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    To Richard, 

Thank you for every game, every laugh, and every time you made the hard things easier just by being you.
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The room was silent, except for the faint creak of the pulley system as Merry pulled the Little Joe’s string taut, locking it into place. She exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulder to ease the tension before fitting a stubby steel bolt into the narrow groove. The bolt came from a small leather pouch at her hip, its weight solid and reassuring. It was simple, efficient, no frills. Just the way she liked it.

The private booking room in the Blue Moon was hers for now, though she’d argued with Damien over using it in the first place. He’d insisted she needed a safe, private space to train when it wasn’t rented out and, as much as Merry hated admitting he was right, it beat practicing in back alleys. Even if she knew he’d only suggested it as a way to thank her for pulling him out of prison. 

The room was barebones today, stripped of its usual couches and low tables, with only a few battered targets pinned to the far wall and a scuffed folding chair shoved against the corner. Morning light filtered in through a high window, throwing the targets into sharp relief. It was just Merry, her weapon, and the steady rhythm of practice.

She shifted her weight, her boots scraping faintly on the floor as she lined up her next shot. The Little Joe wasn’t much to look at—more like a piece of industrial machinery than a weapon. Its steel frame was dull with age, the joints faintly scratched and scuffed, and the simple wooden grip fit snugly in her calloused hand.

Ugly, some might call it. A relic from another time. But Merry trusted it more than she trusted anything else.

She raised the crossbow and exhaled slowly, focused on the crude bullseye painted onto the synth-wood target. A moment of stillness. Then, the familiar thwip as the bolt sliced through the air, hitting dead centre.

No satisfaction, no smile. She simply reached down to her hip, fingers brushing the edge of the pouch, and loaded the next bolt.

She fired again.

And again.

The repetition was precise, methodical, almost meditative. It wasn’t about the targets. She could hit those blindfolded. It was about control, about retraining muscles that still pulled awkwardly at the scar tissue lining her side. She twisted slightly, testing her range of motion. A faint ache radiated from her wound, but it wasn’t sharp enough to stop her. Not yet.

Three months since the bolt had nearly killed her. Three months of pushing herself back to full strength.

When she wasn’t working, she was training.

When she wasn’t training, she was stretching to keep the scar tissue flexible.

And when she wasn’t stretching, she was thinking about what came next.

Merry loaded another bolt, her jaw tightening. This time, the shot went slightly off-centre. She scowled, lowering the crossbow, and rolled her shoulders to shake off the frustration.

“Focus,” she muttered to herself.

She didn’t realise how much time had passed until the creak of the door pulled her attention from the target. Her hand moved instinctively to the slingshot holstered at her side, but she relaxed when she recognized the figure stepping into the room.

Damien Blackwell, dressed in a sharp grey suit, his shoes polished to a mirror shine despite the grime of Cowbridge’s streets. He paused just inside the door, arms crossed, his expression faintly amused.

“Your form’s slipping,” he said lightly, nodding toward the target.

Merry raised an eyebrow, not bothering to lower the crossbow. “Didn’t realise you were an expert.”

“I’m not,” Damien admitted, stepping closer. “But you flinched on that last shot. Would’ve gone wide if the target was moving.”

She rolled her eyes, slipping the crossbow strap over her shoulder. “What do you want, Damien?”

He shrugged, leaning casually against the wall. “There’s a man downstairs asking for you.”

Merry tensed, her fingers brushing the edge of the bolt pouch. “What kind of man?”

“Corporate,” Damien said, his tone faintly mocking. “Slick suit, polished datapad, and a smile so sharp you’d think he was selling teeth instead of contracts. Says his name’s Carver. Told me he had a job for you.”

Merry frowned, slipping the crossbow off her shoulder and propping it carefully against the wall. “You send him packing?”

“Thought about it,” Damien said. “But I figured you’d want to hear him out. Something tells me he’s not the type to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

“I don’t work for corps,” Merry said flatly.

