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Damien Blackwell’s office smelled like whiskey, old leather, and bad decisions. Merry had made a few of those in here.

She leaned against the wall, arms crossed, already tired of whatever conversation they were about to have. Leanna and Gavin got chairs. Merry didn’t sit in Damien’s office unless she had to.

Damien sat behind his desk, rings tapping against polished wood. Behind him, a live-feed of Cowbridge from the club’s roof was projected in gleaming neon on a screen of glass that pretended to be a window. It made him look like a king surveying his kingdom. Which, knowing Damien, was probably the point.

“Well?” he said, grinning like a man who already knew he’d won. “Aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

Merry sighed. “For what?”

“For making the Blue Moon the most successful club in this city,” he said. “Violet’s gig last month put us on the map. Now, it’s time for the next step.” He tapped his desk. “Cardiff Bay. A bigger venue. Higher clientele. More money. And you three are coming with me.”

Merry’s stomach tightened.

Cardiff Bay meant corporate executives, politicians, Orbitals. The kind of people she avoided. The kind of people who burned Ireland to the ground and never looked back.

Damien leaned forward, looking at Leanna. “I need someone with taste. Someone who knows how to make something valuable and knows how to sell it. You’d be handling media, talent, branding. Making sure the right people come through the doors.”

Leanna didn’t answer immediately. She tilted her head slightly, watching him the same way she examined antiques, carefully deciding if they were worth the price.

Damien turned to Gavin next. “And you. I need a security system built. Surveillance, automated defences, back-end data handling. A club in the Bay means high-profile clients, which means discretion. You’d have full control.”

Gavin sprawled out in his chair, stretching lazily, just to be annoying. “So, you want me to make a rich man’s panic room?”

Damien’s mouth twitched. “Among other things.”

Merry could feel it. The pull of money, power and opportunity. Damien was offering Leanna influence. Gavin control.

And then, finally, he turned to her. “You, Merry, don’t get a choice.”

Merry laughed. “Oh, really?”

Damien exhaled, as if she was the most exhausting person in his life. “You already work for me. And the new club needs security.”

He didn’t have to say I trust you. He never did. But it was there, underneath it all.

Merry’s fingers twitched. “No.”

Damien blinked. “No?”

“No,” she repeated.

Gavin let out a low whistle. Leanna smirked.

Damien pinched the bridge of his nose. “Merry—”

“I don’t want the job.”

“Merry, do you have any idea how much I’m offering you?”

“I have an idea.”

“And?”

“I don’t care.”

Silence.

A muscle in Damien’s jaw twitched. He stared at her, like he was trying to figure out where exactly she’d gone wrong in the head.

They’d never talked about it. The way she got this job. The fact that she killed his ex-business partner before the bastard could kill him. The fact that she got him out of prison when Mandrake wanted him gone. They never talked about why he trusted her. He just did.

But that didn’t mean she was following him into corporate waters.

Damien sighed, running a hand down his face. “Merry. I need people I can count on.”

“I know,” she said.

“Then why—”

“Because I don’t want it.”

Damien exhaled through his nose, slow and measured, then tapped twice against the desk. A signal.

Like clockwork, the door swung open and Kaela stepped inside with a tray—four glasses, a fresh bottle of whiskey, and a practiced, neutral expression that said she knew better than anyone else in the room.

Merry watched her. She had always sensed something predatory about Damien’s girlfriend. Something too sleek and polished for Cowbridge. She wondered how much of the idea of moving to Cardiff Bay was Damien’s and how much Kaela’s. 

Leanna sat up a little straighter, watching with mild amusement as the glasses were placed in front of them. Gavin, still slouched, reached for his without hesitation. Merry didn’t move.

Kaela met Merry’s eyes briefly. There was no warmth in it.

Damien poured the drinks himself. A personal touch. The host rather than the boss.

"You know," he said casually, swirling the amber liquid in his glass, "I expected a fight. But not one this short. You could at least pretend to think about it, Merry."

She didn’t answer.

