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High Inspector Alina Andail let out a heavy sigh as she arrived at the city of Ralnara. The mouse was not happy about being sent to such a backwater city by her superiors. She was to investigate a sudden rash of brutal murders that had happened in the last week. The problem was, this was an old Vesta town. She had her doubts that the locals were going to welcome any authority from Jyn, especially one that was going to have to start asking very personal questions. She turned to the woman beside her. "So. How long before someone throws rocks?"

Inspector Rita Tingo let out a chuckle. "Give it two days of questioning." The vixen shook her head. "Though by the glares we're getting, maybe not even that long." Rita was Alina's long time partner within the Imperial Investigation Corps of Jyn. The two women looked the part, wearing the well tailored uniform of their station. Both wore a black coat with the corps' logo emblazoned upon the back, and a shiny badge pinned to the front, as well as on their flat-topped caps. Beyond that, the two looked vastly different from one another. Alina was short and thin, Rita tall and buff. Alina's fur was pristine white, Rita's a rusty red-orange. Alina's hair was left in a loose ponytail while Rita favored a short, military cut. Alina was more calm, observant, and quiet, while Rita was often brash, loud, and had an air of almost egotistical confidence.

And Alina would want no one else at her side. The two had been partners for many years, and had solved more than a few cases. Unfortunately, that meant they got trusted to solve cases like these. "Alright. Well, first thing's first. We should start by investigating the sites these women were found."

Rita nodded, pulling a small, leather-bound booklet from her pocket. "Right. First was Tammitha Sengal, deer, age 19, daughter of the local baker, Timmoth Sengal. Raped, beheaded, and left on display within the bakery." She flipped the page. "Second was one Trix. No surname. Hynea, age unknown, estimated late 20's. A prostitute that often worked near the tavern. Raped, beheaded, and left hanging from a lantern pole." She flipped the page again. "Third was Delis Wella. Rabbit, age 23. The widow of a guard that was killed by bandits only weeks after they were wed." She clicked her tongue. "Shame that. And, surprise surprise, raped, beheaded, and left on display. Found just outside of her home, her body was left sitting by the porch, while her head was left strung up on a clothes line, pinned by the ears."

Alina nodded. "We should start with that last one. Something seems odd about it." The fox nodded in agreement, and the two women continued down the road. Both did their best to ignore the sour looks they got from the locals. It was no secret that the people of Vesta were unhappy with the political situation these days. Jyn had been occupying the nation for over two years, after a bloody war that ended with the execution of the Vesta royal family in the capital. There was still a resistance force, mostly old soldiers and lesser nobles that refused to accept they lost the war. But they were not active in this area. At least Alina hoped they weren't, but she would keep her ears open. Though she didn't suspect they would have anything to do with the rape and murder of their own people.

Arriving at the house, the two were greeted by a very young badger in ill-fitting guard armor. He barely looked old enough to have finished training. He held up a hand to stop them as they approached, his other hand resting on the hilt of his sword. "Halt! I cannot allow entry to... outsiders." He said the last word with no small amount of vitriol. "This is a local matter. We don't need help from your people."

Rita put her hands on her hips. "Oh? Is that why your captain sent for aid? How's your investigation going? Got even one lead yet?" The young man glared at her. "No? Then I think you'd better step aside, kid. Things are ugly enough as they are right now."

Before Alina could tell her partner to cool it, another voice called out. "That's enough, Danig!" An older badger stepped around the house. "These inspectors are just going to help us get to the bottom of this." The younger man grunted, but did stand down. Though he also walked away, muttering under his breath. The older man let out a sigh, shaking his head. "I apologize for that. My son is many things, but well-behaved is as yet one I have not managed to beat into him." He held out a hand. "I am Bosko Ronalds, captain of the guard. Such as it is, anyway. You may have noticed, but Ralnara does not have much of a guard these days."

