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he skyscraper continually collapsed and rebuilt itself. 

Forty floors of industrial steel and glass, the black, 

silicon fist thrust angrily into the night sky. It stood, 

immutable, then the glass walls flexed, burst into a 

billion shards of immensely beautiful silicon glitter that 

showered onto the Bay City streets below, obscuring 

the walls of the building as they shattered and fell. 

The crowded mall at its base held open arms to the 

sky, and the splinters of light showered the midnight 

revelers in a feast of mind-bending beauty before coa-

lescing into the great, glass behemoth once again. A 

T 
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massive sign read SOLD OUT and revealed tonight’s 

featured Rez band, the Howling Pterodactyls, sporting 

green sequined high-heeled boots and matching bird 

masks. Their instruments pumped out discordant and 

unearthly harmonies like a raging nor’easter coming in 

across a churning sea. 

Costumed revelers in outrageous dress, or some 

hardly dressed at all, throbbed or spun or leaped impos-

sibly far into the air as the music dictated the evening’s 

fanfare. Winged or masked, bare skin or leather 

wrapped, the assortment of variations on the human 

form was a sight to behold. 

Garik Shayk did a 360 as he topped the hill at First 

and Sycamore. The chill air pummeled his dark hair as 

his jet-assist Street Strider leaped to grab the night sky, 

revealing the black silhouette of the city with the 

pliable Corona Tower at its center blazing in a spiraling 

windstorm of light. The ever-fluid building was mes-

merizingly malleable as it grew and shrank, pulsing 

against the eternal backdrop of the Milky Way spanning 

the midnight sky. 

Garik pulled on his makeshift brake and skidded to 

a stop. His machine rumbled between his thighs, occas-

ionally burping a black cloud of indigestion. The quiv-

ering machine vibrated his arms, sending small earth-

quakes down his torso and into his legs. His clothing 

rippled next to his skin, more revealing than the slender 

17-year-old might have wished, belying his big hands 
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and strong features.  

The sight of the Tower sliced his soul with broken-

ness—no, with anger. His bronze skin kept him from 

joining the festivities. He was excluded, and for that, he 

felt he was about to erupt in fury. 

“No,” Garik whispered into the darkness. “Anger 

gets me nothing. I must use my hands, my mind, my 

desire to achieve what I want. Like my Street Strider.” 

He patted the core of the machine, the jet turbine 

running between his legs. He had discovered it rotting 

away behind Kang’s Garage underneath a shredded 

tarp. Kang had offered it in exchange for grunt work 

around the shop, Garik had begged a few dollars from 

his aunt for used parts, and now it was his. 

The Street Strider coughed, and with a backfire, the 

darkened intersection went silent. 

“No!” Garik hit the kickstand with his heel, jerked 

his tight, muscular frame erect, and stood with his arms 

crossed, scowling at the bike. “How can you do this to 

me again? Every time.” 

And his watch had been confiscated by his aunt—

well, by her no-good boyfriend. He couldn’t even call 

home, not that he would. He loved Irina, but she told 

everything to Arik, and Arik didn’t approve of his free-

dom on the Strider. Envy, Garik had decided long ago. 

It was Marisa he trusted. She was like him, a fighter, 

and like him, she was frustrated by her lack of power to 

fight the “system.” 
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The “system” was down the hill, parading over the 

city, melting and reforming on a cycle that was as 

predictable as rats producing new litters of pups. It 

taunted him, locked him out, and said that he wasn’t 

good enough to be part of them.  

Garik knelt by the cycle and he worked the cover 

off the high-voltage connectors. Often, this was where 

the problem was. He flipped the whole-bike breaker, 

waited to the count of ten, and flipped it back on. He 

remounted, rested his thumb on the starter switch, and 

closed his eyes. 

Sometimes it started, sometimes it didn’t. Garik 

whispered, “Dear God, Holy Jesus in Heaven,” hoping 

someone up there was paying attention, and he pressed 

the button. 