Leanna smiled from behind her glass. "She has thought about it. That’s the problem."

Damien shot her a look, but it was more amused than annoyed.

He turned his attention back to Merry. "Alright," he said, leaning back in his chair. "Indulge me. Why not?"

Merry finally reached for her drink, rolling the glass between her fingers. Merry didn’t trust Kaela. She didn’t trust the Bay. She didn’t trust the future Damien was offering. But she trusted him.  "You already know why."

"Do I?"

She met his gaze. "Cardiff Bay isn’t Cowbridge."

Damien took a slow sip. "That’s the point."

Merry exhaled sharply, setting her glass down with a dull clink. "I don’t work corporate security, Damien."

"You’d still be working for me," he countered smoothly. "Same job, better pay."

She shook her head. "Not the same job."

His rings tapped against the desk again, a little sharper this time. "Merry—"

"No."

Damien studied her for a long moment, then sighed, shaking his head. "You’re so damn stubborn."

Leanna made a quiet snorting sound. "You’re just figuring that out now? You’ve known her years longer than I have. Merry’s soul is granite."

Damien ignored her. His sharp brown eyes stayed locked on Merry.

"This isn’t about the job," he said at last.

Merry didn’t answer.

"This is about them."

Leanna glanced between them, intrigued now. "Them?"

Damien gestured vaguely toward the skyline behind him—the artificial cityscape, the lights of Cardiff Bay flickering like distant stars.

"The people who run the Bay. The ones she hates more than anything." He tilted his head slightly, studying her. "The ones she doesn’t want to be in the same room with. The ones she’s spent the last five years avoiding."

The room went quiet.

Merry’s fingers twitched slightly around her glass. Not much. Barely noticeable. But Damien caught it.

He leaned forward. "Tell me I’m wrong."

Merry exhaled slowly. "You’re not."

Leanna blinked, clearly not expecting her to admit it.

Damien smiled faintly, but it wasn’t a victory, more like confirmation of something he already knew.

"Then that’s a shame," he said, "because avoiding them forever isn’t going to work."

Merry finally took a sip of whiskey, letting the burn settle before she spoke again.

"It’s worked so far."

Damien shook his head, almost pitying. "Has it?"

She didn’t answer.

Damien tapped his glass against the table. “I think you’re looking at this all wrong.”

Merry arched an eyebrow.

“You’ve spent five years keeping your head down,” Damien continued, swirling his whiskey. “Hiding in Cowbridge. Moving through the world like a ghost.” He leaned forward slightly. “How’s that worked out for you?”

Merry’s grip on her glass tightened, but she didn’t answer.

“That’s what I thought,” Damien said smoothly. “And don’t get me wrong. Playing dead was smart. It kept you alive. But it only works as long as they don’t start looking for you.”

Leanna rolled her eyes. “Oh, here we go. The sales pitch.”

Gavin chuckled but said nothing.

Damien ignored them. His sharp brown eyes stayed locked on Merry. “Right now, you’re a rumour,” Damien said. “A whisper. You take this job, you stop being interesting. You become ordinary. And ordinary people survive.”

Merry frowned slightly.

“You take the job, you make yourself visible and suddenly, you’re just a glorified bouncer at a fancy club in the Bay.” He spread his hands. “No reason to look any further. No reason to go digging.”

Leanna snorted. “Or, counterpoint, she takes the job, and they know where she is at all times.”

Damien smirked. “Exactly. Which means they stop looking.”

Merry exhaled slowly, rolling her glass between her fingers. It made sense. On paper.

She didn’t trust it. Still, she took another sip of whiskey, letting the burn settle in her stomach.

Damien sat back, watching her. “You don’t have to decide tonight,” he said easily. “Just think about it.”

Merry didn’t answer. Something felt... off.

The whiskey was good. Better than Damien’s usual. But there was an edge to it. A weight. Like the warmth in her stomach wasn’t settling properly.

Her gaze flicked to Leanna.

