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​Uninvited Guests
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The Blue Moon was quiet in the way only early mornings could be—when the neon signs were dimmed, the dance floor was empty and the hum of the cleaning drones filled the space like a faint, robotic chorus. Merry leaned against the edge of the bar, watching the cluster of monitors Gavin had set up on the counter. The setup was temporary—wires and diagnostic tools scattered across the polished surface—but the output on the screens was anything but amateur.

“I thought this system was already good,” Merry said, her tone flat but tinged with curiosity.

“It is good,” Gavin replied, crouched behind the bar as his cybernetic fingers deftly connected a sleek black device to the club’s central server. “But good isn’t great. And I happen to specialise in great.”

Merry snorted softly, crossing her arms as she watched him work. “Don’t let Damien hear you say that. He already thinks this place is Fort Knox.”

Gavin grinned, glancing up at her with a flicker of mischief in his glowing cybernetic eyes. “And it is, thanks to you. But even Fort Knox can get an upgrade.”

He straightened, holding up a small, palm-sized camera with a faintly metallic sheen. “Case in point. The cameras you installed? Top of the line for six years ago. But these babies?” He tossed the camera into the air and caught it with a flourish. “Infrared, thermal imaging, and adaptive targeting. They can pick up the temperature of a matchstick at fifty yards. And the best part? They feed directly to your comm unit. No more cross-referencing monitors.”

Merry raised an eyebrow, impressed despite herself. “And you’re doing all this out of the goodness of your heart?”

“Hardly,” Gavin said as he mounted the camera onto a swivel bracket near the corner of the bar. “I’ve got a reputation to maintain. If I let you keep running this place on outdated tech, it reflects poorly on me.”

Merry rolled her eyes. “How generous of you.”

“Besides,” Gavin added, his tone more serious now, “with everything that’s gone down lately, you don’t want to take any chances. The district’s tense. One stray rumour, one drunk idiot with a grudge, and this place could turn into a warzone.”

Merry didn’t argue. Cowbridge had always been a powder keg, but the events of the past few weeks had left the fuse shorter than ever. The massacre of the Red Tails. The crackdown by Public Security. The whispers of new players on the streets, testing the waters. It all added up to one thing: trouble. And trouble always found its way to the Blue Moon sooner or later.

“Fine,” Merry said after a moment, pushing off the bar. “Just make it quick. I don’t want to spend all day babysitting you.”

“Babysitting?” Gavin said, feigning offence. “I’ll have you know I’m a professional. I don’t need—”

The front door swung open.

Merry straightened automatically, her hand brushing the Little Joe at her hip.

Four men stepped inside. Not a crowd.  Not random trouble.  A team.

The first man through was the leader. Broad-shouldered, steady, gun holster visible under his jacket like he wanted her to see it. Two more followed close behind him, moving with the same clipped efficiency. The fourth stayed in the doorway, watching the street like he was expecting company.

Gavin didn’t look up from behind the bar. “Three inside, one on the door,” he murmured into Merry’s comm. “And - hold on - six more outside.”

Merry grimaced. Ten total.

That was enough to mean purpose.

She stepped forward, weight low. “We’re closed,” she said flatly. “Try again when the lights are on.”

The leader gave her a cold, professional smile. “We’re not here for you.”

“Ten seconds,” Merry said. “Then you leave.”

His hand moved for his jacket.

Her Little Joe was leveled at his chest before he touched the fabric.

“Don’t,” Merry said.

The leader froze. His eyes flicked down to the weapon, then back to her.

“That’s cute,” he said.  “You’ve got guts.”

“Gavin,” Merry said quietly, “lock the door.”

A mechanical click sealed them in.

The leader huffed a laugh. “So you’re playing for time.”

“No,” Merry said. “I’m not.”

She fired. The bolt punched into his shoulder. He staggered back into a table, crashing through a chair. His three men jolted in surprise—and then everything moved at once.

Gavin vaulted over the bar.

Two of the thugs stepped to intercept him—one huge, one wiry. The third stayed near the door, hand drifting toward a concealed pistol.

Merry kept her gun trained on him.

Brick, the huge one, was fast for his size. He swung a baton down toward Gavin’s head.

