
Thirty-nine now, two years her senior, though the weight he carried made him seem older. Hadn't aged well, the file noted in clinical terms, but Elin knew the real weight—the ghosts of unsolved cases, the burden of seeing darkness where others chose to see light.
She cut the thought short, the way she had trained herself to do over seven years of practice. Some doors, once closed, were meant to stay that way.
Her phone buzzed—a text from Nyberg, her second-in-command: Victim identified. Astrid Bergman, 24. University student. Reported missing three days ago by roommate. Sending full file.
Elin opened the attachment, scrolling through the details that painted a picture of a life cut short. Environmental science major, no criminal record, active in student politics. The photograph showed a young woman with bright eyes and an easy smile—the kind of person who trusted the world to be fair, who believed in justice and kindness and the inherent goodness of humanity.
The kind of person Elin had once been, before the ice taught her that trust was a luxury she couldn't afford.
Her phone buzzed again—another message from Nyberg: Roommate mentioned victim was secretive lately. Think she was seeing someone. Will interview tomorrow.
Someone else. Elin made a mental note to dig deeper into Astrid Bergman's personal life. In cases involving ritual killing, the victim was rarely random. There was always a connection, a reason for selection that made sense to the killer's twisted logic.
She moved to the living room, settling into the single armchair that faced the window. The personnel file remained unopened on the coffee table, Thomas's name printed in stark black letters across the tab. Inside would be his career highlights, his commendations, his spectacular fall from grace.
It wouldn't contain the details that mattered—the way he held his coffee cup with both hands when he was thinking, the scar on his left thumb from a childhood accident, the careful distance he maintained from everyone except when he forgot to guard himself.
It wouldn't mention the night after the Södermalm case closed, when they had celebrated with the team at a downtown bar. She had worn a red dress—the only time in her career she had dressed as a woman rather than a police officer. Thomas had noticed, his eyes warming in a way that made her feel exposed and terrified and alive all at once.
Don't go there, she warned herself, but the memory persisted like the taste of whiskey on her tongue.
They had talked for hours that night, about the case, about justice, about the darkness that lived in the human heart. She had found herself telling him things she had never told anyone—about Lukas, about the lake, about the way guilt could freeze in your chest like trapped breath. He had listened without judgment, without trying to fix her, just accepting the broken pieces she offered as if they were gifts.
When he had invited her back to his apartment, she had said yes. When he had kissed her with a gentleness that made her want to weep, she had kissed him back. When he had held her through the night as if she were something precious rather than something to be endured, she had allowed herself to believe, just for a few hours, that maybe the ice wasn't permanent.
Morning had brought panic. She had woken in his arms, feeling warm and safe and completely terrified. By noon, she had filed a transfer request to Umeå. By evening, she had stopped answering his calls.
Seven years. Seven years of silence, of building walls higher and stronger, of convincing herself that what she felt that night was an aberration rather than a revelation. Seven years of telling herself that Chief Inspector Elin Röstad was better off alone, that ice was armour rather than prison.
Now a killer was demanding Thomas's return, weaving their past into his ritual of blood and Norse mythology. She thought of the rune carved into the tree—Eihwaz, she remembered now from Oskar's stories. The yew tree, sacred to the god of death, representing the connection between life and the afterlife. A bridge between worlds.
Her grandfather had carved that same rune into a piece of whalebone when she was seventeen, the winter after Lukas died. "Balance, child," he had said, pressing it into her palm with hands that smelled of pipe tobacco and pine resin. "The world will try to break you into pieces. Remember that even the strongest trees bend in the storm rather than snap."
She had kept that bone carving in her desk drawer for twenty years, touching it whenever the cold inside threatened to crack her foundations. Oskar had understood about ice, about the way grief could crystallise in your bones until moving hurt, until feeling anything hurt, until the absence of emotion was the only safe place left.
But he had also understood about thawing.
"Ice isn't forever," he had told her during one of their last conversations before he died. "It only feels that way when you're in the middle of winter. But spring always comes, Elin. Spring always comes."
She opened the personnel file.
Thomas stared back at her from a photograph taken before Stockholm, before Erik, before everything fell apart. He looked younger, more confident, his smile reaching his eyes in a way that suggested he still believed the world made sense. The file detailed his education, his early career successes, his rapid rise through the ranks of forensic pathology.