She was still smiling, still leaning back in her chair, but her movements were slightly slower. A little more... lazy.

Gavin had stopped fiddling with his glass entirely. Just sitting there, the glow from his cybernetic eyes slightly unfocused.

Merry’s pulse kicked up.

She turned her attention back to Damien. And he looked off too.

Not as much as the others. But enough. His usual fluid movements just a fraction slower, his rings tapping against the table not quite as sharp as before.

Damien blinked, then frowned slightly, like he was noticing it too.

Merry put her glass down.

Too late.

Her limbs felt heavy. Not in the way exhaustion pulled at her after a long shift, but in a way that told her something wasn’t right.

Drugged.

Her vision blurred for half a second before snapping back into focus.

Damien swore under his breath, trying to push himself upright—his glass clinked against the table as he misjudged the movement. “What the—”

Leanna exhaled, her grin slipping. “Oh,” she muttered. “Oh, that’s not good.”

Gavin tried to speak but only got as far as opening his mouth before he slumped sideways in his chair, his cybernetic eyes flickering wildly.

Merry tried to stand. Her legs didn’t work.

The room tilted—warped like someone had grabbed the floor and twisted.

Damien pushed himself up on shaky arms, his expression dark. “I swear—”

Then the weight in her limbs turned to lead.

Merry’s gaze met Damien’s one last time—

Then the world went black.
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Cold.

Not a biting, external cold, but something deeper. A sluggishness in her limbs, a weight pressing against her chest. The unmistakable aftereffects of sedation.

Merry surfaced slowly. Her pulse felt thick, her tongue dry. The faint taste of chemicals clung to the back of her throat.

She knew this feeling. She  had woken up like this before.

But she didn’t panic.

Because above her, the ceiling was painted sky blue, its surface cracked and faded with time. The gold harp at its centre was chipped at the edges, the left curve of the frame worn almost to nothing, but still visible.

She let out a breath.

It had been a dream. Of course it had been a dream.

A stupid, hyper-realistic nightmare. A VR test, maybe. Or some kind of simulation. If she was back in the barracks, if she was here, then—

She almost laughed.

God, her grandfather would never let her live this down. He’d howl when he heard what her brain had cooked up. Ireland, gone? Her unit, dead? She’d been hiding in the Blue Moon instead of fighting? No chance. Not her.

They’d probably all laugh about it. Hawk would roll his eyes; call her a drama queen. Sparrow would make some dry comment about how she’d clearly failed the test.

And then she’d get up, drag herself to the mess and get herself a cup of whatever counted as coffee this week. Maybe call her grandfather first, just to hear him tell her she was being an idiot.

She closed her eyes, her breath leaving her in a slow sigh as a tension she’d never even noticed building left the space between her shoulderblades. A few more moments of recovery, then she’d find out what had actually just happened. And how badly she’d performed in whatever test it had been.

The cold penetrated the relief first. It shouldn’t have been this cold. The barracks weren’t ever comfortable, but they had heating. Even without that, six bodies produced a lot of heat. 

She sat up, already listening for the others. Nothing. 

No boots on concrete. No muttered insults. No Sparrow complaining about the cold.

Merry tried to ignore it, but it kept nagging at the edges of her mind, so she reopened her eyes, smiling as she saw the painted ceiling again. But this time, she noticed the build-up of grime and cobwebs. 

She sat up, intending to mention it, and froze.

The cold was instantly explained. 

Only two of the other bunks were filled. Gavin lay with his limbs sprawled across the narrow bunk, one metal hand almost grazing the floor. Leanna was curled beneath a thin, rough blanket. 

For a second, Merry hated them both. Hated that they were proof that the last five years hadn’t just been a dream or a simulation. She shook her head, pushing that down with the regret that threatened to choke her. 

She swung her legs off her bunk and stopped again, her heart jumping back into her throat. Her bag - the backpack which should have been locked safely in her room in the Blue Moon - sat neatly beside the bed. 