Gavin caught it on a forearm blade with a metallic clang. A twist, a sharp jerk, and Brick’s weapon was trapped. Gavin headbutted him with the metal plates in his skull. Brick dropped like someone had unplugged him.

Rat, the wiry one, darted in with a taser, sending an arc of blue light crackling across the air.

Gavin didn’t even flinch. The current danced harmlessly across his dermal armour.

Rat’s eyes widened.

Gavin drove an elbow into his jaw. Teeth scattered across the floor. Rat screamed. Gavin’s second strike dropped him.

At the door, the third thug finally drew his gun.

Merry didn’t give him the chance to use it. She shifted her aim and fired.

The bolt hit him in the thigh. The gun skittered across the floor. He collapsed, swearing.

The Blue Moon fell silent except for the ragged breaths of the injured.

Three down on the floor.  One leader bleeding against a table.  Six more outside who now wanted nothing to do with this.

The leader stared at Gavin, pale and sweating. “What the hell are you?”

Gavin’s smile was thin and humorless. “Better than you.”

The last thug by the door looked between Gavin, Merry, and the bodies on the floor. His wide, frantic eyes said he’d already made up his mind.

He bolted the second Gavin moved toward him, straight into the locked door.

Merry didn’t bother stopping him. He wasn’t a threat anymore.

She returned her aim to the leader. “Talk.”

The leader spat blood. “You’re dead. Enhancement -,” He winced. “They don’t let people walk away.”

Gavin’s expression shuttered. The grin died completely. He grabbed the man without hesitation, hauling him upright like dead weight.

“Go back to Peter Summerell,” he said, voice flat and precise, “and tell him he really doesn’t want me going to Gruen with what I know.”

He dragged the leader to the door, unlocked it, and shoved him out.  Then he returned for the others - one by one, unceremonious, efficient.

The six outside kept their distance. None stepped in.

When Gavin finally sank onto a barstool, his breathing was tight, his hands trembling faintly.

Merry holstered the Little Joe. “Explain.”

He stared at the floor for a moment.

“Call Leanna first,” Gavin said quietly. “I don’t want to say this twice.”
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​Aftermath
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The Blue Moon smelled like scorched circuits and cleaning solvent, the faint hum of the drones doing little to drown out the tension in the air. Merry leaned against the bar, her arms crossed tightly over her chest as she glared at Gavin, who was busy poking at one of the confiscated tasers as though he were conducting an autopsy.

“I don’t think you’re grasping the situation,” she said sharply. “Damien’s going to lose his mind when he sees this place.”

Gavin glanced up, his glowing cybernetic eyes wide with feigned innocence. “What? It’s not like it’s my fault Enhancement decided to send their goons here. I didn’t invite them.”

“No,” Merry said flatly, “but you’re the reason they came. So when I tell Damien that his club just got turned into a battlefield because of you, he’s not going to care about the nuance.”

Gavin shrugged, turning the taser over in his hands. “He’ll be fine. You’ll charm him like you always do.”

Merry gave him a withering look. “That’s not how this works, Gavin.”

Before Gavin could reply, Merry’s comm buzzed in her pocket. She let out a sharp sigh, pulling it out and thumbing the call button. Damien’s name flashed across the screen like a warning sign. Of course, he’d heard already. The man had ears everywhere.

“Damien,” she said, her voice calm but braced for impact.

“Merry.” His tone was clipped, calm in a way that made Merry want to grind her teeth. “Would you care to explain why I just got a call saying my club was the site of a fight with corporate thugs this morning?”

Merry didn’t bother trying to soften the blow. “Enhancement sent a team. They were here for Gavin.”

There was a heavy silence on the other end of the line. Then Damien’s sharp exhale cut through it. “Enhancement,” he repeated, his voice low and dangerously calm. “As in the Enhancement?”

“The same,” Merry confirmed. “And before you ask, yes, they knew exactly where to find him. They came through the front door like they owned the place.”

Damien didn’t respond right away and Merry could almost hear him grinding his teeth. “And why,” he said finally, “is Gavin pissing off a corporation that I happen to do business with?”

“Long story,” Merry said, cutting a sharp look at Gavin, who had the good sense to look slightly sheepish. “But it’s not going to affect you or the Blue Moon.”

