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            FIRST DAY OF FREEDOM - PRIYA

          

        

      

    

    
      Priya Dastalian stretched slowly from the awkward tangle of blankets and sleep-warmed limbs layered over her, taking care not to accidentally kick or elbow any of her new Bonded in the face.

      Not on purpose, anyway.

      She cracked a yawn, feeling Kane's shadows stirring from where they'd snuggled up around her in the gaps where the three shared blankets hadn't done much to keep everyone covered, no matter how many promises were made. He was a good Alpha who'd merely taken the assigned disciplinary action from the Jester's Court, in stride, as if it were a perfectly normal occurrence, despite the newness of their bond.

      That had been nearly two years ago.

      She was glad the time had gone quicker than expected, even if it had been pure torture to not change anything in her instinct-fueled life. As a dragel Gheyo Submissive, her existence revolved around the thrill of the fight, pulse pounding in her ears, blood and magic sizzling through her veins and everything that followed that kind of hyper-magic-tinged edge.

      Dragels, elemental dragons, were powerful, magical beings that needed Bonded Circles—polyamorous mateships to other creature-kin—and strong family ties to keep themselves sane and stable. Unbonded dragels tended to give into The Madness that would inevitably leave them comatose and trapped into a slow death or gradually losing coherence and fine motor control to a messy, bloody end.

      In rare cases, strong enough family ties, good magic roots and some kind of contract either to Death, a Celestial or an Immortal, was enough to override or freeze any biological impulse that sparked from the incoming Madness, providing a different option instead.

      For Priya, there'd never really been any other option.

      She'd wanted to bond, had figured it'd happen one way or another at some point and had been excited to choose her own Bonded, up until things had gone sideways in the Pits. Now, with most of that behind her, she could finally reach out and take what was rightfully hers.

      Of a sort.

      The best part about being Bonded was the fact that she was wanted back. Her interest was mirrored, reciprocated and wholeheartedly encouraged as flirting turned to courting turned to Bonding and then it was forever and a day.

      Her new claim marks burned with the sensitive tingle of freshly healed skin and scale. Not only had she opted for the kind of claiming that would leave very pleasant aches in certain places, but she'd let her new trio of Jokers mark her scales in a way that would mean the most to them.

      The pain-pleasure stretch of newly healed scales would take a few hours or days to fade, depending on how much of her natural healing could handle the unnatural markings. It was said that anyone of the Vega Clan tended to be obnoxiously possessive and a little territorial, but she'd found her trio to be just right for her own temperament.

      Given the way their courtship had turned into a spectacle that resulted in the entire destruction of the disciplinary level of the Joker Section in the Gheyo Pits, they were definitely quite suited for each other.

      Her nose was cold and her stomach was empty, a low grumble of displeasure letting her know that bodily needs and functions had to be attended to. Not to mention, being freshly free of the troublesome disciplinary requirements for the whole destroying a section thing, meant that she was now clear to accept proper work under the Dastalian Clan name.

      It also meant that no one's paycheck had to be chopped up into thirds and paid out anywhere put into their shared accounts. Priya squirmed in her little nested spot until she drew the attention of her mostly-awake bonded.

      "Are we up?" Xira, her Beta, asked with a raspy voice. "Babe, if we don't have to be up, no one's up. Go back to sleep, yeah? It's too early."

      There were answering grunts from her newly Bonded Jokers and Valentina, her new Pareya.

      "I'm hungry and everything hurts," she said, pushing ineffectively at Xira's side. "You beasts."

      "Someone's grumpy," Niall, one of her Vega Jokers, hooked an arm around her waist and hauled her closer to him, nosing into the sweat-damp braid, half-unraveled at her neck. "You were the one who was begging for more all night-ow!"

      A message bubble chimed overhead, the disembodied voice that announced a direct line, began to drawl in a flat monotone.

      Immediate message for Priya Dastalian, off-realm charges apply, private relay requested on behalf of Anjari Dastalian. Accept or deny?

