

  

    

      

    

  










VENGEANCE


A XANDER WALSH NOVELLA






Rena Aliston







  Contents


  



  Title Page


  Copyright Page


  Quote


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  Chapter 18


  Chapter 19


  Chapter 20


  Chapter 21


  Chapter 22


  Chapter 23


  Chapter 24


  Chapter 25


  Chapter 26


  Chapter 27


  Chapter 28


  Chapter 29


  Chapter 30


  Chapter 31


  Chapter 32


  Acknowledgments


  Sign Up & Get Free Stories


  Also By Author


  About The Author


  Author's Note






VENGEANCE
A Xander Walsh Novella
Copyright © 2025 Rena Aliston. All Rights Reserved.






The right of Rena Aliston to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright, Design and Patents Act, 1988. No part of this publication may be reproduced or copied in any form or by any means without written permission from both the author and the publisher of this book.






First Published 2025
by Owl-Raven Books






Cover Designed by Owl-Raven Books
Cover Image by Jukka Nieminen






If you would like permission to use material from this book (other than for review purposes), please contact rena@renaaliston.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.






Owl-Raven Books
owlravenbooks.com






Printed in the United States of America






ISBN 9798989683895




















“I liked my secrets where they were—buried deep
within time’s pit, soaking in a pool of madness.”






Xander Walsh 













CHAPTER 1






AISLY PINES’ SHADOWS haunted me. Spirits danced around, fluttering with the leaves, begging me to solve life’s riddles. But I couldn’t. All I could do was stand in the copse and stare at her lifeless body.


	One eye greeted me—blue and speckled with red—while the other was sewn shut, surrounded by a sea of purple and black.


	I focused on the Svefnthorn carved into both sides of her face. They were identical in length and depth.


	Next, I studied the crescent moon engraved on her forehead before following the trail of blood that ran from her torn septum to her lips. My attention shifted to the symbol etched on her chin.


	I stepped back and surveyed the scene. Her battered corpse hung before me, her shirt torn open, flesh carved through. Her arms were stretched out beside her, bound at the wrists with ropes. I followed the cords until I reached their end, tied to a tree branch.


	The flash of a camera over my shoulder forced my eyes to journey down the rest of her body. Runes danced around her torso, running across her abdomen underneath her breasts. My eyebrows knitted as I stared at the bind rune etched above her belly button before shifting my attention to her blood and dirt stained pant legs. Her bent knees rested on a wooden altar.


	Captain Jansen shuffled through the forest, parting the crowd of detectives gathered around the crime scene. “Please tell me you’ve found something.”


	“I haven’t figured out the eyes—why one is open and the other sewn shut—but her cheeks bear the Svefnthorn, a Norse symbol meaning ‘sleep thorn.’ The two crossed arrows on her chin represent traveling.”


	Damon tapped his pen against his notepad. “Any particular place?”


	“It depends on your beliefs.”


	“Care to elaborate?” Captain Jansen inched closer to the body.


	“For Christians, it’s heaven or hell. For everyone else, it varies based on their culture and views of the afterlife.”


	“What do you believe?”


	A gust of wind swept through, muffling the surrounding chatter. A few evidence unit technicians battled with loose sheets of paper fluttering in the breeze, but I remained entranced by the markings on the altar. Damon cleared his throat, breaking my concentration. I glanced at him and smiled. “I’m not a Christian.”


	He chuckled and pointed to her abdomen. “What’s that?”


	“A bind rune. It’s for protection.”


	Captain Jansen peered over his shoulder. “From what?”


	“From evil.”


	“Jesus!” He hurried over to Coroner Watts and a group of evidence technicians huddled beneath a maple tree.


	More detectives arrived on the scene, among them Smyth, smirking and glancing in my direction.


	Damon stepped between us and sighed. “He’s not worth it.”


	“I know.” I moved to the right side of the victim, focusing on the rope around her wrists before examining the ground. A piece of broom sedge lay beside the altar’s base. I knelt and signaled for an evidence technician, pointing at it. He retrieved a paper envelope and a pair of forceps from his case and collected the plant.


	“Is that significant?” Damon asked.