Damien let out a sharp, humourless laugh. “Oh, it’s not going to affect me? That’s a bold claim, considering my front door’s probably hanging off its hinges and I’ve got a staff coming in later to prepare for an evening that apparently isn’t happening.”

Merry’s jaw tightened. “It’s not as bad as it looks. The doors are fine, the cameras will be back online soon, and we’ve already taken care of the mess.”

“That’s not the point, Merry,” Damien snapped. “The point is that you’ve let one of your personal problems spill over into my business. And now I’ve got to deal with the fallout.”

“It’s not just my problem,” Merry said, her tone hardening. “Enhancement isn’t going to let this go. And if we don’t deal with them now, it’s only going to get worse.”

“That’s reassuring,” Damien said, the sarcasm biting. “And tell me, what exactly do you plan to do about this?”

“I’m taking Gavin and Leanna, and we’re going to make sure Enhancement doesn’t come back,” Merry said. “But it means the Blue Moon isn’t going to be ready to open tonight.”

There was a long silence, and Merry could almost picture Damien pinching the bridge of his nose. “Merry,” he said slowly, his voice low and measured. “Do you have any idea how much it costs me to keep this place closed for a night?”

“Yes,” Merry said. “And I know it’s not ideal. But it’s the best option right now. We can’t risk leaving the Blue Moon exposed while we deal with this.”

Damien exhaled sharply, and Merry could tell he was restraining himself. “Fine,” he said finally, his voice clipped. “But this is on you, Merry. You fix this. And you make damn sure Enhancement doesn’t come sniffing around here again. Because if they do—”

“They won’t,” Merry interrupted, her voice firm. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“They’d better not,” Damien said darkly. “Because if you screw this up, Merry, I’ll—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Merry cut in, her tone dry. “You’ll fire me. Got it.”

"Not just you," Damien said, his voice dropping into a low growl. "If this Gavin mess puts my club at risk again, I’m holding you responsible, Merry. I don’t care how good you are—I won’t keep you here if you bring his problems into my business."

He paused and Merry could practically hear the scowl through the comm. "And tell your little entourage this isn’t their playground. I don’t want to see their faces here again if you screw this up."

The line went dead before Merry could respond. She let out a sharp breath and lowered the comm, sliding it back into her pocket. The knots in her shoulders didn’t ease. If anything, they settled deeper.

Damien hadn’t always sounded like that. Cold. Corporate. Like she was just another liability on his books.

Merry didn’t need a flowchart to figure out where the change had started.

Kaela.

She wasn’t in the call, but Merry could feel her presence like a thumbprint on the glass. Ever since she’d started showing up—quiet, polished, unreadable—Damien had grown more distant. Less reactive. Less loyal.

Merry had seen women like her before. Beautiful. Brilliant. Engineered to stand close to powerful men and shift the gravity just a little. Not enough to trip alarms. Just enough to tilt the scales.

Gavin’s voice cut in, light and irreverent. “Well, that went well.”

Merry didn’t answer. She was still watching the scales.

“You should have put me on,” Gavin said with a grin. “Damien loves me.”

Merry rolled her eyes. “Damien tolerates you. Barely.”

Before Gavin could reply, the door to the Blue Moon opened and Merry’s hand instinctively went to her crossbow. But it was only Leanna, stepping inside with her usual breezy confidence. She paused, her sharp blue eyes taking in the scene—the scattered debris, the scorch mark near the bar, and the faint tension hanging in the air.

“Well,” Leanna said, raising an eyebrow. “This looks cheerful. What’d I miss?”

Merry locked the front door with a sharp twist of the key, the faint click echoing through the empty club. The tension in her shoulders hadn’t eased and Damien’s voice was still ringing in her ears, but she pushed it aside. Right now, there were bigger problems than Damien’s temper.

“Upstairs,” she said curtly, jerking her head toward the staircase near the back of the club. “We’re not hashing this out down here.”

Leanna, leaning against the bar with her arms folded, arched an eyebrow. “Oh, good,” she said lightly. “I love a good emergency meeting. Does this one come with snacks?”

Merry shot her a sharp look. “Not the time, Leanna.”

