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The rhythmic beep-beep-beep of a dozen heart monitors filled the lab, a mechanical pulse that offered no comfort. On cots lining the walls, men and women lay strapped down and unconscious. Each hunter had an IV feeding into their arm, pumping a neon cocktail of chemicals into their veins.

Thomas Gelio stared down at his experiments, his shoulders heavy. He was at a standstill. Success remained out of reach, and the cure he so desperately needed was nowhere to be found. His gaze drifted to the corner of his desk, where a file left by his assistant sat atop a chaotic mountain of paperwork. Some of the pages bore the heavy wax seal of the Council of Storm Hunters. Thomas felt the familiar pull in his chest, the duty he owed his position on the council versus the frantic need to save his own blood.

The office doors swung open, and Tracy hurried in. Her short blond hair was spiked in a dozen different directions, and several fresh stains marred her blouse. She stopped a few feet from his desk, and when Thomas didn't immediately look up, she rolled her eyes.

“Mazzy wants you to come and read her a story, sir,” she announced.

Thomas looked back toward the infirmary, wondering if his staff could truly be trusted with the hunters for a few hours. Tracy cleared her throat pointedly. With a heavy sigh, Thomas turned to her and gave a silent nod. The nanny left without another word.

It took Thomas ten minutes to pack his council paperwork. If he couldn't find a breakthrough here, he’d at least keep up appearances at the house.

He stepped out of his office and into the tunnel carved directly into the mountain’s heart. He strode down the long, cool corridor toward the town of Harrow’s Keep. It was the Council’s main base of operations. A bustling fortress built into the rock where the Great Hunter clans lived to protect the human population.

Ten feet from the end of the tunnel, Thomas reached the guards.

“Hello, Jones. Marshall,” he greeted them. “Any trouble today?”

The guards shook their heads in unison, and Marshall pulled open the heavy door. As Thomas stepped out, the sterile smell of the lab was replaced by the scent of damp earth and blooming jasmine. Birds chirped in the garden that butted up against the mountain slopes. To the world, this was just the back of a councilman's estate; the Council knew nothing of the lab hidden in the stone behind him.

Thomas pushed through the double doors of his home. Hearing voices in the study, he made his way through the hall but paused at the doorway. Tracy, Neil, and Mazzy were huddled together, talking softly.

For a heartbeat, his mind played a cruel trick on him. He looked for the flash of long hair, for the smile of his wife, Jenny. But fate had stolen her two years ago. Now, he was a man alone with two children and Mazzy was already showing the same symptoms that had taken her mother.

“Daddy!” Mazzy’s voice was a bright spark in the room.

Thomas forced a smile, masking the terror in his gut as he knelt to give her a hug. He held her tight, but his mind was already miles away, back in the dark of the mountain, searching for a miracle.
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Seagulls cried out to one another, coasting on the salt-heavy winds. Lane Blackwell looked around the deserted docks, the wood rough beneath her palms. The haunting lilt of siren calls drifted across the beach, mingling with the sound of waves crashing against the jagged rocks.

Lane sat at the edge of the dock, wiggling her toes in the cold Atlantic. Usually, Rex would have already finished his coastal patrols, but the beach was eerily quiet. The Hydras held absolute control over these oceans and sands, yet today, the water felt heavy with a strange stillness.

With a sigh, Lane began to pull her feet from the surf. Suddenly, a scaled, powerful hand shot out of the water and clamped around her ankle, yanking her off the dock.

The icy water shocked her system. Lane blinked through the bubbles, catching sight of a shimmering, naked figure. Rex. She kicked back to the surface, gasping for a long breath as she pushed sodden hair out of her eyes. Rex emerged beside her, a mischievous grin plastered on his face. In the sunlight, his pale green skin shimmered like abalone.

Lane huffed, hauling herself back onto the dock. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the rest of Rex’s group emerging onto the sand. The Hydras were a sight to behold a six feet of lean, muscular power in shades of deep blue, emerald, and violet. Instead of claws, their webbed hands and feet allowed them to cut through the current at terrifying speeds. A long, flexible fin trailed down the backs of the adult males.

Lane pointedly looked away as the shifters began the ripple-like transition back into their human forms.

Rex flopped onto the wood next to her with a grumble, having grabbed a pair of shorts from his mother, Dahlia. As the leader of the Hydra clan, Dahlia was already watching them from the shoreline with an amused expression.

“You can’t take a joke, Lane,” Rex grumbled.

Lane arched an eyebrow at him. “I can take a joke, if it’s actually funny.”

Dahlia’s laughter rang out across the water. Behind her, a soldier named Cross stopped at the edge of the dock, his expression uncharacteristically grave. He cleared his throat to get their attention.

“Your mother and grandmother would like you to meet them for lunch, Lane,” Cross announced.

Lane felt her stomach drop. She groaned, the sound echoing her internal dread. If both women were summoning her at once, the "Calm" was officially over. Her mother, Dreya, couldn't stand to be in the same zip code as her grandmother, Astra, let alone the same room.

Cross offered her a sympathetic look. Lane pushed herself up, her drenched clothes clinging uncomfortably to her skin. “Tell them I’m coming,” she muttered, trudging toward the stairs carved into the cliffside.

Bad news could wait five minutes. She needed to change.

Lane rushed into the soldier barracks, her boots steady against the stone. She threw open her bedroom door and grimaced at the disaster zone. Clothes and gear were strewn about, a rare lapse in her usually disciplined life. If her team leader walked in now, she’d be looking at a week of extra shifts.

She didn't panic. Instead, she moved with practiced efficiency. She bypassed the mess, pulling a clean pair of patrol pants and a work shirt from the trunk at the foot of her bed. After lunch, she had a six-hour patrol; there was no sense in meeting her fate in wet clothes.

She strapped on her weapons belt, her fingers dancing over the familiar buckles. She didn't just "reach" for her knives; she checked the edge of each blade and ensured her emergency supplies were stocked. A smart soldier never stepped onto the cliffside unprepared. Finally, she gripped her spear, its weight a familiar comfort in her palm, and strode out the door.
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