Damien pushed off the wall, gesturing toward the door. “Then tell him yourself. Or shoot him. Your call.”

Merry snorted faintly, grabbing her jacket from the chair. She pulled it on over her tank top, her movements stiff but purposeful.

“Let’s see what he wants,” she said.

Damien held the door open, smirking faintly as she brushed past him. “Just don’t wreck the place, Tamlin. I’m still paying off the last repair bill.”

“I’ll be gentle,” Merry said dryly, descending the stairs with slow, measured steps.

Her boots echoed faintly on the metal steps as she approached the bar. The Blue Moon was quiet at this hour, the usual hum of nightlife replaced by the faint sound of glasses clinking and low conversation. The man at the bar stood out immediately.

Carver was dressed in a sleek charcoal suit, his hair slicked back with meticulous precision. He had the air of someone who belonged in a corporate boardroom, not the smoky neon haze of Cowbridge’s underworld. His datapad rested on the bar beside a half-finished glass of something expensive and he turned as Merry approached.

“Ms. Tamlin,” he said, his voice smooth and practised, like he’d rehearsed her name in front of a mirror. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“Didn’t realise I had a choice,” Merry said coolly, stopping just short of the bar.

Carver smiled faintly, standing to meet her gaze. “You always have a choice, Ms. Tamlin. But I think you’ll find this opportunity... compelling.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of opportunity?”

Carver reached for the datapad, holding it out to her. “One that pays handsomely and comes with the kind of benefits you won’t want to ignore.”

Merry didn’t take the datapad. Her hands stayed loose at her sides, her stance unyielding. “I don’t take jobs from corps.”

“Then think of this as a favour,” Carver said smoothly, his smile widening. “A mutually beneficial arrangement. Let’s just say you’re uniquely qualified for what I have in mind.”

Merry’s lips pressed into a thin line, her instincts prickling. Whatever this man wanted, it wasn’t simple.

“Start talking,” she said.

Carver’s eyes gleamed. “I think you’ll want to sit down for this.”

Merry didn’t sit down. She leaned against the bar instead, arms crossed, keeping her stance casual but wary. She’d learned long ago that predators, corporate or otherwise, thrived on power imbalances and sitting down would mean giving Carver the high ground.

Carver gestured toward one of the stools, his faintly practised smile not faltering. “Please, Ms. Tamlin, no need to loom. We’re both professionals here.”

“I’m fine where I am,” Merry said coolly. Her green eyes stayed locked on his face, watching for any cracks in his polished exterior. “If you’ve got something to say, say it. I don’t have all day.”

Carver inclined his head slightly, like he’d expected nothing less. “Of course. Direct. I respect that.”

Merry said nothing, letting the silence stretch. It was a tactic she’d learned during her soldier days. People who thought they were in control hated silence. Sure enough, Carver shifted slightly, just enough for her to notice.

Carver placed the datapad carefully on the bar, angling it toward Merry. The screen lit up, displaying an aerial view of a sprawling agricultural site. Pastures dotted with cattle stretched between dense pockets of trees and neat rows of industrial buildings gleamed faintly under the haze of an overcast sky. A high chain-link fence surrounded the property and what looked like automated drones patrolled the perimeter.

“This,” Carver began, tapping the screen with one long finger, “is one of Nexus’ agricultural research facilities. It’s nestled in the Afan Valley—what used to be Afan Forest Park, before Nexus bought up the land and flattened half the trees to make room for this operation. Close enough to Cardiff to make logistics easy, but isolated enough to keep anyone from poking around where they shouldn’t.”

Merry’s green eyes flicked to the datapad, then back to Carver. “I’m not seeing the problem. Farms exist. Cows exist. Even Nexus can’t market those things as a cutting-edge innovation.”