Brilliant, dedicated, innovative—all the words bureaucrats used when they wanted to avoid saying "irreplaceable."
Then came the Södermalm case. Three women murdered over six weeks, their bodies posed like classical paintings, their deaths choreographed with an artist's precision. Thomas had been lead forensic consultant, his insights into the killer's psychological profile instrumental in narrowing the suspect pool. Until everything went wrong.
The file was circumspect about the details, but Elin remembered. A crucial piece of evidence overlooked, a timeline miscalculated, a profile that led them to focus on the wrong type of suspect. By the time they corrected course, a fourth woman was dead—Linnea Dahlberg, twenty-six, art student, found posed like Ophelia in a shallow pond, flowers in her hair and water in her lungs.
Thomas had blamed himself. The department had blamed him too, quietly but thoroughly. His career had evaporated like morning frost, leaving behind only the memory of what he had been and the weight of what he had failed to prevent.
Now, according to the coordinates in his file, he lived alone in a cabin fifty kilometres north of the city, as far from his former life as geography would allow. She thought of him out there in the wilderness, splitting wood and reading books and trying to forget the sound of Linnea Dahlberg's mother crying at the trial.
Or maybe, she thought, he's found peace in the isolation. Maybe he's learned to live with the ghosts.
Her phone showed no signal bars—she was truly cut off now, dependent on her own judgment, her own ability to handle whatever came next. The killer's deadline loomed: three days until the full moon. Three days to find Thomas, bring him to Umeå, and somehow prevent more deaths.
Three days to face the one person who had ever seen past her walls and found her worth knowing.
The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it terrified her more than any killer ever could.
Because some kinds of warmth, once remembered, were impossible to forget. And some kinds of ice, once cracked, could never be made whole again.
She closed the file and reached for her phone, the killer's words echoing in her mind: The fallen one must witness the judgment he helped create.
Thomas had fallen, yes. But Elin was beginning to understand that she had been falling too, for seven years, through layers of carefully constructed ice that had finally grown too thin to hold her weight.
Outside, the snow continued to fall, covering Umeå in silence and secrecy. And somewhere in that white expanse, a hunter was moving among them, carrying with him the knowledge of ancient gods and modern sins, the promise of balance restored through blood.
But whose blood? Elin wondered, staring out at the storm. And who gets to decide what balance means?
The questions hung in the frigid air like her breath, visible for a moment before dissolving into the dark. But the cold they left behind would linger long after morning came, a reminder that some winters, once they settled in your bones, never truly ended.
She thought of Oskar's words about spring, about thawing, about ice that wasn't forever.
Tomorrow, she would drive north to find Thomas Lindgren. Tomorrow, she would face the past she had spent seven years running from.
Tonight, she would sit in the cold and the dark and remember what warmth felt like, just for a moment, before she let the ice settle back around her heart like armour she wasn't sure she was ready to remove.
The clock struck four. Dawn was still hours away, but Elin could already feel something changing in the rhythm of the night, some subtle shift that suggested the storm was building toward something larger than weather.
Three days, she thought, touching the vodka to her lips and tasting winter. Three days to solve a puzzle that started seven years ago, in another city, another life.
Three days to discover if Thomas Lindgren remembered that night the way she did, or if seven years of exile had taught him to forget what she had never been able to let go.
The glass was empty. The file was closed. The snow fell.
And somewhere between the silence and the storm, Elin Röstad began the slow, terrifying process of preparing to thaw.






  
  Chapter 3
The Rune of Ullr


The morgue embraced the cold like an old friend, its temperature a few degrees above freezing—clinical necessity disguised as comfort for those who no longer needed warmth. Dr. Maja Svensson moved around Astrid Bergman's body with the methodical precision of someone who had spent fifteen years translating death into data, violence into evidence, silence into truth. 
Elin Röstad stood at the edge of the examination table, arms crossed, watching Svensson work. The medical examiner was a small woman with steady hands and prematurely gray hair that she wore pulled back in a practical bun. Her glasses reflected the harsh fluorescent lights as she leaned over the body, her voice maintaining the clinical detachment that allowed her to do her job without losing her humanity.
"Exsanguination from precisely placed wounds to the bilateral femoral arteries," Svensson reported, indicating two small punctures on the inner thighs that were barely visible against Astrid's pale skin. "The killer knew exactly where to cut for maximum blood loss while minimizing the victim's suffering. Medical training, almost certainly."