She dragged it towards her, her movements made clumsy with the panic that gripped her as she scrabbled inside of it. Part of the tension eased as her hand closed on the smooth velvet of the box, but for once it wasn’t enough to simply know it was there. She pulled it out, opening it, and felt a familiar combination of relief and grief as she stared at the gleaming hoops of gold. The torc and bracelet set were unblemished by the years of being stored in her bag. Everything else was gone. This wasn’t.

She snapped the box closed and placed it back in the tangled mess she’d made of her bag. 

Gavin groaned.

It wasn’t a quiet, cautious return to consciousness. It was a full-body groan, the kind that said I have no idea where I am, but I already hate it.

Merry heard the rustle of fabric as he shifted, then a dull thunk as his cybernetic hand hit the floor. A low curse followed.

She glanced over.

Gavin was sprawled across the narrow cot, one leg half off the edge, his other arm flung over his face. His optics flickered weakly, adjusting.

Then he muttered, “The fuck?”

Merry didn’t answer. She just waited.

Gavin dragged his arm down, blinking blearily at the ceiling. His expression scrunched up immediately. “This is not my flat.”

Merry arched an eyebrow. “You don’t have a flat.”

Gavin turned his head toward her, squinting. “...Then this is definitely not my flat.”

She sighed.

He exhaled hard, rolling onto his side. His cybernetic fingers flexed sluggishly, servos whining in protest. “Ugh. What—” He stopped, blinked again, then frowned. “Wait. What the hell?”

Here it was. The actual processing.

Merry watched as his gaze swept the room—over the peeling paint, the damp concrete, the abandoned cots. His brow furrowed. His head tilted. Then his eyes landed on her, and—

He sat up too fast.

The nausea hit immediately. His whole body listed sideways, his cybernetic arm smacking into the cot frame with another thunk.

“Jesus fuck.” He clenched his jaw, eyes squeezing shut. “That’s not fun.”

Merry waited as he wobbled, braced himself, then muttered something that sounded suspiciously like this is why I don’t do drugs.

When he finally steadied, he looked at her again. More alert now. More suspicious.

“Merry.” His voice was rough, but sharper. “Where the hell are we?”

Merry exhaled slowly. “Brecon Beacons.”

Gavin blinked. “The mountains?”

“Yeah.”

His brow furrowed. He turned, looking around again, like the walls might suddenly explain themselves. Then his eyes caught something.

Merry knew the moment he registered it.

“The fuck—is that an army cot?” He whipped back to her, mouth open, expression shifting rapidly from confusion to dawning horror. “Wait, wait, wait. Is this a barracks?!”

Merry’s fingers curled tighter around her bag strap.

Gavin let out a low, disbelieving laugh. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” He swung his legs off the cot, gesturing wildly. “Who the hell kidnaps people and dumps them in an abandoned—” He stopped mid-motion.

Merry saw it happen.

The realisation. The understanding. The way his brain finally caught up with his mouth.

He turned back to her, eyes narrowing slightly. “Wait.”

Merry braced herself.

“This—” Gavin gestured at the room again, slower this time. “This is one of yours, isn’t it?”

Merry didn’t look at him.

She just reached for her boots and started lacing them. “Get ready,” she muttered. “Leanna’s still out. We need to move when she wakes up.”

For once, Gavin didn’t argue.

But he didn’t get up, either.

Leanna was already panicking before she woke up.

Merry saw it in the twitch of her fingers against the thin blanket; the rapid, shallow breaths that barely stirred the fabric. The drugs had hit her harder—of course they had. The bastards responsible had dosed them all the same, not accounting for the fact that Leanna was a foot shorter and half the weight of either of them.

Merry moved before she could think about it.

She crouched beside the cot, one hand pressing against Leanna’s wrist, the other settling firmly on her shoulder. Her pulse was hammering, too fast, too weak. Her breath hitched, sharp and unsteady, her body still convinced it was suffocating.

“Leanna.” Merry kept her voice steady. Calm. “You’re safe. Just breathe.”