	“It’s used to make brooms and is connected to cleansing, purification, and protection.” My eyebrows knitted as I stepped back and surveyed the victim. “Like a witch’s broom.” I knelt in front of the altar, my eyes drifting from the etchings on the altar to the markings on her flesh. “Brooms symbolize feminine strength, freedom, and defiance.”


	I circled around to the back of the body. Her shirt draped over her shoulders, revealing a bloody handprint in the middle of the fabric. “Sweeping is about getting rid of the old. A new beginning.” My eyes traveled down her back, past the altar, and toward the terrain. One set of footprints was embedded in the soil.


	Damon stood on the other side, shadowing me. My cautious steps drew everyone’s attention as I turned my gaze to the trees. Broken limbs, leaves, and twigs covered the undergrowth, complicating my search.


	Other officers and detectives joined us. Captain Jansen and Coroner Watts pushed past the technicians, positioning themselves at the front of the crowd while monitoring my movements.


	I rushed to the second tree. There, at the base and nestled in the brush, was a basket containing three apples.


	Captain Jansen hurried toward me. “Tell me that means something.”


	“Nehalennia.”













CHAPTER 2






MY EYES SHOT open as the alarm blared against the sun’s rays, forcing their way through the window. I reached for the clock, knocking over an empty glass before turning it off and sinking back into the mattress.


	Daylight brought madness. I recited this like a mantra, trying to convince myself to drift back into dreamland, but it didn’t work. Instead, my feet caressed the wooden floor, carrying me into the bathroom.


	The warm water pelted my skin, awakening the birds chirping outside and the dogs barking beneath my window. A tormented symphony rang throughout the alley as I struggled to wash away death’s desires.


	Every morning, my father sang a song about the sun chasing the moon and an eagle pulling the darkness away as they flew across the sky. I longed for the lyrics to greet my lips. I mumbled a few lines, but they quickly evaporated in the running water.


	As I attempted to get dressed, I glanced at myself in the mirror, wondering how I had survived this long. Nightmares clawed at my flesh nightly, pleading with my soul to reveal its true character.


	A sip of orange juice and a bite of yesterday’s bagel sent me flying out of my loft, down three flights of stairs, and into the parking lot. I always parked close to the complex; a quick exit was necessary for survival, a lesson my mother instilled in me.


	I jumped into my car, revved the engine, and sped out of the lot into ongoing traffic. A couple of horns blasted through the crisp air, but I had no desire to indulge them. We were all in a hurry—a hurry to get to nowhere.


	I fiddled with the radio for a few minutes before landing on a station that caught my interest. The morning discussion was heavy; it’s not every day you hear about a mass murder. Twenty-two bodies were found beneath a bridge in Paducah—no witnesses, no suspects, just bodies.


	I shook my head in disbelief, but the place I currently called home wasn’t any different. Bodies piled up every few days. While I resigned myself to believing I lived in the crime capital of Kentucky, it was oddly comforting to know that other areas of the state were just as fucked up as Birchwood.


	Trapped between a school bus and an ambulance, I sat on Maple Drive, clutching my pendant and reciting a prayer. “Baduhenna, cradle me within your womb. Protect me from the enemies standing between your sacred brow and my soul.”


	The slow crawl of traffic cleared as I turned onto Turner Road, past the fire department and toward the police station. I pulled up next to Damon, who was lingering in front of his car, rummaging through his duffle bag.


	He raked his fingers through his hair and smiled as I placed my bag on the hood of his car. “Good morning.”


	“I see you slept well.”


	“Jackie and I talked about our issues and decided it’s time to get some help. A friend of hers knows a counselor.”


	“You had a change of heart.”


	“After the attack, we decided it was better to work through our shit instead of denying that we have problems.”


	“That’s quite mature of you.”


	“It is. Now it’s your turn.”


	I studied his demeanor as he rocked back and forth on his heels, a crooked smirk dancing across his face. His beady eyes pierced my soul as his lips parted.


	“Her name is—”


	“No.” I grabbed my bag off the hood of his car and rushed through the front door.


	“Are you kidding me? You never go out.”