Elin moved closer, studying the wounds. "How much medical training?"
"Surgical level. These cuts were made with a blade sharp enough to part tissue cleanly, positioned to sever the arteries without damaging surrounding muscle groups. Whoever did this has intimate knowledge of human anatomy." Svensson adjusted the examination light, the harsh beam revealing details that daylight had obscured. "There's also evidence of sedation."
"Show me."
Svensson gently tilted Astrid's head, revealing a tiny puncture wound at the base of the skull, so small it might have been mistaken for an insect bite. "Injection site. Very precise placement—right at the junction where the skull meets the cervical vertebrae. The angle suggests the victim was conscious and standing when the sedative was administered."
"She wouldn't have felt the killing wounds," Elin concluded.
"No. Based on the minimal defensive injuries and the relaxed positioning we found her in, she was unconscious throughout the actual murder. The killer wanted her peaceful, not suffering." Svensson's tone carried a note of professional puzzlement. "It's an interesting psychological profile—someone who kills methodically but doesn't seem to derive pleasure from the victim's pain."
Elin nodded, filing away this detail. Organized, medical knowledge, no apparent sadism—this was shaping up to be a very particular type of killer. "Time of death?"
"Between forty-eight and seventy-two hours before discovery, allowing for the temperature variables. The cold preserved the body remarkably well, which may have been part of the killer's calculation." Svensson moved to examine the ritual elements more closely. "The positioning was definitely post-mortem. Rigor mortis would have made it impossible to achieve this exact arrangement if she'd been placed immediately after death."
Elin studied the arrangement—hands folded in precise prayer position, head tilted at an angle that suggested supplication rather than collapse, legs positioned to support the kneeling posture indefinitely. "So he killed her elsewhere, waited for rigor to pass, then transported and positioned her."
"That's my assessment. Which means he had access to a location where he could store a body for twelve to eighteen hours without detection. Somewhere temperature-controlled, private, probably with medical facilities given the surgical precision of the wounds."
The implications were troubling. A killer with medical training, access to private facilities, and the patience to wait for the optimal moment to create his tableau. This wasn't a crime of passion or opportunity—it was carefully planned theater.
"What about the ritual elements?" Elin asked, gesturing to the evidence bags arranged on a nearby table.
Svensson moved to the display, lifting the bag containing the deer antler tip. "Mature male reindeer, based on the bone density and mineral content. The break is fresh—this was harvested specifically for this purpose, not scavenged." She held the bag up to the light, revealing the careful way the antler had been shaped. "Look at the base. It's been filed smooth, almost polished. This took time and care."
"And the collar?"
"Arctic willow twigs, winterberry, and what appears to be dried cloudberry leaves. All plants that would be available in this region during winter, but you'd have to know where to look." Svensson set down the bag and picked up another containing several strips of leather. "These are interesting. Hand-tooled leather, vegetable-tanned using traditional methods. Not commercial material—someone made these specifically."
Elin examined the leather strips through the plastic, noting their deep red color and the careful way they had been cut. "Any idea what kind of leather?"
"Preliminary analysis suggests deer hide, consistent with traditional Sami craftsmanship. The tanning process uses birch bark and other organic materials that give it this particular color and texture." Svensson paused, her expression thoughtful. "Chief Inspector, whoever created these items has extensive knowledge of traditional northern crafts, probably learned over years rather than researched for this specific crime."
"So we're looking for someone with connections to Sami culture, medical training, and knowledge of Norse mythology," Elin summarized. "That's a very specific intersection."
"There's more." Svensson moved to her computer terminal, pulling up high-resolution photographs of the crime scene. "The rune carved into the tree—I've been researching it since yesterday. Eihwaz, the thirteenth rune of the Elder Futhark. It represents the yew tree, which was sacred to the Norse as a bridge between the world of the living and the world of the dead."
Elin felt a chill that had nothing to do with the morgue's temperature. Her grandfather's stories flickered in her memory—Oskar carving the same symbol into whalebone while telling her about the old gods, the old ways, the old understanding that some trees could bear messages between worlds.
