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He fought the adrenaline surge and composed his narrow features in a mask
of bored vacancy, pretending to let the crowd carry him along. When he saw a darkened
display window, he managed to pause by it. The place was a surgical boutique, closed
for renovations. With his hands in the pockets of his jacket, he stared through the glass at
a flat lozenge of vatgrown flesh that lay on a carved pedestal of imitation jade. The color
of its skin reminded him of Zone’s whores; it was tattooed with a luminous digital
display wired to a subcutaneous chip. Why bother with the surgery, he found himself
thinking, while sweat coursed down his ribs,
when you could just carry the thing around in your pocket?
Without moving his head, he raised his eyes and studied the reflection
of the passing crowd.
There.
Behind sailors in short-sleeved khaki. Dark hair, mirrored glasses,
dark clothing, slender...
And gone.

Now he slept in the cheapest coffins, the ones nearest the port, beneath the quartzhalogen
floods that lit the docks all night like vast stages; where you couldn’t see the
lights of Tokyo for the glare of the television sky, not even the towering hologram logo
of the Fuji Electric Company, and Tokyo Bay was a black expanse where gulls wheeled
above drifting shoals of white styrofoam. Behind the port lay the city, factory domes
dominated by the vast cubes of corporate arcologies. Port and city were divided by a
narrow borderland of older streets, an area with no official name. Night City, with Ninsei
its heart. By day, the bars down Ninsei were shuttered and featureless, the neon dead, the
holograms inert, waiting, under the poisoned silver sky.

On the catwalk, he had trouble with the lock. She’d messed it up somehow when she’d
fiddled it, he thought. Beginner. He knew where to rent a blackbox that would open
anything in Cheap Hotel. Fluorescents came on as he crawled in.
`Close the hatch real slow, friend. You still got that Saturday night special you rented
from the waiter?’
She sat with her back to the wall, at the far end of the coffin. She had her knees up,
resting her wrists on them; the pepperbox muzzle of a flechette pistol emerged from her
hands.

The elevator smelled of perfume and cigarettes; the sides of the cage was scratched and
thumb-smudged. As it passed the fifth floor, he saw the lights of Ninsei. He drummed
his fingers against the pistolgrip as the cage slowed with a gradual hiss. As always, it
came to a full stop with a violent jolt, but he was ready for it. He stepped out into the
courtyard that served the place as some combination of lobby and lawn.
Centered in the square carpet of green plastic turf, a Japanese teenager sat behind a Cshaped
console, reading a textbook. The white fiberglass coffins were racked in a
framework of industrial scaffolding. Six tiers of coffins, ten coffins on a side. Case
nodded in the boy’s direction and limped across the plastic grass to the nearest ladder.

On the catwalk, he had trouble with the lock. She’d messed it up somehow when she’d
fiddled it, he thought. Beginner. He knew where to rent a blackbox that would open
anything in Cheap Hotel. Fluorescents came on as he crawled in.
`Close the hatch real slow, friend. You still got that Saturday night special you rented
from the waiter?’
She sat with her back to the wall, at the far end of the coffin. She had her knees up,
resting her wrists on them; the pepperbox muzzle of a flechette pistol emerged from her
hands.

Once they entered the bazaar, the Finn brightened noticeably, as though he were
comforted by the crowd density and the sense of enclosure. They walked with the
Armenian along a broad concourse, beneath soot-stained sheets of plastic and greenpained
ironwork out of the age of steam. A thousand suspended ads writhed and
flickered.
`Hey, Christ,’ the Finn said, taking Case’s arm, `looka that.’ He pointed. `It’s a horse,
man. You ever see a horse?’
Case glanced at the embalmed animal and shook his head. It was displayed on a sort of
pedestal, near the entrance to a place that sold birds and monkeys. The thing’s legs had
been worn black and hairless by decades of passing hands. `Saw one in Maryland once,’
the Finn said, `and that was a good three years after the pandemic. There’s Arabs still
trying to code ‘em up from the DNA, but they always croak.’
The animal’s brown glass eyes seemed to follow them as they passed. Terzibashjian led
them into a cafe near the core of the market, a low-ceilinged room that looked as though
it had been in continuous operation for centuries. Skinny boys in soiled white coats
dodged between the crowded tables, balancing steel trays with bottles of Turk-Tuborg
and tiny glasses of tea.