      Priya groaned. Loudly. "Accept," she grumbled, wrestling her way free of her Bonded attempting to pull her back into the cuddle pile. "Ow—don't bite, Myles. Don't bite there, anyway—hello? Anjari?"

      The image of her older sister was distorted in the warped lens of the message bubble, before it cleared up enough to show her sister crouched in a dirt tunnel, a smear of soot across one cheek and a bandage above her left eye.

      "Priya, least hated sister of mine. Lovely to see you. Congratulations on your new lease on life. Now that you're not already assigned to meaningless task because of poor decision choices, you can clean up the fallout from mine. Case file headed your way. Some walking corpse or something in one of the lower levels. I'd take a look myself, but as you can tell, my hands are full."

      "You're pawning your work off on me?" Priya scrubbed a hand across her itchy face, her healing still working to catch up to the achy sensation everywhere else. "I don't owe you anything for-"

      "You know, I held my silence for two entire years and then some, while you were busy causing problems and chasing after shadows. You're lucky Mera didn't get his claws into you or else you'd be in a whole lot more trouble right now!"

      "That's not—you aren't-!" Priya faltered under the sharp stare that came her way. There was some truth to that statement and she'd been quite grateful that her siblings hadn't made things worse. "Anjari," she tried, faintly pleading. "It hasn't even been a day without that-"

      "Nope. Sorry. No rest for the wicked or whatever you're calling yourself these days. Look, I'd love to dump this on someone else, but we've all got full plates since we've been juggling the assigned overflow while you were—busy—for two years. So, step up and pull your weight. Specifically, pull mine. I've got important things to do and I'm sure everyone will help you to take the realm by storm, if it turns out to be more than one corpse or whatever, but get to it, would you?"

      "But I don't have the-"

      "You've always been a horribly quick study, so put your stupid brain to use and don't make me actually bother to blackmail you properly!" Anjari's face distorted as the message bubble glitched. "Believe me, I'd love to be your favorite and most supportive sister, but unfortunately betrayal does that to a person."

      "I didn't do it on purpose!" Priya protested.

      "Yeah. Just like my hands aren't really full." Anjari held up her hands, each of them holding some sort of unidentifiable bone. "Sure. Whatever helps you exist in this life. You get a week or whatever before there's people breathing down my neck. . Get it done and make sure it's filed properly when you're done."

      The message bubble popped.

      Priya couldn't stop the whine that slipped out.

      Her bonded responded with various rumbles, clicks and warbles in an attempt to soothe her instinctive outrage. She flopped back on the bed, digging her elbow into Niall's side.

      "When this is over, I want a vacation," she grumbled. "A proper vacation off-realm with a rented beach house, a private chef and zero access for any messages, summons or other problems that invent themselves whenever I'm around."

      "Whatever you want, love," came a sleepy murmur from Xira. "I'm sure that's something we can all look forward to."
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      The breakfast table was crowded as usual, everyone half tangled up with everyone else in a way that would surely be uncomfortable, if it wasn't for how new the majority of their bonds actually were. A certain amount of relief could be gained from sticking as close as they could to each other while things shifted and resettled into new shapes and connections.

      Priya was soaking it all up from her perch halfway distributed on the laps of Niall and Valentina, completely unbothered by the fact that she was eating out of Niall's plate—with Valentina's help.

      It was almost cute.

      They'd ordered in to celebrate, a luxury that felt like an actual luxury, given how they'd struggled to keep expenses down for the sake of efficiency. Reduced paychecks meant tight budgets, but accepting the bare minimum in order to only produce the bare minimum while the sentence was carried out—well, that was a whole different level of petty that Kane wasn't looking too closely at.

      He refilled the giant coffee cup beside Valentina's right hand, hoping half of it would at least make its way to Priya, to fuel her usual caffeinated self. Listening to her retell the awful message that woke him from a comfortable sleep was making his stomach unhappy all over again.

      "So let me get this straight—your sister is blackmailing us into doing her—work?" He tried to focus on the coffee mug and not the way that his new claim marks itched along his arm.