No response. Leanna’s eyelids fluttered, her unfocused gaze darting without seeing.

Merry tightened her grip just slightly. “Listen to me. In for four, hold for four, out for four. With me.”

Leanna tried. Failed. Her chest jerked with another sharp, stuttering breath.

Merry didn’t let go.

Again, she counted. Slow. Even. Letting her own breath set the pace.

Leanna shuddered, fingers twitching weakly against the blanket, but this time, she followed.

Too shallow. Too unsteady. But she was trying.

“Again,” Merry said.

Leanna obeyed. The second breath was steadier. The third, deeper. By the fourth, the worst of the tension had begun to ease, her body finally remembering how to function.

Only then did Merry shift back slightly, still watching her closely.

Leanna swallowed hard, her voice barely above a whisper. “I hate that.”

From the other cot, Gavin made a groggy, amused sound. “Yeah, well, I was about two minutes away from slapping you awake.”

Merry shot him a look.

Leanna let out a breathless, shaky laugh and managed to lift a hand just far enough to flip him off. “Just peachy, Hedwig.”

Merry almost smiled.

If Leanna had enough energy to insult Gavin, she was going to be fine.

Leanna let her head drop back against the pillow, blinking rapidly as her breath finally evened out. Her pupils were still too wide, but she was coming back to herself, shaking off the last of the chemical fog.

Then she frowned.

Merry saw it the moment her gaze landed on the ceiling. The confusion. The faint pinch of her brows. The way her fingers twitched against the blanket, like she wanted to reach up and touch the paintwork just to be sure it was real.

“...Merry?”

Merry didn’t answer. She was watching her. Waiting.

Leanna’s eyes flickered across the ceiling, tracing the faded gold harp, the chipped edges, the cracks spiderwebbing through the sky-blue paint. “This is—” She stopped, sitting up too fast, her breath catching again. “What the fuck?”

Merry didn’t say anything. Just waited.

Gavin pushed himself up onto his elbows, looking around properly now, his eyes narrowing as they scanned the walls, the bunks, the thick layer of dust clinging to everything. “This—” He swung his legs over the side of the cot and planted his elbows on his knees, exhaling sharply. “This is wrong.”

Leanna was still staring at the ceiling. “No shit.”

Gavin’s gaze flicked to the old lockers, the stacked cots, the grey walls that had once been military-standard and were now stained with time and damp. Then back up.

His lips parted slightly. “No fucking way.”

Leanna dragged a hand through her hair, still trying to shake off the remnants of the drugs. “This is hers, isn’t it?”

Neither of them had to clarify who the ‘her’ hers was.

Merry stayed silent.

Leanna turned to her, eyes sharp despite the lingering haze. “Merry.”

Merry looked at her.

Leanna motioned vaguely to the ceiling. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

Merry didn’t answer immediately. She looked up again, her breath slow and even, her expression carefully blank. The relief she'd felt earlier—the certainty—was still a ghost at the edges of her mind, taunting her.

Finally, she exhaled and rolled her shoulders. “It’s the barracks.”

Gavin let out something between a scoff and a laugh. “Great.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “So either someone went to a hell of a lot of effort to recreate this shithole, or—”

Leanna cut in, her voice flat. “Or it’s real.”

Silence.

Gavin dropped his hands, looking around again. His jaw tightened. “That’s not possible.”

Merry’s fingers curled around the strap of her bag, tightening until the fabric bit into her palm.

Leanna let out a slow breath. “Yeah, well. Neither was getting drugged and waking up here.”

Gavin didn’t have an argument for that.

Merry stood. The room tilted briefly. She waited until it settled.

Both of them looked at her.

She adjusted the strap of her pack, then headed for the door.

“...Where are you going?” Leanna asked.

Merry didn’t stop. “To see what else is real.”
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Merry pulled the old locker open with a sharp yank. The metal groaned, stiff from years of disuse, and a cloud of dust stirred into the cold air.

She reached inside, feeling along the back panel until her fingers found the seam—just barely perceptible under a layer of grime. A hidden compartment. One that hadn’t been used since Ireland had fallen. 

