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      Nadia Navarra reached out toward the banister on the main staircase to steady herself. In any other place, that was not out of the ordinary, but there in the bowels of the Cube, the headquarters of the Queen’s Wraiths, she knew she was one curious look away from being noticed.

      She could not be noticed.

      Not now.

      Not when so much was at stake.

      With a calm and decisive move, she removed her hand, and remained still, focusing while keeping her face blank, trying her best not to pass out from pain and exhaustion.

      Wraiths milled around her, all of them drawn to the common area where they were now about to attend an assembly. This in itself was unusual, but the rumors out in the city of Agartha were already known to everyone.

      The Wraiths, one of the Queen’s guards in the city, tasked with protecting the border, and the citizens from supernatural threats, were a close unit of hundreds of independent enforcers. It was a bit of an oxymoron, but it had always worked for them.

      The Cube, the large cubic building made of dark granite, aptly and unimaginatively named for its appearance, housed them all and therefore also housed all of their necessities from sleeping areas to training rooms, a smithy in the basement, as well as a vast research library. Nadia, though, was headed to the common areas which spread out around the main entrance. It was an open space that contained little more than columns and benches. That was it. Wraiths were industrious people who had learned since childhood that sitting down was not always necessary, yet how Nadia longed to sit down now. Lying down was even more of a dream.

      Slowly, she continued her descent, pretending to watch the large crowd of Wraiths, hundreds of them, now packed into the common area. They had no particular uniform except that they all dressed in dark clothes, carried the weapons of their choosing, usually blade weapons, or crossbows. Common to them all were the long black coats they used. They were blended with wool, which made them useful even as makeshift blankets in a pinch and also helped conceal them if needed in the dark.

      Nadia was dressed much the same, though her slightly too large coat was buttoned up, so her dagger didn’t show at the moment. She carried her sword with pride. The Wraiths had bestowed it upon her a few months ago. At seventeen, she was old enough to get her own now. Bolt Wraiths like her, apprenticed to the Wraiths, usually did around that age when they wouldn’t grow much more. She’d fastened it on her hip, but the scabbard stuck out through a strategically placed slit in her coat.

      “Think this is about that Trecandís case?”

      Nadia jumped a little and felt nauseous when losing control for even a second. She glanced sideways and saw Atherton and Corrine approach her in the throng of Wraiths.

      “We usually only have these types of announcements if it’s serious, don’t we?” she responded, forcing her words out to be heard in the buzz of voices. Nadia wore her dark hair down instead of tied back. It helped conceal her face a little. She’d looked in the mirror before coming downstairs and she was too pale. She wasn’t sure if rubbing a bit of blush on her cheekbones did anything to rectify the matter.

      “True,” Atherton said and stretched to see over all the people in front of them who were doing the same. He was a tall young man with short hair in a lighter hue than Nadia’s. He carried his preferred short swords on his back and at a few years older, Atherton had been made a Shield Wraith already. Nadia was on the cusp of that too. Gaining the rank of Shield meant she would become a Wraith in her own right, no longer an apprentice.

      If she could make it through this day, of course.

      The Wraiths valued loyalty above else, and so did she, but there were many kinds of loyalty. Today, friendships and doing the right thing was at stake.

      Why did she have to be in such a poor state now? Wraiths never showed weakness. They didn’t argue, and they trusted each other implicitly. They were all trained and raised together from the age of twelve. Nadia shouldn’t be holding things back from them.

      “Everyone here?” a man shouted over the crowd. The Wraiths were nothing if not disciplined. No one answered him, but everyone quieted and turned their attention to him. Nadia had to step up on her toes to see Sarker, the Blade Wraith, the highest official among the Wraiths. If he was here, talking to them, then it was bad. Of course, Nadia already knew that better than most. She eased down and settled for listening, not seeing. She stared blindly into the back of a Shield Wraith in front of her, feeling the press of others around her. Normally, she felt nothing but safe among them, but hiding her physical ailments was difficult. Her only relief was the various techniques the Wraiths had taught her over the years to be able to keep in position for a long time while hunting down rogue beasts. This was the main responsibility of the Shadow Wraiths, of course, the rank above Shield, but no one got that far without the basic knowledge they all learned. Nadia eased her breathing, and like she’d been taught with the Shade, the borderland outside the city of Agartha, she pushed the pain and unease back, and listened while in a half trance.