“Fair enough,” Leanna replied with a faint shrug. She pushed off the bar, falling into step behind Merry as they made their way toward the staircase.

Gavin didn’t follow immediately. He lingered by the shattered remains of a barstool, absently toying with one of the tasers he’d confiscated from the thugs. “I don’t see why we can’t just talk down here,” he muttered, tossing the taser onto the counter.

“Because I don’t trust this place not to have ears,” Merry said flatly. She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Move it, Gavin. Now.”

With a long-suffering sigh, Gavin pushed away from the counter and trailed after them. “You’re bossier than usual today,” he said, his voice laced with faint amusement. “You can’t possibly be scared of a few corp goons.”

Merry didn’t bother responding. She led the way up the narrow staircase at the back of the club, scanning the dimly lit corridor ahead. At the top, she unlocked a steel-reinforced door and ushered the other two inside.

The private room was utilitarian but spacious, its mismatched furniture and scuffed walls betraying its many uses over the years. One corner was dominated by Merry’s weapons rack, a carefully organised collection of crossbows, slingshots, and knives. Another held a battered punching bag that had seen better days. The long table at the centre of the room was scarred and stained, but it was sturdy, and that was what mattered.

Gavin rubbed a hand over his face, metal fingertips rasping against mock-skin. “They saw me.”

Merry frowned, closing the door and locking it, the click of the deadbolt loud in the silence. “What?”

“On the news coverage, when we blew up that weapons cache,” Gavin said. “We were all caught on it briefly. Background stuff. I didn’t think much of it. It was blurred, and in bad light. But someone at Enhancement must have seen it. Recognised me.”

Leanna let out a low whistle. “Well, you’re too tall,” she said. “I’ve said that since we met. They could spot you from orbit.”

“Alright,” Merry said, her tone sharp. “Talk. What the hell is going on with Enhancement?”

Gavin hesitated, his glowing cybernetic eyes flicking to Leanna, who had already claimed one of the chairs at the table. She tilted her head, her sharp blue eyes fixed on him, her expression expectant but calm. Gavin let out a sharp breath and dropped into a chair across from her, his posture uncharacteristically tense.

“Okay,” he said finally, leaning back slightly. “Here’s the deal. Enhancement isn’t just a corporation that makes shiny cyberware for rich people. They’ve got a research facility in Pencoed, one of their bigger ones, and it’s not exactly above board.”

Merry’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Gavin said, his voice heavy, “that they’re doing things no corporation should be doing. Genetic engineering. ‘Designer humans.’ Stripping out brain function to turn people into... resources. They’re growing people like crops, Merry. And they’re harvesting them for hormones, pheromones, and anything else that makes their cyberware work better.”

Leanna leaned forward slightly, her sharp blue eyes narrowing. “How do you know this?”

“I worked there,” Gavin admitted, his tone quiet. “Not in the labs—I didn’t have clearance for that. I was part of their security team. My job was to make sure nothing got in or out without clearance. I didn’t see the whole picture, but I saw enough to put it together.” He shivered. “There was a kid once,” he said, his voice quieter now. “Couldn’t have been more than ten. They called him a ‘prototype,’ like he wasn’t even human. He couldn’t talk, couldn’t even look at you properly. And his blood pressure—” Gavin shook his head. “It wasn’t normal. It was off the charts. I’m no sort of doctor, but even I knew that. They were testing something on him. Harvesting something from him. I didn’t stick around long enough to figure out what.”

Merry’s jaw tightened. “And you didn’t do anything?”

“What was I supposed to do?” Gavin shot back, his voice rising. “I didn’t have proof. I still don’t. All I had were rumours and glimpses—things I overheard, things I saw in passing. I couldn’t exactly walk into Public Security and tell them a major corporation was growing people in tanks. They’d have laughed me out of the building.”

“Public Security wouldn’t have done anything even if you had proof,” Merry said flatly. “They don’t exist to stop corporations. They exist to protect them.”

Gavin didn’t argue. He couldn’t. Merry was right, and they all knew it.

“So what’s your plan?” Leanna asked, tilting her head. “If Public Security’s off the table and you don’t have proof, what are we supposed to do? Write a strongly worded letter to the Enhancement board of directors?”