Nothing. The faint hiss of the Rez band at the 

Tower rippled around him, but his bike remained silent. 

The bike was powered, or so resetting the breaker might 

suggest, but he had forgotten that the jet assist needed 

to be kick-started using a spark capacitor and a jet-fuel 

injector. The built-in injector was fried, which meant he 

had to do this manually. 

Garik pulled a small injector from the pack behind 

him, attached a fuel cell, and inserted the end into a 

hole he’d drilled in the side of the jet-assist module. He 

pressed the start button again, triggered the injector, and 

whispered again, “Dear Holy Father—” 

The bike coughed hard enough that he almost lost 
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the injector, but the assist was flaming beautifully. He 

breathed relief and disconnected the fuel and stored it in 

his pack. For a moment, with the cold night, he 

regretted the ceramic shielding insulating the furnace 

inside, but some warmth escaped. The night would be 

bitter before he returned home, and by then, no matter 

how cold the night, he would be grateful the warmth 

between his legs stayed between his legs. 

  

“YOU KNOW it’s not real.” Marisa Bruni, petite with 

Asian features and giant eyes that belied her fierce 

determination to win every time, drove her stylus hard 

into her MicroArt tablet. She sat with Garik Shayk on 

the roof of the building their families shared, wrapped 

in blankets under the stars, with the howling remnants 

of the Pterodactyls filtering through the buildings to 

their ears. “They don’t even sound good.” 

“Still.” Garik squeezed his arms around himself, 

wishing his blanket were heavier. “I wish I were there.” 

“Well, you’re not. Here, what do you think?” 

Marisa held up the tablet, its tight pool of glowing light 

shifting from her face to his. “Is it funny, almost funny, 

or should I just start over?” 

“No, no. Don’t start over.” He took the tablet and 

worked it into his lap, keeping everything except his 

fingers inside the blanket. 

“Yah! You haven’t even looked at it.” She was 

clearly laughing at him. “You are so clueless with the 
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real world. Press here to go to the next image.” 

Garik watched Marisa’s face, mesmerized. She was 

beautiful, though he had yet to tell her that. She was so 

focused, knew what she wanted from life, and he was 

afraid he might lose her if he got in her way. This, well, 

she wanted to be a graphic artist, and she was always 

creating storyboards to show him. Sometimes she 

wiped them all away, gone as soon as he looked at 

them, saying that she would earn a place on a Mars 

flight, and her drawings were just for fun. Other times, 

he saw her look wistfully at the tight and trim people 

coming and going from The Martial Arts Center, even 

though she never talked much about the classes she 

regularly attended at Ai Kee!  

Garik? He wanted into the Corona Tower, at least 

into the mall on an event night. To sit front row to the 

Pterodactyls, well, maybe not the Pterodactyls, but the 

group of the week was his dream. To be there when the 

building shattered into glitter and to look up with his 

hands in the air as the glitter fell all around him— 

“It’s not real, Garik. Aren’t you even listening?” 

Marisa pulled the tablet from his hands. “I don’t know 

why I show you my best when you won’t even look at 

it. See? Look at this frame. I have Halo Sunchaser with 

her electrified sword. She’s about to cut off the head of 

the gorilla thing. I tried to draw a silverback, but I’m 

not sure I got it right.” 

“It looks right to me. You’re good, Marisa. Don’t 
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doubt yourself.” 

“Oh, you’re looking, now?” She laughed. “And 

that’s real, by the way.” 

“What?” The tablet, the drawing, or what she had 

drawn? 

“The electrified sword. I’ve seen the schematics for 

it. If you add ESS when you search Corona Tower slash 

Halo Sunchaser, you can pull up the working plans to 

build it, although no one’s been able to. I think the 

schematics are incomplete, and it’s so complicated that 

no one can tell.” She giggled, sounding as innocent as 

she looked. 

“No one can tell what?” Garik took the tablet back 

and expanded the image of Sunchaser with the sword, 

the ebony face baked into hardness by the white-hot 

sword vibrating with the unshielded energy of the sun. 