      “You’ve all heard the rumors,” the Blade shouted. Wraiths seldom did so. Raising one’s voice was usually emotional and rash. When a Wraith shouted, it was to truly be heard, and when it happened, all of them listened. “We have confirmation. A werewolf-vampire hybrid roams the city.”

      In any other crowd, gasps and outcries would have erupted at such horrifying news. Not among the Queen’s Wraiths. They were silent as, well, Wraiths, as the saying went in Agartha. Both werewolves and vampires lived peacefully in the city, at least on paper, especially for the latter group. Nadia herself was proof of that, being a half-breed werewolf. But as a half-breed, she could not shift into a lupine form. Her human half was too much for the wolf to battle. It gave her added strength and enhanced senses though, and standing so close to everyone else, in her half trance, she heard the steady heartbeats of her fellow Wraiths who were doing the same thing she was. Only the odd Bolt had elated pulse and breaths.

      “I’m sure you all understand the severity of this,” the Blade went on. Nadia did. She’d grown up in Cahlmont Hollow her first twelve years, the district in the city where the werewolves lived. Hybrids were the creatures of legends that were told to scare children from misbehaving. Beware, or a vampire will turn you into a hybrid! She’d never believed it because it simply wasn’t done. Werewolves and vampires hated each other on principle, and forcing them into the same body was to wreak havoc on the werewolf in question’s mind.

      “He has killed people in the city and roams the Shade too. We do not know what he wants, or if he even knows that himself. The boy is raving mad. You’ve all heard the name Trecandís. The moniker was attributed to him over in that recent tiny Earthside settlement when he murdered five of their people. I hardly need to emphasize the importance of stopping this abomination. Such hybrids should not exist, and we see why now.”

      “Do we know who he is?” a voice asked from the front.

      “Yes.”

      Nadia wanted to close her eyes, to shut all the noise out. But that could be noticed. She needed to not be noticed. Not today. Everything seemed to hurt. Even her legs which were supposed to keep her upright. Her head had a slight pressure in it too, and she was too nauseous to eat. Could they not hurry up?

      “He shows all his sides, including the human one. We believe he has little, if any, control over this. But as a hybrid, we know he was a werewolf originally. So he must have been turned by a vampire. A vampire who lost control of their progeny.” As opposed to a few other realms, Agarthan werewolves could not turn anyone into their species by biting them. They had to be born werewolves, which was why they took such pride in who could shift form or not. Nadia and her brother Nicolai had not been high in that hierarchy since they couldn’t show their heritage in that way. The Wraiths had been more welcoming in that regard.

      “From what our Shadows found out,” the Blade Wraith went on, “he is a young werewolf, no more than seventeen, by the name of Darrow Regean. He comes from Cahlmont Hollow. Full-blooded, lived with his mother who claims she hasn’t seen him in weeks.”

      Nadia noticed a slight frown on Atherton’s face, watching him out of the corner of her eye now. He was struggling to remember something, she was sure of it. Since he’d advanced to the rank of Shield a couple of years back, he’d had other duties and not spent that much time with the Bolts. Corrine, standing on his other side, had as blank a mask as any of the surrounding Wraiths. But then, she was a few years younger than Nadia and might not remember. Nadia couldn’t afford for anyone to recall anything. She needed to distance herself from this.

      A muffled question was asked far to the left in the crowd.

      “Yes,” the Blade shouted back, apparently having heard the words. “Like all of Cahlmont Hollow, she despises these creatures. He might be her son, but he will find no sanctuary there. Still, we have Shadows watching the place as we speak. Just to be sure.”

      Nadia felt a dizzy spell come over her and stared daggers into the back of the Shield in front of her, willing herself not to pass out. She only needed to hold on, lower her pulse, breathe …

      “What we have to do
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