Gavin’s jaw tightened, his cybernetic fingers drumming against the edge of the table. “We don’t go to Public Security. We go public. Media, citizen networks, black market channels—whatever it takes. We make it so big and so loud that even Enhancement can’t bury it.”

“And where do you plan to get this proof?” Merry asked, her tone cold. “Because if you’re expecting Enhancement to just hand it over, you’re delusional.”

Gavin’s glowing eyes locked onto hers. “The Pencoed facility. It’s the only way. We go in, we get the evidence, and we get out before they know what hit them.”

Leanna arched an eyebrow. “You’re talking about breaking into one of the most secure research facilities in the city. With no plan, no resources, and no backup. Sounds fun.”

“It’s not like we’ve got a lot of options,” Gavin muttered. “Enhancement’s already made it clear they’re not going to let this go. If we don’t act now, they’ll keep coming. And next time, it won’t just be a few guys with batons.”

Merry’s jaw tightened, her eyes flicking between the two of them. She didn’t like this. She didn’t like how reckless it was, how thin the margins were. But Gavin was right about one thing—Enhancement wasn’t going to stop unless they were forced to. And if they wanted to survive, they didn’t have a choice.

“Fine,” Merry said finally, her tone grudging. “But if we’re doing this, we’re doing it my way. No improvising, no heroics. We plan every step, and if anything feels off, we pull out. Got it?”

Gavin nodded, his posture relaxing slightly. “Got it.”

“We’ve got one night,” Merry said. “Damien won’t keep the club closed past tomorrow, and I’m not letting this spill over into my job. I’m not losing another home. We’re in and out before sunrise. No excuses.”

Leanna stood and stretched. “Well, this should be interesting.”
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​Fast and Quiet
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The private room of the Blue Moon was as quiet as it ever got, the hum of the club’s cleaning drones muffled through the floorboards below. Merry leaned against the scarred table at the centre of the room, arms crossed tightly over her chest, her gaze fixed on Gavin’s makeshift schematic. The flyer he’d scrawled it on had probably advertised half-priced cocktails at some point, but now it was covered in jagged lines and annotations that made Merry’s head hurt just looking at it.

Leanna sat perched on the edge of the battered couch in the corner, flipping a knife absently in one hand, her sharp blue eyes following the conversation without interruption.

"Alright," Merry said, breaking the silence. “Let’s hear it. What’s the plan?”

Gavin grinned faintly, clearly pleased to have the floor. He leaned forward, tapping the diagram with a metal-plated finger. “So, here’s what we know. The Pencoed Enhancement facility has three main sections: corporate offices, production labs, and storage. Storage is where they keep the prototypes and tech. They’ll have backup servers there too, in case we can’t get into the main network. The labs are where they’re... doing whatever horrifying stuff it is they’re doing. And the offices? PR people and execs who don’t ask too many questions.”

“And we care about...?” Leanna asked lightly, catching the knife by its blade and flipping it again.

“The labs,” Gavin said firmly. “That’s where they keep the experiments. It’s where they’ll have the proof we need.”

Merry’s jaw tightened. “The labs are going to be the most secure part of the building.”

“Obviously,” Gavin replied, as if that were the entire fun of it. “But I’ve got an entry point.”

He pointed to a line he’d drawn snaking along the edge of the schematic. “The loading dock. Standard corp facility design. They’ve got to bring in materials and ship out finished cyberware somewhere. It’s not as secure as the front entrance or the exec floors, but it’ll still have cameras, sensors, and probably a guard or two.”

Merry raised an eyebrow. “And your brilliant plan is to just waltz in through the loading dock?”

“Not waltz,” Gavin said. “More like... sneak. I can hack the camera feeds and loop them long enough for us to get inside. Once we’re in, it’s just a matter of sticking to the service corridors. Most corp facilities use the same layouts - it’s cheaper that way - so I know the general design. The labs will be somewhere near the centre of the building, probably below ground. That’s where the heavy security will kick in.”

“And your plan for the heavy security?” Merry asked.

“Still working on that part,” Gavin admitted. “I figure it’s best to play it by ear.”

Merry’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “We’re not playing anything by ear, Gavin. You might like to wing it, but I don’t. If you don’t have a solid plan for getting past the guards and whatever else they’ve got waiting for us, then we’re not going in.”