It popped open with a faint click, revealing three small, triangular devices nestled in the hollow space.

Merry took two and tossed them toward Gavin and Leanna. “Here. These are yours now.”

Leanna caught hers smoothly, turning it over in her hands. “What am I looking at?”

“Experimental comms,” Merry said. “Short-range, self-powered, impossible to hack unless you already have access. They only connect to each other, and they’re locked to the user.”

Gavin whistled. “Fancy.” He flipped his over, inspecting the sleek metal. “What, no Orbital tracking bullshit?”

Merry shook her head. “They never connected to anything outside their own network. Too much risk. Only our unit had them.”

Leanna was already fiddling with hers. “Okay. How do I make it work?”

Merry tapped the side of her own pendant. “Biometric lock. You need to give it your fingerprint and a voice command.”

Leanna pressed her thumb against the smooth surface. A tiny pulse of blue light flickered beneath her skin. The device clicked, waiting.

She grinned. “Allons-y.”

The pendant unfurled its ‘wings’ and pulsed bright blue before snapping shut again.

Gavin snorted. “Really?”

Leanna shrugged. “If it’s good enough for Ten, it’s good enough for me.”

Merry ignored them. “Now yours.”

Gavin pressed his thumb to the metal. Nothing happened.

He frowned and tried again. Still nothing.

Leanna smirked. “Having some trouble there, Hedwig?”

Gavin scowled at the pendant, then at his cybernetic hand. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

Merry rolled her eyes. “It’s looking for a biological print, dumbass.”

“Yeah, I got that, thanks,” he muttered.

For a moment, he just sat there, staring at the device like he could force it to work through sheer willpower. Then, without warning, he leaned over and sank his teeth into his cybernetic thumb.

Leanna made a horrified noise. “What the—?!”

Merry sighed, unsurprised.

There was a faint click as a small panel in Gavin’s thumbplate slid back, revealing a hidden compartment of synthetic skin—a patch of vat-grown tissue, wired to his nervous system for sensory feedback.

He pressed it to the pendant. This time, the light flickered to life.

Gavin grinned, ignoring Leanna’s look of utter disgust. “Hello is binary.”

The device locked in.

Leanna groaned. “That’s what you went with?”

Gavin smirked, flipping the pendant between his fingers. “What? It’s true.”

Merry sighed. They were going to die out here.

Merry pressed her thumb against the side of her pendant. It vibrated softly, then warmed slightly as it activated.

“Ghníomhacht.”

The metal clicked open, wings unfolding like a mechanical butterfly. The faint blue glow of the projection flickered to life.

She kept it brief.

"Drugged. Woke up at the Nest. Check Blue Moon. Wren."

She snapped it shut.

No hesitation. No over-explanation. Ethan would understand.

Leanna shifted beside her. “Think he’ll get the hint?”

Merry exhaled. "If he doesn’t, he’s dumber than I thought." She looked around the familiar room, then shook her head. They couldn’t stay here. Whatever this was, someone had brought them here. Someone who wanted them away from the comforts of Cowbridge, such as they were. She intended to find out who, and why, and then show them exactly how bad an idea it had been to target her. And her friends. 

Merry led the way to the barracks door, her boots making dull, heavy sounds against the concrete. The others followed, their steps quieter but just as tense. The air inside was already cold, but it carried the stale, dead weight of a sealed space—dry rot, dust, and the faint metallic tang of old wiring left to corrode.

She reached the door and hesitated, fingers curling around the rusted handle. The metal was ice against her skin.

Outside was going to be worse.

She exhaled through her nose, braced herself, and pushed it open.

The cold hit like a fist.

Wind knifed through the gap instantly, carrying the sharp, damp bite of midwinter air. The taste of frost clung to the back of her throat, raw and metallic. The sky beyond was a dull, washed-out grey, the kind that came just before dawn, but the thick, low-hanging clouds promised nothing but more snow.
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