      What he knew about the Dastalian Clan hadn't changed much in the years that he'd Bonded to Priya. There was only more bafflement and confusion on what oddities they considered normal in contrast to what he'd known his entire life, having been brought up like a proper Kuroe with a healthy respect for the healing arts and good sword skills.

      "I don't know which is cuter," Priya said, in the way that meant she was definitely choosing her words to try and soften the blow of whatever she was about to say. "The fact that you're horrified about it or the reality that no one else is. Kane, what kind of fairytale are you living? The real world does not work like that. The Dastalian Clan most certainly does not live like that. You've known my family was—particular—for quite some time!"

      Kane sighed. "In theory, yes. You haven't exactly crossed our paths back and forth. I know what you've told me about them and that's that. Besides, you know very well there is an even split down my Clan into Healer and Gheyo preferences. It is what it is. We don't go around stabbing each other in the back for—fun."

      "How is that not fun?" Priya wanted to know, brows furrowed in genuine confusion. "It's like a training exercise or something. Wait—don't be mean."

      "I'm not!" he protested. "A training exercise is a predetermined action that all parties agree and are aware of. Backstabbing is a bad—habit."

      "That's not really fair to the rest of us, Kane," Xira said, holding out her own half-filled coffee cup with a pleading expression. "Please and thank you?"

      Kane sighed. He filled her cup and sent the coffee pot floating back to its station. "Someone needs to charm this thing. Someone who is not me, because my consumable charms suck. It's a valid question, Pri. I wouldn't be asking if I could understand how this is now our problem because-"

      "It's really not," Xira said, cradling her cup in both hands. "Valid, I mean. See, I don't hate my sibs, but I don't exactly adore them above all else in the realms, either. They're just kind of—a little higher than friends, maybe? We try not to get too much into each other's business and we show up if there's a family event that requires us to turn out in full dress. That's that. It's just the way it is."

      "Yeah, but if you called them, they'd answer, right?" Valentina asked, knowingly.

      Her Dread Fae traits were on full display, her thick grey hair already more stone than hair. Deep grooves were cut across her scalp, showing of the distinct separation of the thick, heavy stone-carved hair that lay flat across her shoulders. Navy blue eyes glittered at him as she tracked his movements all the way back to his unofficial seat at the head of the table.

      Xira made a noise in her throat. "Well, yes, but that's not the point, Val."

      "Is too. Mine wouldn't, unless I was like, dying or something." Valentina stabbed at her plate with her fork and thrust the mouthful over in Priya's general direction. "And I'd have to be like, really, really dead before they bothered to do anything at all."

      "If you're dying," Rael, the other Vega triplet, scoffed. "Then we have bigger problems than just your siblings being weird and leaving you stranded. How about you don't?"

      "The day I die will be a complete accident. Besides, my siblings would be more likely to end up in my way than actually helping," Valentina said, shrugging. Her stone hair clinked, golden beads gleaming from their careful position on each detailed braid as her hairstyle continued to shift and morph. "They would only ever help us on accident and those kinds of accidents would probably hurt. That's probably a Fae thing, but I can't really swear that it is."

      "I can already feel it. Ouch. Seriously though, that's actually pretty normal for us, Kane. All I'm saying is don't get twisted up about it," Priya said, wryly. "You act like you've never met my parentals."

      "I haven't," Kane said, shooting her a look. "You won't let me. And you've met mine. They like you and Xira. There's no problems."

      "Right. Well." She tried to slip away from the table, but Niall kept her in place with an arm around her waist, as natural as breathing. One hand slipped beneath her shirt, teasingly working its way up her chest. "Niall!"

      His hand stilled.

      "In our Clan, that's normal too," he said, gravely. "But we do try to be discreet about it. Presenting a united front is—extremely important. It's why no one challenges a Vega. You wouldn't know or ever notice anything off and if you did, then we'd probably have to kill you right then and there. If a sibling asks for a favor, you deal, but you count it."