“I’m not suggesting we walk in blind,” Gavin said, his tone edging to defensive. “I’m saying that once we’re in the facility, we’ll have more options. Cameras, comm channels, anything networked, I can tap into it. I just need to be in range.”

“Great,” Merry said dryly. “So your entire plan hinges on getting us to the labs without being spotted, and then hoping there’s something you can hack once we’re inside. That's about right?”

Leanna twirled the knife in her fingers. “Sounds airtight to me.”

Gavin sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, it’s not perfect. I get that. But Enhancement isn’t going to stop coming after us, Merry. We don’t have time to sit around and map out every single detail. We’ve got one night to get in, grab what we need, and get out. That’s it.”

Merry’s jaw tightened, her mind working through the logistics. Gavin was right. They didn’t have time to build a perfect plan. But that didn’t mean they had to rush in like amateurs, either.

“We need backup plans,” she said finally. “If something goes wrong, we need a way out that doesn’t involve you improvising with your cyberware and blind luck.”

Gavin grinned faintly. “Blind luck has worked pretty well for me so far.”

Merry ignored him, turning her attention to Leanna. “What about you? Any bright ideas?”

Leanna tilted her head, her sharp blue eyes glinting with amusement. “Bright ideas? Not really. But I’m good at distractions, if we need one. You know, the usual. Charming the guards, causing a scene, pretending to be lost...” She shrugged. “It’s a corporate facility. Half the people who work there probably don’t know what anyone else does.”

Merry sighed. “Great. So we’ve got a hacker, a wildcard, and me. Perfect.”

“You forgot ‘wildly attractive diplomat,’” Leanna said.

“Right,” Merry muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Let’s break it down. Gavin, you’re on the tech. Cameras, locks, alarms, anything you can get into, you do it. Leanna, you’re... backup. If we need a distraction or someone to sweet-talk their way past a checkpoint, you’re up.”

“And you?” Gavin asked, leaning back in his chair.

“I’ll do what I always do,” Merry said flatly. “Keep us alive.”

Gavin leaned forward, tapping a blank section of the schematic with one cybernetic finger. “Alright, hear me out,” he said, a grin already forming on his face. “Air ducts.”

Merry froze, her eyes snapping to him like a predator scenting weakness. “What?”

“You know,” Gavin said, his grin widening as he gestured vaguely toward the ceiling. “We crawl through the air ducts. Every corporate facility has them. They’re big enough to fit people—well, maybe not you, Merry, but Leanna could squeeze through, easy. It’s a classic move!”

Leanna arched an eyebrow, tilting her head as she studied him. “Are you serious right now?”

“Dead serious,” Gavin said, his voice brimming with confidence. “It’s perfect. The ducts bypass the cameras, they’re usually unguarded, and they’ll take us straight into the facility without anyone noticing.”

Merry didn’t blink. She didn’t even flinch. She just stared at him for a long, heavy moment, her expression as blank as a steel wall. “Gavin,” she said finally, her voice low and measured, “have you ever seen an air duct?”

Gavin blinked, his grin faltering slightly. “Uh... sure. Plenty of times. In movies.”

Merry groaned, dragging a hand down her face. “In movies,” she repeated, her tone flat enough to crush steel. “Right. Because movie air ducts are totally realistic.”

“They could be!” Gavin shot back, folding his arms defensively. “How hard is it to make a big metal tube that people can crawl through?”

Leanna chuckled softly, clearly enjoying this far more than she should. “You’re adorable, Gavin,” she said lightly. “But I think Merry’s about to ruin your day.”

Merry stepped forward, planting her hands on the table as she loomed over Gavin. “Let me explain something to you, genius. Air ducts are not made for people. They’re made to move air. Air. You know what that means?”

“Uh...” Gavin hesitated, clearly realising he’d stepped into dangerous territory.

“It means they’re tiny,” Merry snapped. “Barely wide enough to fit a cat, let alone a full-grown human. And even if by some miracle they’re big enough for you to squeeze into, they’re made of thin, flimsy metal that’ll collapse the second you put your weight on it.”

“I’m not that heavy,” Gavin muttered under his breath.

