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      Cody’s seated in Tennyson’s Grindhouse when the first message comes through: briefing, 5:00. Fucking Bellamy throwing his his weight around, confident that he owns her. Cody Jones glares at it a couple of seconds, puts the phone away. Figures, what the hell, and orders another drink. One final glass of the cheap rocket-fuel that masquerades as booze, brewed in canisters in the basement of the Grindhouse. Tastes like shit, but it’s potent, and potent matters more that flavour in this stretch of Downside, pressed up against the grimy shore of the river, all the squats and gangs and homeless communes living on the scraps Cityside throws out.

      Cody Jones nurses the drink and contemplates her debts. Thinks about the job and the hangover waiting for her when she’s on the right side of sober, and the fact she still can’t sleep right even all these years after her decanting.

      She drinks.

      It doesn’t help.

      So she orders another.

      

      Cody figures it for 12:40, given the crowd packed onto the Boundary Road. She’s tired and hungover and heading home, trying to blend in with the crush of bodies: worn jeans and a black t-shirt, sunglasses over bloodshot eyes, her stomach still burning through the last of Tennyson’s liquor. A foul breeze rifles through the stunted buildings, brings with it the petrochemical stink of the river. Cody slinks down the Boundary, takes a left at the wreckage of the first Valhalla Bar. Weaves through the street-markets, dodging elbows and shouting vendors, Cityside Tourists looking for bargains and taking in the local colour. There’s a rat-boy working a grill at the base of her squat, young kid still on his first run of gene-morphs, stubby tail hanging through a hole in his jeans and fuzzy grey down covering his cheeks. The aroma of the mystery meat roils against her stomach, reminds her how long it’s been since she ate.

      She crouches, points. “What?”

      The rat-boy shrugs, holds up two fingers, doesn’t bother identifying the source of his protein. Cody weighs up the odds, hands over her money. Walks away with two bamboo skewers in hand, the grey meat pasted with a chilli-flecked sauce that glistens in the afternoon light. She wolfs the first stick down, lets the gamey meat wage war with the sick feeling in her guts. When it stays down, she takes her time with the second, rips free small mouthfuls as she climbs the stairs.

      Sweat clings to her forehead by the time she hits the top floor and thumbs her code into the keypad with a grease-slick fingers. The lock is Wanton’s work, just like the steel bars across the door. The tech a gift from the company, although she expects they’re paying for it, another budget line added to their debt, another pittance attached to the monumental sums they pay back by working in the heart of Downside’s feral squalor.

      Wanton’s waiting for her when the door slides open. Wanton in his camouflage gear, provided by the company at a generous discount. Wanton with his crew-cut and his broad, grinning face. Wanton with his massive fists, designed for blunt-force trauma. Wanton with his chest like an adult silverback, wide and thick with muscle. Cody figures they grafted a little gorilla DNA there, inserted it into the embryo just to get the soldier they wanted. Wanton glares at her, thick arms folded over that chest. “You’re cutting it close,” he says.

      Cody nods, heading for the bathroom. Wanton trails behind her. “Job comes from Bellamy. Figured you’d want some warning.”

      “Ugh,” she says, and it’s enough. She doesn’t have more, right now.

      “The briefing may require actual words, yeah?” Wanton stands at the bathroom door, arms folded across the massive chest. The floorboards creak beneath him as he waits, patiently, for her to splash cold water over her face and swallow a fistful of painkillers. One pill for the nausea, another for the headache. A third, laced with nanites that mimic liver function, speeding her through the left-over booze that’s burning a hole in her gullet. She sips water from the tap, figures the artificial bacteria the company injects every six weeks will take care of most infections. Then she hauls the bathroom door open, fixes Wanton with her sweetest smile. “Better?”

      “Better would be a partner who follows protocol and orders.”

      “Orders are for soldiers.” Cody heads to her bunk, selects another shirt from the neatly folded pile. “Soldiers work for the good of the people, not a fucking corp. We do this for the money, yeah?”

      Wanton glares. He doesn’t like that. Doesn’t like hearing anything about the debt, all the shit they owe the company for the cost of defrost and decanting.

      “What?” Cody says.

      “I’m not a mercenary.”

      “No,” she says. “Of course not.”

      Wanton turns away, lets her get dressed in peace. She grins at his retreating back, shucks herself free of the sweat-stained clothing. Shimmies into the fresh shirt. Fresh pants. Heavy boots, and an armoured vest. Corp supplied, all of it, hard enough to turn aside most knives. Good enough for field work, this side of the river. Wanton nods when she emerges, checks his watch and nods again. “Minute and a half to spare,” he says. “Bellamy will be pleased.”