      "To trade it in later," Myles added, helpfully. "Or call in, if you just want the upper hand. We trade a lot of things. Comes with the name."

      "I am now seriously concerned for all of you," Kane said, flatly.

      It was hard to tell if the slight ache in the back of his skull was the proper stirring of an actual headache or if he was just running low on shadows again. It was hard to keep his usual supply topped up when the triplets kept pulling from it.

      He rubbed at his forehead a little harder than necessary. "Alright. So what exactly is this business that we've been volunteered to wrangle?"

      Priya blinked up at him in surprise, the emotion clearly painted across her face. "Oh. No, you don't really need to—no one has to actually bother with—look, I was just going to check it out after breakfast. No big deal. Nothing for anyone to be worried about and certainly not something that requires all of you to be-"

      "You can pick all of us or a couple of us," Xira said, absorbed in scrolling through the news feed on the semi-transparent holoscreen in front of her breakfast plate. "Take your pick. You're not going into whatever it is alone though, so scrub that thought right out of your pretty little head."

      "You think my head is pretty?" Priya shot back. She tried to squirm away from Niall again and he sighed, pushing her over into Valentina's lap, with a flick to one ear. "Hey!"

      "Let him eat in peace," Valentina said, turning her sideways, so she'd be more comfortable. "What kind of business is your sister in?"

      "...the raising the dead business?" Priya sighed. "It's normal necromancy stuff. Nothing to get all worked up over. Anjari usually pairs with a detective or whatever and then revives any bodies that they might deem as useful witnesses. It's very basic, boring stuff."

      "Boring is good," Kane said, downing the last of his coffee. "But anything you get dragged into is far from basic. Consider me one of your shadows. Anyone else is extra."

      Priya winced. "I was afraid you were going to say that."
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      Valentina chewed on a handful of calming vitamin gummies as she waited behind Priya and Kane for the temporary security clearance to be approved. The waiting area was too cramped for a proper triad and company, but that seemed to be no one else's worry but her own.

      Anjari's instructions were sparse at best and in the end, it was Priya that had to lead the way to the nearest security depot to find a good 'portal point.

      She wasn't looking forward to it.

      On the other side of the portal, everything was as drab and dingy as expected for an archive-slash-quiet workroom sort of security depot where cold cases came to be sorted into priority piles. Strong magic warded the clean grey walls and a few noise-cancelling wards were set up in stages as they shuffled down the hallway, following the little holo-map on Priya's wrist.

      She led the way down to the lower levels where Anjari's contact, popped up in a brief holo image, showing off a rugged sort of man with a tired air about him, with the name Detective Rocke, and his designation as Gheyo ACE, prominently on display.

      There was nothing particularly memorable about him, but Valentina intended to wait until they'd met. She could judge him then, right along with Anjari's usual abysmal taste.

      He was supposed to meet with them for an Anjari-specific request.

      It would either be a direct request for necromancy or something necromantic-adjacent as most requests were when directed to a member of the Dastalian Clan. Priya didn't seem particularly bothered by this, but she was also holding herself together with threads of nervousness and wariness that were painfully obvious to her.

      The temperature dropped considerably as they ventured even deeper into the lower levels, moving silently through the floors.

      Here, lights only clicked on as they passed and seemed to turn off before they'd even rounded the corners. The overall color of the tiles were dingier, but the same texture and state of cleanliness remained.

      Possibly a long-term cleaning spell keeping up the basic maintenance. That was a popular option when other automations failed.

      Valentina reached back for one long, rolled and segmented lock of her stone hair. It gave her hands something to fiddle with, her instincts a pleasant simmer in the back of her head.

      Normally, she didn't mind close quarters, especially if that meant Priya was pressed up against her at some point during it, but the walls were too grey. Too—something. It clawed at some long-forgotten instinct hidden deep in the back of her mind and Valentina did not like it.

      They moved through the maze of hallways with careful steps, taking time to notice all the right details that proved it was more of an archive holdout than a security depot. Archives were supposed to have friendlier staff, more relaxed offensive spellwork and either very boring or very interesting things contained within.