“You’re a walking tin can,” Merry shot back. “You weigh more than I do. You’re also both taller and wider than I am.”

Leanna’s laugh burst out before she could stop it, and she quickly covered her mouth with her hand, her sharp blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “She’s got you there, Gavin.”

Gavin groaned, leaning back in his chair and throwing his hands up in defeat. “Fine! No air ducts. But it’s not like you’ve got any better ideas.”

“I have plenty of better ideas,” Merry said coldly. “None of which involve us getting stuck in a ventilation shaft like a bunch of idiots in a bad heist movie.”

Leanna leaned back on the couch with her arms crossed. “I don’t know. I think Gavin would look pretty cute stuck in a vent.”

Gavin shot her a glare, though the faint blush creeping into his cheeks betrayed him. “Ha ha. Very funny.”

Merry sighed, straightening up and shaking her head. “No air ducts. Ever. Got it?”

“Got it,” Gavin muttered, clearly sulking.

“Good,” Merry said, her tone brooking no argument. “Now let’s focus on a real plan.”

Leanna gave Gavin a mock salute. “Better luck next time, hero.”

Gavin slumped in his chair, muttering something under his breath about “unappreciative teammates.”

Merry ignored him.

Leanna tapped her nails on the edge of the table, her sharp blue eyes narrowing as she studied the schematics Gavin had scribbled. The neon light from the street outside bathed her face, but her expression was pure concentration.

“Alright,” Leanna said finally, pointing to a section of the layout near the loading dock. “Forget air ducts. This is where we go.”

Merry leaned closer, her gaze following the line of Leanna’s finger. The section marked SUPPLY BAY was at the rear of the facility, a sprawling area connected to a series of storerooms and freight lifts.

“The loading bay,” Merry said, her tone skeptical.

“It makes sense,” Leanna replied, her voice calm but confident. “A place like this? They’ve got trucks coming and going all the time. Food deliveries, lab equipment, whatever. It’s the easiest way in without raising suspicion.”

Gavin perked up, resting his chin on his hand as he studied the schematic. “She’s not wrong,” he said. “Big corporations like this? They’re all about efficiency. They won’t waste time doing full scans of every single delivery. They’ll just scan the barcodes, maybe check IDs if they’re feeling cautious.”

Merry’s expression remained guarded. “And what happens if they are feeling cautious?”

Leanna smiled faintly, her sharp blue eyes gleaming. “That’s where I come in. I’ve got contacts who can get us everything we need—IDs, uniforms, even a fake delivery schedule. We find a truck before it gets to the facility, swap out the driver and walk in like we belong there. I’ll make some calls, and we should be able to start first thing tomorrow.”

Merry frowned, crossing her arms. “It’s risky. If even one thing looks off, we’re done.”

“It’s no riskier than anything else we’ve done,” Gavin said with a grin. “And it beats crawling through air ducts, doesn’t it?”

Merry shot him a sharp look but didn’t argue. He wasn’t wrong.

“Alright,” she said finally, her voice grudging. “But no splitting up. We stick together, and we focus on the objective—getting the evidence. Once we have it, we get out. No detours, no improvising. Clear?”

Leanna raised a hand in mock surrender. “Crystal.”

Gavin gave her a thumbs up, his grin widening. “No improvising. Got it.”

Merry sighed. “Leanna, call your contacts. We’ll need everything in place by tonight—uniforms, IDs, the works. We’ll hit the facility just before sunrise, when the shifts are changing and the loading bay’s busiest.”

Leanna nodded, already pulling out her comm. “Consider it done.”

Gavin leaned back in his chair, his cybernetic fingers drumming against the table. “So, what’s the plan once we’re inside? Just grab the evidence and run?”

“Exactly,” Merry said. “We don’t overstay our welcome. We find what we need, we document it, and we leave. Fast and quiet. The longer we’re in there, the more things can go wrong.”

“Fast and quiet,” Gavin echoed. “You mean like everything we do?”

Merry glared at him. “I’m serious, Gavin. This isn’t a game. Enhancement’s not just going to let us walk out of there if we get caught.”

Gavin’s grin faltered slightly, and he nodded. “I know. I’ll keep it together.”
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