Carver’s lips quirked in a faint smirk. “Oh, these aren’t your average cows. Nexus calls them ‘bio-engineered organic beef.’ Grown to specification. Fed, bred and modified for the ultra-wealthy who want something ‘real’ on their dinner tables, instead of beef-flavoured SMOP.”

Merry leaned against the bar, arms folded, her expression impassive. “And why should I care what Nexus feeds rich people?”

“Because Nexus cares,” Carver said, his voice sharp now. “This facility isn’t just some corporate farm. It’s a fortress. Every cow has a biochip implanted in its neck and that chip holds the key to Nexus’ entire breeding program. You get me the chip from their prototype from the very first cow and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Merry’s gaze stayed locked on him, her expression unreadable. “Still not hearing why I should trust you to make this worth it. Who do you work for?”

Carver smiled faintly, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s just say it’s someone with a vested interest in Nexus’ failures. You don’t need to know the specifics.”

“That’s not good enough,” Merry said, her voice low and steady. “I’ve got a policy: no jobs without names. If I’m working for some up-and-coming agricultural corp trying to knock Nexus off their perch, that’s one thing. But if this is for Neogenesis or any other Orbital Corporation, then it’s no deal.”

Carver leaned against the bar, his polished demeanour cracking just slightly. “I’m not working for an Orbital, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m as allergic to them as you are.”

“Then name names,” Merry said bluntly. “Because if you’re lying and I find out halfway through, you’re going to wish you’d picked someone else for this job.”

Carver exhaled, his shoulders shifting as he straightened. “I work for Sutton Futures. Not exactly a household name, but big enough to take a shot at Nexus. They want the chip to slow Nexus’ momentum. To throw them off their game long enough to carve out their own niche in the market. Happy?”

Merry’s lips pressed into a thin line. She didn’t trust him but the name “Sutton Futures” didn’t set off any immediate alarms. They were a mid-level corp, known more for commodity trading than biotech. Definitely ambitious enough to take on Nexus, but not yet powerful enough to topple governments or destroy cities.

“Maybe,” Merry said finally. “What do you want with the chip once I’ve got it?”

“Don’t worry,” Carver said smoothly. “Sutton doesn’t want to steal Nexus’ tech outright. Just... stall them. Leverage their own hubris against them. The chip’s symbolic, really, It’ll send a message that Nexus isn’t untouchable.”

Merry didn’t believe for a second that Sutton’s motives were that clean, but she knew better than to waste time trying to pin Carver down further. “And the workers at this farm?” she asked, her voice sharper now. “What happens to them once this blows back on Nexus?”

Carver hesitated, his smile faltering for the first time. “Not my department,” he admitted. “But they’re debtors working off contracts. Nexus isn’t the type to let them go, chip or no chip.”

Merry’s jaw tightened. Debt slavery. Of course. The farm’s location, its isolation. It all clicked together. Sutton Futures wasn’t offering a rescue mission, just a chance to swipe a corporate jewel and leave the fallout to someone else. Merry glanced at the datapad again, her mind already turning over the logistics.

“All right,” she said finally, pushing the datapad back toward Carver. “I’ll think about it.”

Carver raised an eyebrow, his smirk returning. “You don’t strike me as the ‘think about it’ type.”

“I’m also not the ‘walk in blind’ type,” Merry said, standing and slinging her jacket over her shoulder. “Leave a number with Wes. You’ll have your answer soon enough.”

With that, she strode out of the bar, her boots clicking against the worn wooden floor. Carver watched her go, the faintest hint of curiosity flickering in his eyes. He didn’t follow.
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The smell of fresh coffee and warm pastries hit Merry the moment she stepped into BioBite, pulling her out of her thoughts. The café was cool and bright, with sunlight streaming through the tall windows, casting golden patterns on the polished floors. Outside, the streets of Cowbridge were alive with the hum of summer - voices and footsteps mingling with the occasional bark of a street vendor hawking their wares.