Alina nodded, not shaking his hand in return. "I have noticed." Bosko awkwardly lowered his hand again. "I am High Inspector Andail, this is my partner, Inspector Tingo." She looked at the house. "This is where the third victim was found?"

The guard captain nodded, still looking a little awkward at the cold greeting. "Um, yes. Poor Delis was found in the back. I can show you where-"

The mouse talked over him. "She was the widow of a guard, correct?" 

"Um... y-yes. Quen. Died during a bandit attack a few years ago."

Alina nodded. "Has anyone looked inside the house?"

Bosko blinked, shaking his head. "No. We didn't see a reason since Delis was found in the back. None of the windows or doors were broken."

Alina brushed past the man, walking to the front door. She pushed, and it opened for her. "Nor are they locked, so breaking them would not be necessary." She stepped inside the house without bothering to wait for permission. It was more of a shack than a house, with only two rooms, one being a bedroom, the rest serving as a kitchen and living area in one. A table was left bare near the kitchen. She walked to the kitchen, noting the open pantry, still filled with vegetables and spices.

Bosko entered, while Rita stayed outside. "I don't know what you'll hope to find in here. Delis was not rich. She had nothing worth stealing, other than maybe a few potatoes or carrots. I don't think she had any silvers or jewelry worth stealing."

The mouse nodded as she looked into the bedroom. "Whoever did this came after the woman for something else." The bed was still made, though the sheets looked of poor quality. There was a shelf near the bed that had a set of guard armor displayed upon it, likely belonging to the widow's husband. She touched the shelf and ran a finger across a spot in front of the armor, frowning to herself.

Bosko scoffed. "Yeah, that much is obvious. Whoever this sick bastard is definitely had something in mind for poor Delis... she was... um..."

"I'm aware of the state the victim was found in. Raped multiple times before being left on display." She turned to face him. "Was there anything unusual about her body? Other than the obvious lack of head and copious amounts of semen?"

The badger blinked. "W-well... her... head... was left hanging by an ear, pinned to the clothesline..." He thought. "And it looked like she was just left posed, resting against the wall." He snapped his fingers. "Oh, and there was the note."

Alina narrowed her eyes. "Note?" She hadn't heard anything about notes left on the bodies. Someone had obviously failed to report that rather significant detail.

He nodded. "Yeah. All the women had one on 'em. I've got them back at the barracks. We set up an office for you two to use there, so I put the notes in it for you to-"

"What did it say?"

Bosko thought for a moment. "Um... 'Third. Alone and afraid, left to dry her tears.' I... think."

Alina grunted. "Fine." She brushed past the guard and made her way out of the house. "I'll head to that office now." She did not bother waiting for the captain to catch up.

Rita was at her side a moment later. "Find something?"

The mouse scoffed as she kept a brisk pace. "It's a wonder this town isn't a den of thieves with these idiots as the guard. There were notes on the bodies they didn't bother to mention. And the guard's sword was missing."

Rita tilted her head. "No, looked like both of them had their little toys at their side."

Alina shook her head. "Not them. There is a Vesta tradition. Widows are presented with the arms and armors of their fallen husbands if they are recovered. The armor was still on display in the bedroom, but there was no sword. There was a very sword-shaped spot on the shelf where no dust was left. Whoever attacked her was after that sword for some reason." She grinned at her partner. "What do you take from that?"

Rita thought for a moment. "Well, they knew that the woman was a widow, so they're a local. And they already use a blade for their murders, but they wanted a new one. Maybe the one they have is poor quality. Or not one they favor." She blinked. "A former guard?"

Alina smiled. "Or a soldier. They use nearly identical swords. So we're looking for someone with training."

"Rebel?"

The mouse shook her head. "Unlikely. They don't kill their own. And none of the victims strike me as Jyn sympathizers. We'll have to see if there is any connection to the three women and any disgruntled former guardsman or soldiers." She grinned, suddenly feeling excited. The hunt was now on, and they had at least the start of a lead.

*     *     *