"The yew was particularly associated with Ullr," Svensson continued, "who was not just a god of winter and hunting, but also a god of justice. In some traditions, he was called upon to witness oaths and punish those who broke them." She clicked to another image, this one showing the rune from multiple angles. "The red pigment used to paint this symbol is interesting too—it's not blood, as we initially thought, but a mixture of iron oxide and organic compounds consistent with traditional Norse ceremonial paint."
"Someone who knows the old ways," Elin murmured.
"Very old ways. This level of detail suggests either scholarly research or cultural inheritance. The killer isn't just appropriating Norse symbolism—they understand its deeper meanings, its proper application." Svensson closed the computer and turned back to the examination table. "There's one more thing you need to see."
She gently lifted Astrid's left hand, revealing what appeared to be a small mark on the palm—so faint it was barely visible. Under magnification, it resolved into another symbol, this one drawn in what looked like henna or temporary dye.
"A bind rune," Svensson explained. "A combination of multiple runic symbols to create a specific meaning. This one combines elements that suggest 'judgment,' 'sacrifice,' and 'balance.' It would have been invisible unless you knew to look for it."
Elin stared at the symbol, her mind racing. The killer had marked Astrid not just for public display but for private significance, creating layers of meaning that revealed an obsessive attention to detail and symbolic accuracy.
"Dr. Svensson," she said slowly, "in your professional opinion, how many people in northern Sweden would have the combination of skills and knowledge necessary to plan and execute this murder?"
The medical examiner was quiet for a moment, considering. "The medical knowledge alone narrows it to perhaps a few hundred individuals—doctors, veterinarians, advanced medical students, military medics. Add the cultural knowledge and craftwork skills, and you're probably looking at fewer than fifty people. Include the psychological profile of someone capable of ritualistic murder..." She shrugged. "A dozen, maybe fewer."
"Assuming they're local."
"Yes. Though the level of cultural detail suggests someone with deep roots in the region, not an outsider who studied up for this crime."
Elin nodded, her mind already working through the implications. A small suspect pool was both blessing and curse—easier to investigate thoroughly, but if the killer was among that dozen, they probably knew the police would be looking at them. Smart killers prepared for scrutiny.
"I'll need copies of everything," she said. "Photos, reports, toxicology results when they come in. And I want to be notified immediately if you find anything else unusual."
"Of course." Svensson began covering the body with a sheet, her movements gentle despite the clinical setting. "Chief Inspector, may I ask—are you bringing in additional expertise? This level of symbolic complexity is beyond most criminal investigations."
Elin paused at the morgue door, thinking of Thomas Lindgren driving north through the snow, carrying with him not just forensic knowledge but seven years of history she wasn't ready to confront.
"Dr. Thomas Lindgren will be consulting," she said. "He has experience with ritualistic crime scenes."
Svensson's eyebrows rose slightly. "Thomas Lindgren? I thought he'd left forensic work after Stockholm."
"He did. But this case appears to be connected to his previous work." Elin opened the door, letting the warmer air of the hospital corridor flow into the morgue. "Dr. Svensson, everything we've discussed stays between us until Dr. Lindgren arrives. The killer specifically requested his involvement, which means this case has personal elements we don't fully understand yet."
"Understood." Svensson's expression grew more serious. "Chief Inspector, if this killer has the level of knowledge and planning capability we've discussed, and if they're specifically targeting people connected to Dr. Lindgren's past work..."
"Then none of us are safe until we understand what they want," Elin finished. "Which is why we need to work quickly and carefully."
As she left the morgue, Elin's phone buzzed with a text from Nyberg: Interviewed roommate. Astrid was definitely seeing someone—older man, professor type. Secretive about it. Also found something in her room. Can you come to the precinct?
Elin quickened her pace, her mind spinning through the new information. A secret relationship with an older professor would fit the killer's apparent obsession with broken oaths and moral judgment. If Astrid had been cheating on a boyfriend, or if the professor had been married, either could provide the "sin" that had marked her for Ullr's justice.
The drive back to police headquarters took her through Umeå's quiet morning streets, the city moving slowly under its blanket of fresh snow. Students bundled in winter gear made their way to early classes, their breath forming clouds in the cold air. Normal life continuing its patterns while somewhere among them, a killer with medical training and ancient knowledge planned his next judgment.
Her phone rang as she pulled into the parking garage—an unknown number, but she recognized the pattern from yesterday's call.
"Röstad," she answered, signaling to the security officer to start recording.