There had been a room filled with shelves of books, a million
flat leaves of yellowing paper pressed between bindings of cloth or leather, the shelves
marked at intervals by labels that followed a code of letters and numbers; a crowded
gallery where Case had stared, through Molly’s incurious eyes, at a shattered, duststenciled
sheet of glass, a thing labeled -her gaze had tracked the brass plaque
automatically -`La marie mise nu par ses clibataires, mme.’ She’d reached out and
touched this, her artificial nails clicking against the Lexan sandwich protecting the
broken glass. There had been what was obviously the entrance to Tessier-Ashpool’s
cryogenic compound, circular doors of black glass trimmed with chrome.

There seemed to be a city, beyond the curve of beach, but it was far away.
He crouched on his haunches on the damp sand, his arms wrapped tight across his knees,
and shook.
He stayed that way for what seemed a very long time, even after the shaking stopped.
The city, if it was a city, was low and gray. At times it was obscured by banks of mist
that came rolling in over the lapping surf. At one point he decided that it wasn’t a city at
all, but some single building, perhaps a ruin; he had no way of judging its distance.

It was a bunker, stone or concrete, buried in drifts of the dark sand. 
The doorway was low, narrow, doorless, and deep, set into a wall at least a meter thick.
[...]
A girl was crouched beside rusted steel, a sort of fireplace, where driftwood burned, the
wind sucking smoke up a dented chimney.
The fire was the only light, and as his gaze
met the wide, startled eyes, he recognized her headband, a rolled scarf, printed with a
pattern like magnified circuitry.
He refused her arms, that night, refused the food she offered him, the place beside her in
the nest of blankets and shredded foam. He crouched beside the door, 
finally, and watched her sleep, listening to the wind scour the structure’s walls. Every hour 
or so, he rose and crossed to the makeshift stove, adding fresh driftwood from the pile 
beside it.
None of this was real, but cold was cold.
She wasn’t real, curled there on her side in the firelight. He watched her mouth, the lips
parted slightly. She was the girl he remembered from their trip across the Bay, and that
was cruel.

Freeside,’ Armitage said, touching the panel on the little Braun hologram projector. The
image shivered into focus, nearly three meters from tip to tip. `Casinos here.’ He reached
into the skeletal representation and pointed. `Hotels, strata-title property, big shops along
here.’ His hand moved. `Blue areas are lakes.’ He walked to one end of the model. `Big
cigar. Narrows at the ends.’ Armitage walked to the opposite end of the projection. ̀ This end 
does (eg concern us).’ The interior detail of the hologram ended here, and the final segment 
of the spindle was empty. `This is the Villa Straylight. Steep climb out of gravity and every 
approach is kinked. 
There’s a single entrance, here, dead center. Zero gravity.’

The walls blurred. Dizzying sensation of headlong movement, colors, whipping around
corners and through narrow corridors. They seemed at one point to pass through several
meters of solid wall, a flash of pitch darkness.
`Here,’ the Finn said. `This is it.’ They floated in the center of a perfectly square room, walls 
and ceiling paneled in rectangular sections of dark wood. The floor was covered by a single 
square of brilliant carpet patterned after a microchip, circuits traced in blue and scarlet 
wool. In the exact center of the room, aligned precisely with the carpet pattern, stood a 
square pedestal of frosted white glass.
`The Villa Straylight,’ said a jeweled thing on the pedestal, in a voice like music, `is a
body grown in upon itself, a Gothic folly. Each space in Straylight is in some way secret,
this endless series of chambers linked by passages, by stairwells vaulted like intestines,
where the eye is trapped in narrow curves, carried past ornate screens, empty alcoves...
`The architects of Freeside went to great pains to conceal the fact that the interior of the
spindle is arranged with the banal precision of furniture in a hotel room. In Straylight,
the hull’s inner surface is overgrown with a desperate proliferation of structures, forms
flowing, interlocking, rising toward a solid core of microcircuitry, our clan’s corporate
heart, a cylinder of silicon wormholed with narrow maintenance tunnels, some no wider
than a man’s hand. The bright crabs burrow there, the drones, alert for micromechanical
decay or sabotage.’
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