Merry paused just inside the doorway, scanning the space. The tables were small and polished, their dark wood tops gleaming in the sunlight. A glass case by the counter displayed rows of neatly arranged SMOP-formed pastries, their synthetic perfection matched by the rich scent of brewing coffee. BioBite wasn’t her usual haunt, too polished, too nice, but it had its uses.

She spotted Gavin and Leanna seated in the far corner, near a small cluster of potted plants that almost looked real. Gavin lounged in his chair like he owned the place, one cybernetic arm propped on the edge of the table. The matte black plating of his arms gleamed faintly in the sunlight, their design sleek but clearly deadly. Thin seams along his forearms hinted at where the blades retracted; and Merry knew from experience how quickly those arms could shift from tool to weapon.

His head was shaved at the sides, exposing the glinting implant points along his scalp - anchor points for dermal interfaces that gave him an edge with tech, but also made him look like he belonged more in a street fight than a café. His remaining hair was a scruffy mop on top, the kind of mess that was clearly deliberate. Despite his appearance, or maybe because of it, Gavin exuded a lazy confidence, like someone who thrived on chaos and didn’t particularly care who knew it.

Leanna, by contrast, was the picture of controlled eccentricity. She wore a fitted purple top tucked into dark jeans, with a long mock-leather coat draped over the back of her chair. A gold necklace caught the light as she leaned over her coffee, brushing a crumb from the corner of her mouth with casual precision. A half-eaten croissant lay on a plate in front of her, the pastry flaking onto the table like a small, unapologetic mess.

Merry let out a breath and crossed the room. Her Little Joe crossbow bumped lightly against her hip as she moved, the weight of it familiar and reassuring. About the size of a large pistol, it was holstered snugly at her waist—small enough to stay out of the way but always within reach. She didn’t draw attention to it and no one at BioBite paid it any mind. This was Cowbridge, after all.

Leanna spotted her first and waved, calling out in her usual brusque manner, “About time! Thought you were planning to starve to death before you got here.”

Merry smirked faintly as she reached the table, pulling out a chair. “Nice to see you too, Leanna.”

Leanna grinned, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms. “Nice isn’t in my job description. Sit down. You look like you’ve been sparring with a meat grinder.”

“Not today,” Merry said dryly, dropping into the seat. She adjusted the crossbow holster at her hip as she sat, making sure it didn’t dig into her side.

“Coffee’s on its way,” Leanna said, nodding toward the counter. “And I ordered you breakfast, too.”

Merry frowned, raising an eyebrow. “I didn’t ask for—”

“No,” Leanna interrupted, popping the last piece of her croissant into her mouth. “But I figured you’d skip it otherwise and I’m not in the mood to watch you keel over mid-conversation.”

“She has a point,” Gavin said, grinning as he cradled his coffee mug in his black-plated hand. “Your entire personality screams ‘functional starvation.’”

Merry gave him a flat look. “Thanks for the concern.”

Gavin smirked, unfazed and gestured toward the counter. “Don’t mention it. Leanna’s got you covered. Pretty sure she ordered half the pastry case.”

Leanna ignored him, brushing crumbs off her jeans and onto the floor with an air of absolute defiance.

“Right,” Merry said, settling back in her chair. “I called this meeting for a reason. Let’s get to it.”

“What’s got you looking like you’re about to pick a fight with a vending machine?” Gavin asked, his grin softening slightly into something more curious.

Merry leaned back in her seat, her green eyes scanning the café. BioBite was quieter than usual, the morning rush long gone, leaving only a handful of patrons scattered among the polished tables. The rich aroma of coffee and artificially-flavoured pastries lingered in the air, masking the low hum of the overhead climate controls.

“Had an interesting visitor this morning,” she said, her voice low enough that only Leanna and Gavin could hear.

Leanna tilted her head, her sharp brown eyes narrowing slightly. “Interesting how?”

“Corporate,” Merry said simply.