"Good morning, Chief Inspector." The same electronically distorted voice, carrying a note of satisfaction that made her skin crawl. "I trust you've begun to appreciate the artistry of my work."
"What do you want?" Elin kept her voice steady, professional, even as her free hand moved instinctively to her sidearm.
"Justice, of course. Balance. The restoration of moral order to a world that has forgotten the meaning of oaths." The voice paused, and she could hear what sounded like pages turning. "Astrid Bergman was a beautiful beginning, don't you think? So peaceful in her final judgment. She understood, in the end, that her betrayal required consecration."
"Betrayal of what?"
"Love. Trust. The sacred bonds between souls. She promised herself to one while giving herself to another. Such casual cruelty demands response." The caller's tone remained maddeningly calm, as if discussing the weather rather than murder. "But she was merely the herald, Chief Inspector. The true reckoning comes when the fallen one arrives to witness what his failures have wrought."
"Thomas Lindgren has nothing to do with your crimes."
"Doesn't he?" The voice carried a note of dark amusement. "Ask him about Erik, Chief Inspector. Ask him about the choice he made seven years ago, and the price others paid for his righteousness. Ask him if he truly believes justice was served in Stockholm, or if some debts remain unpaid."
The line went dead, leaving Elin staring at her phone in the dim light of the parking garage. Erik—Thomas's brother, the Södermalm killer. What did a seven-year-old case have to do with Astrid Bergman's ritualistic murder? And why did this killer seem to know so much about Thomas's personal history?
She made her way up to the major crimes unit, where Nyberg was waiting with a evidence bag and a grim expression.
"What did you find?" she asked without preamble.
Nyberg held up the bag, revealing a small notebook with a leather cover. "Hidden under Astrid's mattress. Her roommate helped us search the room—said Astrid had been acting strange for weeks, paranoid, like someone was watching her."
Elin took the bag, examining the notebook through the plastic. The leather was similar to the strips found woven into Astrid's hair—hand-tooled, traditional methods, the same deep red color.
"Have you read it?"
"Started to. It's... disturbing." Nyberg gestured toward the conference room. "You'll want to sit down for this."
Inside the conference room, Elin carefully removed the notebook from its evidence bag and opened it to the first page. Astrid's handwriting was neat, controlled, the entries dated starting three months ago:
October 15: He's watching me again. I feel it when I walk across campus, like eyes on my back. H says I'm imagining things, but I know what I know. Someone knows about us.
October 22: Found a flower on my car windshield this morning. A single white lily. Death flower, grandmother used to call them. Maybe coincidence, but my skin crawls thinking about it.
November 3: The lily was just the beginning. Now there are notes—slipped under my door, tucked into my textbooks. Always the same message: "Ullr sees." I looked it up. Norse god of justice and winter. Why is someone threatening me with mythology?
Elin turned the pages, watching Astrid's fear escalate through her careful documentation. The entries became more detailed, more desperate:
November 18: H wants to end things. Says his wife is getting suspicious, that we need to be more careful. But how can we be careful when someone is already watching? I tried to tell him about the notes, the feeling of being followed, but he thinks I'm being paranoid. Maybe I am. Maybe the guilt is making me see threats that aren't there.
November 30: Not paranoid. Someone left a package in my apartment—I know I locked the door. Inside was a piece of bone carved with symbols. Ancient symbols. And a note: "The yew remembers what you forget. Oaths spoken in darkness cast shadows in light." I'm scared. Really scared now.
December 10: H broke it off. Said it was getting too complicated, too dangerous for his career. But the watcher is still there. I can feel him getting closer, like winter closing in. I've started carrying pepper spray, but what good is that against someone who can get into my locked apartment?
The final entry was dated just four days before Astrid's body was found:
December 20: I know who it is now. Saw him today outside the library, and he didn't hide this time. Smiled at me like we were old friends. I know that face from somewhere, but I can't place it. Tall, dark hair, carrying a medical bag. He looks like someone I should remember, someone who should matter. Why can't I remember where I've seen him before? The bone carving is on my desk now, and I understand what it means. Eihwaz—the yew tree, the bridge between life and death. He's not just watching anymore. He's ready.