      “I couldn’t give a shit,” Cody says.

      “And yet you’re here, waiting for his call. Like a good dog.” Wanton still has his back to her.

      “You trying to be an asshole today?”

      For a moment she thinks Wanton’s going to yell, going to vent his frustrations for that crack about the merc. Instead, he grins at her. “Should have brought me breakfast. Whatever shit they spiked on those skewers smelled pretty good, you know?”

      He punches Cody’s shoulder, all friendly and shit, but it’s still hard enough to register. A spike of pain flares through the peaceful sheath of the meds, reminds her there’s still a few parts of a hangover that modern medicine can mask completely.

      Cody hates it when Wanton tries to force camaraderie, make her feel like a friend instead of a partner. He’s not bothered by the world outside their front door, full of Rat Boys and Crow Boys and the hulking brutes who join up with the Rampage; the zealous motherfuckers from the Evangelical White and the well-dressed, sack-masked kids who make up the Scarecrow Dandies. All those gangs fighting for territory, going to war over Cityside’s scraps. Ever since they cracked Wanton out of cryo, he’s been all kinds of loyal the company doesn’t deserve.

      Downside doesn’t bother him. He doesn’t know much else.

      Cody, she knows better and it makes her hate everything. She hates the gangs and the squat and being on call. Hates the fact she can’t go home, back to Cityside. That she’s stuck here, in Downside, until Bellamy says otherwise and says her those three, sweet words she never expects to hear.

      

      The call comes through at 13:00, right on goddamn schedule. Lucas Bellamy’s face fills the screen, lean and quietly handsome, dark hair slicked back away from his face; his suit costing more than Cody’s yearly retainer.

      He smiles, leans closer to the camera. “Good to see you’re both ready. It’s going to be a day,” he says. “We got reports one of the local gangs has uncovered some Sleeping Beauties. We’d like you to track ‘em down, give coordinates to a recovery team.”

      Wanton’s breath catches and his fingers tighten against the arm-rests of his chair. Cody just nods, remembers to be professional. “How much?”

      Bellamy gives her a number. It’s higher than expected.

      “Alright,” she says. “We’re on it. Send through what you’ve got.”

      They both hate the mission, but this is the job. Bellamy handles defrost and decant, finds the Company its workforce. It costs a lot, to wake a sleeper. A hell of a lot, for the older jobs, back before cryosleep was common and they’d worked out how to do it safe. Plenty of those decanted end up on the same track, trawling Downside for other sleepers, paying down their debt; trying not to think about what happens once the job is done, or what happens to the decanted who don’t have the skills for mercenary work. They just do the job, watch the debt go down. Dream about the day they’re finally cut loose.

      They let Bellamy talk through all the stuff the Company wants ‘em to know, pretend like its useful intel. Truth is, Bellamy can’t offer them shit. He’s tucked away, safe and sound, in a com-ops room on Cityside, far from the sweaty heat and the streets full of gene-freak weirdos. He’s reading back notes fed into his computer, adding details from satellite imaging and data scraped off the net. Treating it like it’s military, like they’re a couple of soldiers.

      Truth is, that shit ain’t useful, not for the job they’ve been given.

      They gear up, once the call ends. Go in search of intelligence that won’t get them killed, working their way through the brokers and dealers who know what’s really going on.

      Mackie Pelican, down near the tunnel, gives them the beginning of a story: turf wars between the Rampage and some rogue Evangelical-Whites, shit moved out of a warehouse under the cover of darkness. No guarantee it’s sleepers, but the odds are better than most. The Ev-White like their cryo victims, like to indoctrinate while the newly wakened are groggy, slip ‘em a few hits of Rapture to make sure the conversion sticks.

      After that, they hit the second Valhalla Bar, check in with this skinny runt of a Corvidae by the name of Odin8. He tells them about a fight where the Rampage got stomped, six of the big boys ripped apart by three dozen Ev-White with two-handed swords. Way he hears it, Odin8’s putting money on the Rampage getting payback, storming into the Ev-White territory and going at it, full-Kaiju, until there’s nothing left but rubble.

      From there, they hit the Floating Market, let Wanton talk to his own. Cody rides shotgun, ignores the discordant buzz of voices and the unsteady lurch of the boats
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