	“Because I’m smart.” People pried. They wrapped their hands around your throat, strangling every secret, every nightmare, every broken promise out of you. I liked my secrets where they were—buried deep within time’s pit, soaking in a pool of madness.


	“So I’m stupid?”


	“I didn’t say that.” I stepped onto the elevator, squeezing between a delivery guy and an elderly woman with a walker.


	Damon followed, cozying up beside me. His eyes stalked me, waiting for me to finish.


	“I’m not good with relationships. It’s just not for me.”


	“You don’t think you deserve to be happy?”


	“Who said I’m not happy?”


	Damon sighed and leaned his head against the elevator wall. “One day, you’re going to have to let someone in.”


	The ride to the second floor was long and agonizing. Somewhere between his decision to get counseling and the peace I found in being single, he had earned a degree in psychology.


	“The important thing is balance.”


	His unsolicited therapy session continued as the door opened. I pushed through the crowd, begging the gods to slam the cold steel door behind me so I could have a moment of peace, but they refused to hear my cries. His hot breath trailed behind me, scalding my flesh as we hurried up the hall and into the office.


	Captain Jansen sat at my desk, his dark eyes piercing a sheet of paper as if trying to solve a puzzle. He shook his head before placing it inside the folder and flipping to another page.


	Damon placed his bag on his desk, removed his jacket, draped it over the back of his chair, and sat down. “Xander, you look different this morning. Did you do something new with your hair?”


	Captain Jansen peered up from the folder. “Funny.” He closed the file and handed it to Damon. “The victim’s name was Christina Winston.”


	“Why does that name sound familiar?”


	“She’s the great-granddaughter of Preston Winston, one of the founders of the Winston Winery. He and his family built the first library in Birchwood.”


	“I was thinking of Winston Estates,” I said, setting my duffle bag on the floor. “Isn’t that where the first victim of the last case lived?”


	“Yes. They own that too. I spoke with her parents this morning. She had a date last night. Clearly, it wasn’t a good one.”


	“Did they say with whom?”


	“No.” Captain Jansen stood up and looked around the room. “It never ends, does it?”


	“Depends on what it is.”


	His dead eyes fell on me as he pressed his lips together and stormed out of the room.


	Damon chuckled. “You’re gonna have to stop doing that.”


	“Doing what?”


	“It depends...it depends.” Damon handed me the file folder.


	I flipped through a few pages before landing on her photograph. She had daunting eyes yet an innocent smile spread across her face. Her brown hair cascaded over her shoulders. My eyes drifted toward the gold initial necklace hanging from her neck.


	“Why her?”


	“It was a ritual. She was the offering.” I tossed the file on my desk and reclined in my chair. “Why her? I don’t know.”


	“Do you think it has something to do with her family?”


	“Depends.” I laughed as Damon threw his pen at me.













CHAPTER 3






VALD LAKE, THAT’S where I killed him—Tobias Wolff. I stood on the bridge, peering into the water, hoping to catch a glimpse of Baduhenna, but I didn’t.


	I followed the path marked by yellow crime scene tape and evidence flags left by the other detectives. Faint whispers echoed in my ears. I turned to see a small group of officers gathered around a tree, their eyes darting in my direction.


	Questions loomed over this case and the previous one: how I knew what I did and whether I could be trusted. The most pressing question remained: was I stable enough for this job?


	Part of me wanted to respond, to grant everyone a taste of the truth, but they couldn’t bear my pain. Choking on shards of memories was my burden alone. There was no reason to make others suffer.


	I caught sight of Damon. His arms flailed, motioning for me to join him. I pushed through the crowd, slid on my gloves and mask, and positioned myself beside him.


	The victim looked familiar—blue eyes, one open, the other sewn shut. The left side of her face was bruised and battered. I focused on her cheeks, both marked with the Svefnthorn.


	Arms stretched out to her sides, she was bound like the first victim. The symbols on her abdomen matched as well.


	“They found a basket of apples behind that tree,” Damon said, pointing to my right before turning his attention to the altar. “So, they’re the offering?”


	“I believe so.”


	Detectives scattered, their feet rustling over a bed of dry leaves. Captain Jansen rushed onto the scene, coughing and fanning his arms as a cloud of dust rose from the ground.