Elin closed the notebook, her mind racing through the implications. The killer had stalked Astrid for months, had somehow gained access to her apartment, had left carefully crafted messages designed to terrify her while building toward his final judgment. Medical bag, tall, dark hair—physical details that might help identify him, if they could find witnesses who had seen him.
"The boyfriend," she said to Nyberg. "The professor she was seeing. We need to find him immediately."
"Already working on it. Based on the initials in the notebook and the roommate's description, we think it's Dr. Henrik Nilsson from the environmental science department. Married, two kids, exactly the type who would panic if an affair became public."
"Bring him in for questioning. And I want protection for the roommate—if the killer was watching Astrid for months, he probably knows about anyone close to her."
"Already arranged. What about Dr. Lindgren? Any word on when he'll arrive?"
Elin checked her watch. "This afternoon, if he left early this morning. I want everything ready for him—full case file, crime scene photos, all physical evidence cataloged and available for examination."
"And the connection to Stockholm? To his brother?"
"That's what we need to figure out." Elin stood, gathering the notebook and its evidence bag. "Nyberg, I want you to pull the complete file on the Södermalm murders—not just the official reports, but everything. Witness statements, evidence logs, personnel records. If this killer knows something about that case, something that involves Thomas personally, we need to understand what we're dealing with."
As Nyberg left to coordinate the investigation, Elin remained in the conference room, staring out at the snow that continued to fall over Umeå. In six hours, Thomas Lindgren would be back in her life, bringing with him expertise she needed and complications she had spent seven years avoiding.
But Astrid Bergman's notebook had revealed something that changed the stakes entirely. This wasn't just about Norse mythology or ritualistic murder. This was about a killer who had been watching, planning, building toward something larger than a single victim.
And somewhere in the snow-covered city, he was preparing his next judgment, his next offering to the winter god who saw all sins and demanded balance for every broken oath.
The yew tree remembered what they forgot. But some memories, Elin was beginning to understand, were too dangerous to ignore, too important to bury, too connected to the present to remain safely in the past.
Time was running out, and the full moon was rising.






  
  Chapter 4
Shadows and Choices


Umeå, 2025. January. 
Dr. Linnea Eriksson stood at the window of her university office, watching students hurry across the snow-covered campus below, their breath forming clouds in the bitter air. At thirty-two, she had achieved everything she had dreamed of as a graduate student—a permanent position in cultural anthropology, her own research lab, respect from colleagues who valued her insights into Nordic folklore and ritual practices. Yet today, staring out at the winter landscape, she felt the weight of choices that had brought her to this moment, and the growing sense that her carefully constructed life was about to be tested in ways she couldn't yet imagine.
Her laptop displayed an email she had been trying to write for the past hour, the cursor blinking accusingly at the end of an unfinished sentence: "Johan, I can't continue what we started. It was a mistake that—" She deleted the words for the third time, unable to find the right combination of finality and kindness. How did you end something that should never have begun? How did you explain to your colleague—your friend—that the guilt was eating away at her marriage like acid, that every stolen moment with him felt like a betrayal of everything she claimed to value?
The affair had started innocently enough, the way these things always did. Late nights in the faculty lounge, discussions about research that gradually became more personal, the slow recognition that Johan Andersson understood her academic passions in ways her husband never had. David was a good man—kind, stable, devoted—but he was an engineer who saw the world in terms of structures and systems, not stories and symbols. When Linnea talked about her research into ancient ritual practices, David's eyes would glaze over with polite incomprehension.
Johan, on the other hand, was a historian who specialized in medieval Scandinavia. When she described her theories about the continuity of pagan practices into the Christian era, he leaned forward with genuine interest, asked probing questions, built on her ideas with insights of his own. It had been intoxicating to be truly understood, to have someone who could follow her thoughts into the dark corners of human behavior where her research led.
The first kiss had happened three months ago, after a departmental Christmas party. Too much wine, too much laughter, too much connection between two people who should have known better. They had pulled apart immediately, both horrified by the line they had crossed, promising it would never happen again.
But promises, Linnea was learning, were fragile things.
Her phone buzzed with a text from David: "Still on for dinner tonight? Thought we could try that new place on Storgatan." Sweet, trusting David, who never questioned her late nights at the university, who believed her when she said the anthropology department was working on a grant proposal that required extra hours. She typed back: "Looking forward to it," then immediately felt the familiar stab of guilt that had become her constant companion.