      Distinct wards were always the most obvious detail though.

      It was a nod to the Mage who'd cast them, that Valentina couldn't pick out a specific Clan's magic. That was both good and frustrating, because that sort of information was always good to keep tucked away for the future.

      There was never any knowing whether they might need a Mage of that caliber or if a certain Clan's magic was more acceptable than another's. She was learning that Priya would not mention those things unless pressed, but it tugged at her instincts to be better prepared.

      Her musings were cut short when the air sharpened around them.

      "Through here?" Priya said, stopping in front of a heavily reinforced door. She squinted in the way that meant she was using some measure of her element to decide what was on the other side of the door.

      Signage above the reinforced metal doors declared the other side to be some sort of hallway in some sort of boring section that wasn't really worth remembering. Valentina ignored it on principle in favor of keeping her senses open and her instincts as calm as she could manage.

      "I swear, she doesn't even look at the coordinates she sends," Priya grumbled. "Why do I always have to do the heavy lifting?"

      "Maybe she doesn't. Who knows? If you're cleared to enter, then let's go. I agree though, doesn't look like a morgue to me," Valentina said, unable to help herself. It earned her a withering look that prompted a snicker at Priya's obvious annoyance. "Just saying. I don't think there's anything for you to reanimate here. Feels dead. Very dead, but not the kind of dead-with-life-formerly-nearby."

      Kane gave a quiet hum that meant he was listening and reserving judgment—and it would be judgment—until his input was absolutely required. It was lucky that he'd been the one to accompany them, though she honestly couldn't see one of the triplets dragging themselves out to visit an archive or a morgue.

      That would've meant all three of them traipsing along for the adventure and Priya was not in the mood to go through dealing with them after the busy breakfast to start their morning. They didn't like to split up and moving three active Gheyo Jokers in such cramped quarters would disrupt any chance of peaceful negotiations and interactions.

      As much as they earned their keep and attempted to be sweet and helpful, Valentina had no delusions about their ability to keep chaos to a minimum, especially if Priya was in the middle of her elemental grip and actively about to use her Necromantic talents.

      Priya pushed the door open, waited a beat, then stepped through with an irritated jolt shared through their bonds.

      Nothing but more boring blandness greeted her eyes. A plain hallway with more doors lining each side in the mind-numbingly identical way as every other archive and security depot in the realm.

      "It better be one of these doors," Priya muttered. She started off with deliberate confidence in her steps.

      The distant ping in the back of her mind had Valentina straightening up with care.

      A faint twinge of energy slithered on past her, tickling around her feet and drawing every single one of her instincts into a flutter of affront. That was not—not nice! She bared her fangs before even considering that whatever had startled her was not around to see the irritated display.

      Priya glanced sideways at her, steps slowing enough for them to walk side-by-side. "Val?"

      "Something's here," Valentina said, casting a glance around the empty, half-lit hallway. "Went right by my feet."

      Kane frowned.

      "I don't sense anything wrong." Priya glanced over her shoulder, squinting again. "Don't see anything either."

      "It's fast then," Valentina allowed.

      "Perhaps. I'd say we're here. Anjari gives the worst directions, but this door right through here—there we go." Priya brightened, pleased.

      She stopped in front of one of the dozens of plain, blue-metal doors with protective warding shimmering around the entrance. There was nothing in the shiny nameplate on the door, but the reinforced enchanted window was tinted to hide the interior.

      Priya tapped on the door and turned the knob without waiting for an answer.

      It swung open to reveal a long, narrow room of charmed shelves with rows upon rows of physical casefiles and the respective bits and bobs associated with them. Several rows of shelves, each of them floor-to-ceiling size, were marked with official stamps belonging to the Nevarean Royals.

      Ah.

      No wonder Anjari hadn't blown it off. She'd simply handed over the headache.

      If it wasn't going to be Priya's headache, Valentina would've been impressed. As it was, she didn't bother to tamp down the inevitable bubble of annoyance at the realization that Anjari's favor was probably going to take up the majority of her free time in the foreseeable future.

