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The forest air was crisp and clean, like the first envelope from a new stack, ready to greet the world. It was scented with pine, sap and a hint of smoke, the remnants of a fire supplying the latter. The cool breeze cut through my armour like a ghostly caress from a long-lost lover. Every green needles crunched underfoot as I moved around the scene, the damp deadening the sound, but not the crackling texture, felt through the soles of my armoured boots. Sunlight sneaked its way through the canopy above, causing a striated pattern of shadow and light, a camouflage for the heinous acts performed here. I knelt down, my hand pressed into the soil and detritus, and I surveyed the scene.

I drew my hand up slowly, a clump of dirty held between thumb and middle finger. It had an acrid, denatured smell to it, like a burnt clump of hay. I examined it closer, noting the strata of grime and pebbles clinging to the fragment. After a moment, I noticed what appears to be a finger nail present on one side of the ball of sod. I frowned, and gingerly extracted the nail, which looked to have been removed forcefully, casing an array of cracks and splinters.

I am not cut out for the gumshoe gig. I had done my time in the service, leading men into the battle after battle, all in the name of the Emperor. Now that the war had come home to roost, I had been shoehorned into investigating this mess. I am a soldier at heart, a warrior born and bred, not some sleuth, slinking through the shadows, discovering insignificant clues. Doesn't mean I wasn't good at it though.

The bodies were arrayed in a circle, positioned one each at the cardinal directions. The bodies were in pristine condition, stark naked, and all female... delightfully so. But in the pale pallor of death, they no longer had their cherry blushed cheeks, and rose lips. Their throats had been cut, one long slice through the once-vibrant flesh, spilling their crimson life upon the sod and dirt. They had been posed, I noted absently, as one might a loved one being buried, though their hands covered the wound in their neck, almost in an facsimile of an attempt to stem the flow of blood. Their eyes were closed, heavy blue-hued lids keeping the bleak world at bay. The one nearest me had been a lovely girl, in her prime and most probably bubbly and sweet. The trails of blood on either side of her marred that image irrevocably. 

Grooves had been cut into the packed earth under the bodies, leading from the necks of the victims to four shallow collection reservoirs, leaving the entire runnel caked with blood. It appeared that the groove had been dug at a slight angle, causing the copious amounts of blood streaming from the women to flow into the collection area, before proceeding down the four spoke-like runs slicing past their heads to a central dais. Though not raised as the descriptor might suggest, I couldn't think of a better word for the scarred and burnt patch of ground at the center of this desecration, festooned with archaic symbols, which were written in drying blood. The connecting runnels filled a smaller circle which encompassed the dais, like a macabre moat.

The dais itself was cracked and split, like a dry desert riverbed, but blackened and scorched. The techs would probably not get much off that surface, I thought, as I stepped over the grooves and examined the archaic symbols It looked like Aurabesh letters, written in blood and baked into place by the fire. I could feel the evil rising from the dais, like opening the door of a freezer. Vanis had been here, without a doubt. I could feel his presence, his taint on the area, in every breath I took. But the coward had fled.

I followed what appeared to be footsteps, leading away from the massacre site. I took care where I stepped, trying my best not to step on any of the bodies. They deserved more than they had received, and I would be damned if I would add to the misery they'd endured. After a few hundred meters, I found a small camp, a tent, camp fire remnants and other pieces of equipment used to live rough. I took a look around, watching for traps. I gave up a minute later, as I found the repulsor pattern.

“He's gone,” I said into the communication link to Ohmen City. I hated to say that. I wanted the bastard for myself.

“We've found him,” said Xen. I grinned.

“On my way.”