Gavin’s eyebrows shot up. “Corporate? Here? At the Blue Moon?”

Merry nodded. “Guy named Carver. Claimed he worked for Sutton Futures.”

Leanna frowned. “Never heard of them.”

“They’re not big,” Merry said. “Mid-level corp. Mostly deal in commodities and agriculture. But this Carver came with a proposition.”

Gavin leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “And what exactly does a commodities corp want with you?”

Merry paused, taking a sip of her coffee before answering. “He wants me to hit a Nexus facility.”

Leanna blinked. “Nexus? As in the Nexus?”

“The same,” Merry said, her tone carefully neutral.

“And why does this Sutton Futures care about Nexus?” Leanna asked, her brow furrowing.

“They’re competitors,” Merry explained. “Carver says they want to slow Nexus down. Send a message.”

Gavin snorted. “A corporate turf war? Let me guess. They want you to do their dirty work for them.”

“Something like that,” Merry admitted. “They’re after a biochip. It’s implanted in one of Nexus’ prototype cows. Carver said it’s a symbol for their entire operation.”

“Prototype cows?” Leanna asked, her tone skeptical. “What, like regular cows weren’t good enough?”

“They’re not regular cows,” Merry said, leaning in slightly. “They’re bio-engineered. Grown to produce actual beef, milk, butter, cheese. The real stuff. None of that SMOP algae we’ve been eating for decades.”

Leanna’s lips curled into a faint grimace. “Real food? For who?”

“The ultra-wealthy,” Merry said. “Nexus is marketing it as a luxury product. Exclusivity and authenticity for the people who can afford it.”

“Meanwhile, the rest of us are choking down SMOP with extra flavour packs,” Gavin muttered, shaking his head. “Typical.”

Merry shrugged. “That’s Nexus. Always chasing the next big market. Carver thinks stealing the chip will throw them off balance.”

Leanna took a slow sip of her coffee, her sharp eyes studying Merry over the rim of the cup. “And what do you think?”

Merry hesitated, her fingers drumming lightly against the edge of the table. “I think he’s leaving out a lot. Like what happens to the people who work there after this blows back on Nexus.”

Gavin frowned. “People? What people?”

“The workers,” Merry said. “They’re debtors, stuck working off contracts they can’t pay back. Carver didn’t say it outright, but it’s obvious. Nexus isn’t just using the cows to milk the rich. They’re using the workers too.”

Leanna’s expression darkened, her usual sharp wit giving way to something harder. “Debt slavery. Of course. It’s isolated, isn’t it? Remote enough to keep anyone from poking around?”

Merry nodded. “Afan Valley. Used to be a forest park, but Nexus bought up the land years ago. Converted it into an agricultural research facility.”

Gavin leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “And Carver expects you to just waltz in there, grab his shiny chip, and walk out? That’s a hell of an ask.”

Leanna’s gaze sharpened. “We’re not seriously considering working for a corp, are we?”

“Not for Sutton Futures, no,” Merry said firmly. “But if this place really is full of debt-slaves, I can’t just ignore it.”

Gavin let out a short laugh, shaking his head. “Of course you can’t. Why make it easy on yourself?”

Leanna ignored him, her focus entirely on Merry. “You’re thinking about the workers, aren’t you?”

Merry shrugged, but the motion was stiff, almost defensive. “Someone has to. I know how these facilities operate, Leanna. I saw one of the holding places while we were traipsing through Newbridge. If Nexus is using debtors, they’ll be locked in. No way out, no hope of paying off their so-called contracts. It’s a life sentence.”

Leanna’s expression softened, though her tone remained practical. “If you’re going after that chip, then we go after the workers too.”

Merry blinked, surprised by the immediate response. “You don’t have to—”

“I know I don’t have to,” Leanna said sharply. “But I’m not sitting here while Nexus keeps people in chains. That’s not who I am, Merry, and you know it.”