      What a charming sister!

      She cast another glance around the room, taking in the obvious details. A large, square stainless-steel table took up the majority of the front portion of the room with several overhead lights angled downward to illuminate the surface. One old box was opened and set at one corner, while the contents were spread across the shiny surface.

      The thin Gheyo at the far end of the table, glanced up, tawny eyes narrowing ever so faintly. He didn't look familiar at all. "Not Anjari, I presume?" he asked, wearily. "Sibling, cousin or unfortunate friend?"

      "Sister," Priya said, frowning at him. "Sibling. She said she'd tell you I was coming."

      "She didn't," the Gheyo said mildly. "But I didn't expect her to. She rarely bothers to inform others of her current situations. Detective Rocke, at your service. I'd say it's a pleasure, but I don't appreciate last minute changes."

      "She's off-realm," Priya said, stepping further into the room so the door could close behind them. "I'm sure she explained that."

      Detective Rocke inclined his head. "She didn't, but again, I didn't expect her to. What's your parameters?"

      Priya frowned. "Just like that, straightaway? Why do you need to know that?"

      "Standard question before working with any Necromancer," he said, tiredly. "I belong to the Earth King's Court, we deal in honesty and thoroughness. It would work in your favor."

      "Right. If I take your word for it, at least. Wouldn't that require you to go first?" Priya glanced over at Kane, who shrugged in answer. "My Alpha Kane, my Pareya, Valentina—myself, Priya. Does that help or do you need all the dirty little details?"

      A pop of sound near Detective Rocke's shoulder produced a hovering little red Fire Pixie with flaming twin ponytails and tiny, but pretty fluttery wings. She folded chubby arms across her chest and stomped her little foot on the Gheyo's shoulder.

      "Rude!" she squeaked out.

      He reached up to pat her little head, carefully. "It's fine, Taz. No, Miss Dastalian?—that isn't necessary. I merely need to know what kind of support and assistance you can offer, in the event that we are in-"

      "Less than Anjari's," Priya said, blithely. "Significantly less, so don't get your hopes up or down. I can sort of do most of what she can, but there's a lot more risk involved, which is entirely up to you on how you want to deal with it. I can't control it, exactly, so it's your call."

      "I can't tell if you're speaking in code or if I'm supposed to understand that. Explain," Detective Rocke said, stiffly.

      "Easy. If Anjari killed you, she meant to. If I do, it's a definitely an accident. She has much better control than I do, simply by virtue of being alive longer. Or dead. However you want to look at that. I'll get there at some point, but it's going to take a lot of practice."

      Taz, the little Fire Pixie, nearly set Detective Rocke's entire face on fire with the sudden plume of vicious flame. She fumed loudly and angrily, red flames sparking from her golden-glow body.

      "I don't like you!" she shrieked.

      "Oh, it's mutual," Valentina muttered. She ignored the fiery glower sent her way. As long as the dumb thing didn't set any of her Bonded on fire, she'd ignore it.

      That was the best she could do on such short notice.

      Detective Rocke sighed. He nudged Taz off his shoulder and into a pocket marked 'Pixie' on the front of his custom Flexi-suit. Her angry babbling was muffled, then muted altogether. "Explain," he repeated.

      "Not much to explain," Priya said. "Anjari's been dead a lot longer than I have, so to speak. It's only been a few years in my case. There's no way I'd get her level of control or mastery when I haven't been able to make proper use of all of my talents in the past couple of years. That kind of thing takes practice, which I'm guessing she got from working with you or in a similar situation. It's no different from any other skillset, really. I just happen to be born with a bloodline that has an affinity for it and I haven't had the time to practice properly. You should at least be aware of that."

      "I—see. And your Bonded? What's with them?" Detective Rocke eyed them warily. "I'd thank you for not bringing Gheyos down here, but they don't feel very—calm for an Alpha and a Pareya."