	Coroner Watts followed closely behind, the wheels of his cart scraping against the gravel. He placed his notepad on top and flipped to the first page. “We’re still determining the cause of death for Christina Winston. I suspect that whatever we find will be similar for this one.”


	“Xander, what are we looking at here?” Captain Jansen asked.


	“Nehalennia. She’s an intriguing deity. Not much is known about her, but she’s thought to have Celtic or Germanic origins.”


	“And your opinion of her?”


	“I believe she ushers the souls of the dead.” I knelt before the altar, searching for specific emblems. “This right here is a veil—the barrier between the worlds of the living and the dead. She transports souls to their intended destinations.”


	I straightened up, examining the victim before continuing. “Think of your body as a ship. A ship carries cargo. Your body carries your soul.” I pointed to the Svefnthorn etched into her cheeks. “The sleep thorn is a magical formula. Normally, it’s used to induce sleep, allowing someone to wake later, but since it’s carved into her face, the spell is irreversible.”


	Coroner Watts inspected the body, his gaze traveling from head to toe before a sigh escaped his lips.


	“Are you looking for something specific?” Damon asked.


	“A puncture wound.” He pulled his clipboard from underneath a stack of envelopes and jotted notes on his pad. “I was thinking maybe he put her to sleep before he started carving.”


	Captain Jansen stared at the victim, his brows furrowing as he focused on her abdomen. “What about the symbols?”


	“Water.”


	“Water?”


	“Remember the ship analogy? The Svefnthorn is a combination of two runes. Laguz represents motion and reflection, while Ingwaz symbolizes new beginnings and completion. Both runes are associated with water.” My fingers traced the outline of the first rune. “Laguz is reversed, indicating a disconnection—a refusal to face the truth.” I paced in front of the victim, trying to decipher the message. “Someone’s ignoring something.”


	“Well,” Captain Jansen interrupted, “we need to figure out what that something is.”


	“Water,” Damon mumbled, jotting in his pad. “The broom sedge found at the first crime scene—you said it was linked to feminine strength. Isn’t female energy associated with water?”


	“Yes.”


	“And we have two female victims,” Captain Jansen added. “What about the other symbols?”


	I moved down toward her abdomen, pointing out the elements etched below her breasts. “The bind rune offers protection. Algiz, Isa, Thurisaz, and Eihwaz are included.”


	“Is that for the victim or the killer?” Captain Jansen asked.


	“Not sure, but the crossed arrows on her chin indicate travel. The crescent moon on her forehead has three droplets beneath it, representing a blessing.”


	I stepped away from the body to survey the crime scene, my eyes darting between the trees she was bound to. “Mulberry.”


	Damon glanced at the tree. “Don’t tell me that’s significant too?” He hurried around the side, joining me as I placed my hand on the trunk.


	“Transformation. Silkworms spin cocoons on the mulberry tree. The whole purpose is to transform into silk moths. When we die, we transition to another realm.”


	“Was he blessing her on her travels?”


	“This is confusing,” Captain Jansen rubbed his forehead. “It’s too early for this shit.” He and Coroner Watts hurried away to join a group of detectives while Damon and I remained behind, studying the crime scene.


	I jotted notes in my pad before focusing on the victim’s arms and the rope around her wrists. That’s when I noticed it. “She tried to kill herself.” I signaled for an evidence unit technician and instructed him to slide the rope away from her wrists. A red line ran crosswise over the radial artery. He snapped a picture before returning the rope to its place.


	More technicians rushed over to collect evidence while Damon and I removed our gloves and masks.


	“Nothing more we can do here,” Damon said, pushing through the crowd of detectives and police officers patrolling the area.


	I stepped onto the bridge, pausing in the middle to glance into the lake. My reflection stared back at me.


	“You did what you had to do.”


	A breeze swept across my face, forcing my eyes shut. Part of me wanted to remain frozen in time, allowing Mother’s breath to soothe my battered soul, but I knew it wouldn’t last. Reality would creep back in, seizing my lungs and squeezing the last breath from me. I sank deeper into her embrace until his voice crashed against my soul, interrupting my peace.
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