Gavin leaned forward, his cybernetic fingers tapping lightly against the table. “Well, if you’re both in, you know I’m in too. Somebody’s got to make sure Tamlin doesn’t get herself killed again.”

Merry sighed, rubbing a hand over her face. “This isn’t some small-time job, you two. Nexus is big. Even if we get the chip, there’s no guarantee we can do anything about the workers.”

Leanna’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “Since when do we let guarantees stop us? You’ll come up with something. You always do.”

Gavin smirked. “And if not, I’ll hack their systems, blow their payroll, and fry their fancy drones for fun. Either way, I’m in.”

Merry exhaled slowly, her gaze flicking between the two of them. She’d been prepared to go it alone, but she should’ve known better. Leanna’s fierce principles and Gavin’s reckless loyalty wouldn’t let either of them walk away. It was almost comforting.

“All right,” she said finally. “But if we’re doing this, we do it my way. No unnecessary risks. No heroics. We get in, get what we need, and get out. Understood?”

Leanna raised an eyebrow. “Your way, huh? We’ll see how long that lasts.”

Gavin grinned, leaning back in his chair. “Let’s be real, Tamlin. Your plans always end up with someone blowing something up. Might as well skip the lecture.”

Merry gave him a flat look, but her lips twitched into the faintest hint of a smile.

Leanna waved down a passing waitress, ordering another round of coffee for the table. “You’re going to need it,” she said, her tone half-joking. “Whatever Carver’s not telling you, Nexus isn’t going to roll over just because we asked nicely.”

“They never do,” Merry muttered, glancing out the café window toward the bustling streets of Cowbridge.

Her mind was already racing, turning over the logistics, the risks, the angles. Nexus wouldn’t make this easy. Sutton Futures wasn’t telling her everything. And the workers were just another layer of complication.

But she couldn’t walk away. Not from this.

She drained the last of her coffee, setting the cup down with a soft clink. “Let’s get started.”
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The private lounge in the Blue Moon was quiet, its low lighting casting faint shadows on the dark wood paneling. Merry sat at the head of the table, her Little Joe crossbow resting on her lap, one hand absently tracing the worn edge of the stock. Gavin lounged to her left, his cybernetic arms propped casually on the table, while Leanna leaned back in her chair to her right, legs crossed and an air of detached confidence radiating from her every movement.

Across from them sat Carver, the corporate suit from Sutton Futures. His posture was impeccable, his sleek charcoal-grey suit unwrinkled, and his expression as smooth and polished as his meticulously combed hair. He held his datapad like it was an extension of himself, occasionally glancing at it as if to remind them all of his corporate superiority.

“So,” Carver began, his voice calm and professional, “I trust you’ve had time to consider the opportunity I outlined earlier. Shall we discuss terms?”

Merry nodded slightly, keeping her face neutral as she gestured for him to continue. “Start talking.”

Carver’s faint smile widened as he placed the datapad on the table, tapping the screen with one perfectly manicured finger. “For your assistance in retrieving the biochip from Nexus, Sutton Futures is prepared to pay you... ten thousand credits. Upon completion, of course.”

Leanna’s laugh burst out immediately, short and sharp like a gunshot. She leaned forward, propping her elbows on the table, her brown eyes gleaming with amused disbelief. “Ten thousand credits?” she repeated, her tone dripping with incredulity. “For Nexus? That’s your offer?”

Carver’s smile faltered slightly, but he recovered quickly. “It’s a fair price, given the scope of the operation. This is a retrieval, not a prolonged engagement.”

Gavin let out a low whistle, shaking his head. “Mate, ten thousand barely covers a decent pair of boots these days. You sure you’re not mixing up your budgets?”

Leanna waved a hand, cutting Gavin off before he could keep going. “All right, let’s get serious. Here’s our counteroffer: sixty thousand credits.” She let the number hang in the air for a beat, then smiled sweetly and added, “Each.”
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