      "Debatable. I don't think they're any worse than I am. This is Kane Kuroe," Priya said, nudging Kane. "Main Clan Kuroe stock, if you're being specific. He's my Alpha. And Val's exactly what she looks like. A Dread Fae. That's probably what set your Pixie off. Sorry, but she's the only Pareya that could make it today and I can't bring anyone else that won't start a fight on sight."

      Detective Rocke hesitated. "No Beta, then? You're missing ranks?"

      "Oh no. I have ranks. I have a Beta too," Priya said, crisply. "But what they want to do and what I have to do are two very different things. Just because my sister is in some kind of a mood doesn't mean the rest of my Circle has to suffer with me. Don't worry. You're not that that important. Just tell me exactly what you need me to do for you."

      Valentina had to admire how Detective Rocke managed to pull himself together with only the briefest hint of resignation, as if he'd already known the whole situation was a lost cause before Priya's explanations had started.

      He really did look quite different from his holo image. It was as if it'd been taken when he was young and idealistic, but now, the years had worn on him in all sorts of ways and it showed in the nooks and crannies of his weathered face. As if he'd been tossed around by the whims of Fate and left to figure his own way out of their brand of chaos.

      Valentina tried not to notice the wispy bit of something that had rushed by. It now darted around by her feet yet again. It playfully batted at her ankles and zipped away again, almost as if waiting for her to give chase.

      She pretended it didn't exist. In her experience, things that moved that fast were rarely ever good. Or sane.

      Maybe the Pixie had a friend.

      No matter.

      She wasn't about to let Priya apologize for her existence yet again, just because someone was uncomfortable with her true self. Dread Fae were still a rarity among the general populace, but that simply meant allowing a few seconds for the visual readjustment that usually followed such a declaration.

      A pain, but a necessary hiccup of sorts. After all, there were still too many hours left in the day and a few minutes wouldn't entirely throw them off schedule. Making it to dinnertime without an incident would probably be worth extra helpings of dessert.

      "Cold cases," Detective Rocke said, at last. He gestured towards the open storage container. "We have quite a few of them. A never-ending cycle, if you will."

      Thankfully, he'd answered before anyone's patience could fray any further.

      Valentina counted that in his favor as she followed the motion with her eyes, tracking to the sizeable hollow in the rear of the room that seemed to extend further than what was possible at first glance.

      He wasn't joking.

      The sheer volume of cases awaiting review or closure was staggering. Of course, given the number of residents within the realm and the usual influx of new and returning residents, there were bound to be all sorts of things cropping up, that required some measure of official attention in some form or another.

      Drudgery. Sheer drudgery. Priya's family could use a few adjustments of their own, not that Priya would ever admit to it—or allow Valentina full reign in dealing with them.

      Pity.

      She'd like to leave some dread on their doorstep, if only so they'd get over themselves and realize that Priya had worked for every single break that had come her way. In spite of the odds, a Jester's assigned punishment and much, much more.

      "... and so, things that hit the ten-year mark have to be reviewed, before being transitioned to a new archive," Detective Rocke explained. "Sometimes there's new evidence, leads or options that become available during the open period. Naturally, it is our responsibility to investigate. We work according to the usual decade-rotation to keep things as efficient as possible. What is automated is handled by a different department to ensure fair review. What comes my way is the more troublesome ones."

      Priya's brow furrowed as she studied the storage container and the information noted on the front panel with all the pertinent details. Her golden eyes flicked up to the detective and then back to the container. "That's not ten years old."

      "No, it isn't," Detective Rocke allowed. "A new development has bumped it to the top of the queue and we now have a short window where things could happen very quickly and hopefully, solve a crime that's been pending for years."

      "Hopefully? That doesn't sound very concrete," Valentina said.

      She ignored the immediate twinge that came through Priya's bond and sent back a zing of her own. Keeping her mouth shut over such a riveting conversation was really asking too much when the detective spoke with all the speed of the realm's daily slow grind.

      "It isn't, but hope is sometimes all that some of these survivors have. Parents outliving their children, older Bonded waiting for a courting favor that never comes, a temporarily placed child left without knowing what happened to any of the parentals, and so on. Most of it is that sort of thing, but closure is still a gift, even if isn't what some of these people wish for."

      "I see." Priya drew closer to the table, her golden-eyed gaze flicking over the array of printed reports, frozen holograph clips and preserved evidence bubbles of pertinent information. "Alright, I'll play. What happened?"

      "Thank you. Suspects were all accounted for. Airtight alibis. Truth charms were useless. Lack of evidence and useful information pulled the whole thing to a halt," Detective Rocke said. "It's known as Culvern House. A student touring the preserved crime scene encountered a ghostly problem during a pitch tour as to whether the place ought to be preserved for its unique and custom architecture or destroyed outright. The result would determine whether the entire property could undergo a ritual cleansing to clean out any unwanted energies and potential curses."

      He gestured towards the stack of four arranged frozen holographic images arranged into a rectangle close by his elbow.

      It showed a dingy blue-black tinted house in one corner, a snapshot of evidence markers along a stained floor, a blurred image of a body and then a pair of standard issue combat boots that had to be from the Gheyo documenting the scene.

      Sloppy, really.

      Valentina hiked herself up onto a half-hidden stool at one corner of the table and settled in to wait. She'd seen that look on Priya's face before and when she was curious, time slipped away from her like sand in an hourglass.

      It was always rather fascinating to watch.

      She barely paid any notice when Kane came to stand beside her, content to watch Priya poke and prod at the new puzzle dropped into her lap. He rested a hand, gently, on her back, a grounding touch and the promise of more, if desired.

      Valentina let herself lean into it with only the slightest hesitation. Too much comfort could make her control waver, but Priya's curiosity was always a thing of beauty. And if she was interested, then perhaps, there was something interesting in it for all of them.

      Kane's amusement echoed hers, circling through their shared bonds.

      Priya pawed through the stacks at once, her curiosity piqued. "Ghostly as in you need a Spirit Mage or ghostly as in you actually believe that someone died and their spirit lingers? There's a difference, you know and not just any difference-oh. That's something-" she trailed off.

      "There was a death," Detective Rocke said, warily. "Victim was either pushed from the stairs or thrown down it, as far as the evidence goes. No one can agree on which it was, because the environmental replay spellwork distorts to the point of actively showing an impossible solution, so it is no longer authorized for this casefile."

      Priya's brows furrowed. "Distorts how? That's a foolproof spell for a reason. Aren't there holo-snaps or something? Someone with a bit of candid video? It shouldn't be that hard to pull something with what we have access to, these days."

      "It was ruled as an accident and no, there's a very specific lack of actual live footage from the party thrown earlier in the day," Detective Rocke said, tiredly. "There's a general assumption that she meant to make some sort of impression with the whole thing. It was fancy and formal, but she died before anything was announced or introduced."

      "And you need me because?" Priya poked at one of the holographic squares.

      It fizzled at the corners.

      "Because a girl from the pitch tour almost wound up like that picture there. She's possessed and they haven't been able to resolve it since," Detective Rocke said, flatly. "The ghost possessing her demanded that we find the killer before they give us a live replay of how they died with the nearest available body."

      "They're holding her body hostage?" Priya frowned. "Isn't that a different kind of problem? That it isn't even my area of expertise. Can't you just force it out? Trap it in something? Transfer it to another, if it won't be lured out? There's a dozen options, at least. It's a ghost!"

      "And not one of them have worked," Detective Rocke said, tiredly. "It's NSA—Needs Special Attention because of certain circumstances."

      Priya's lip curled. "I don't like the way you said that," she said, tapping on the holograph of the Gheyo's boots. "I like it less with your explanation of it, but I do have time to spare, since I'm already here. I'll come to the house and take a look." She relaxed at Detective Rocke's surprised expression. "What? That is what you were going to ask me, isn't it? You just weren't sure that I'd follow."

      He shrugged. "I try not to guess when it comes to necromancers. They have a nasty habit of never doing what's expected of them."
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