“What’s missing, that’s what. Well, I could tell. No 

one will be able to build a copy, because they don’t 

want you to.” 

“How did you know about adding ESS to find the 

schematics?” The sword in the drawing did look cool. 

Garik had to admit that. 

“Electrified Sword Schematics. E. S. S. Duh. I 

thought anyone would know that. I tried it with the 

Tower, but no luck.” 

“The Tower?” She had his attention, now. If he 

could get the schematics, perhaps he could find a way 

for it to let him inside. 

― Page 7 ― 



 
 
 
 

“Yep and nope. No go, Bozo. They are secured 

tighter than a freezer pack of peas. Nothing escapes 

they don’t want to escape. There’s got to be a reason for 

all that security.” 

“That’s easy.” Garik had moved on past the elec-

trified sword, and now he was seeing other creatures 

Marisa had drawn into her graphic storyboard. Winged 

people, one person dissolving into a purple mist. 

Others, too. He looked up. “Rich people. Everyone 

knows the floors up to six are a fancy hotel. Some 

people live there full time. That would be nice, to be 

waited on hand and foot. Anyway, they have to provide 

security for them. That’s what it is.” 

“What’s that bird that flies over the water?” The 

tablet was back in Marisa’s hands, and she was leaned 

into it, drawing away. 

“A, um, gull?” 

“Yeah, you. Gull-i-ble. What about the other floors? 

Buildings like that have basements, too. What’s so 

secure about a basement? I say something’s fishy.” 

“Didn’t your sister—” As soon as he said the words, 

he knew it was a mistake. Marisa had never talked 

about her sister who had supposedly disappeared inside, 

and everyone had told him she never would. He 

watched her hands freeze on her MicroArt tablet, and 

she laid the stylus to the side and clicked it to a special 

clip, causing the screen to go black. 

“All that stuff you see the Tower do isn’t real. It’s 
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an illusion.” She sounded flat, as though she was shift-

ing the topic, nothing else. 

“The glass breaking. Sure, I guess I knew that. 

Still—” He was stupid, and he couldn’t believe how 

much. Stupid, stupid Garik. 

“No still, Gari. It’s just a building, and the walls are 

just glass, and they use projectors and such to make it 

look that way. It’s a security distraction to keep you 

from looking closer. That’s all. You’re supposed to see 

the lights, the glitter, the parties on the mall and not 

notice what they don’t want you to see.” 

“The food court? I mean, that’s real. Anyone can 

visit the food court.” At Chow Down, they let you in no 

matter who you were. He had been there looking for 

clues, only there were none. Just other city kids, wan-

nabes like him, people who wanted to move into a bet-

ter life but didn’t know where the ladder was. 

“And spend money to enrich the people who 

already have it. I have to work in the flower shop in the 

morning. I need to get home.” She stood, tucking her 

blanket tighter when it pulled loose on one side. “Your 

bike, did you secure it?” 

“No one would want it.” Still, he held up the fob to 

the cable that looped through the spokes on the wheels 

and snaked through the hollow jet assist. 

“Good. I want to go for a ride on it someday.” She 

looked off across the city. Most lights were off, and the 

streetlights didn’t reach them. “This is my home, but 
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sometimes I don’t feel that way. See you later.” 

Garik watched her tug on her blanket where it was 

dragging on one corner. She hiked it up, but when she 

turned it loose, the corner fell back down and trailed the 

roof anyway. He wanted to offer to help, but he didn’t 

know what to say. He’d already messed up once 

tonight, and he couldn’t risk another misfire. 

As he stood, he realized he was still wrapped in her 

blanket. He smiled and tugged it tighter. One day, he 

thought. One day, I’m getting in Corona Tower, and 

when I do, I’m taking you with me. We’ll find out 

what’s going on in there, and I bet we can even find 

that electrified sword. Won’t that be cool? 

Well, the air was no longer just cool, it was defi-

nitely cold. When he began to shiver, Garik made his 

way to the door into the building. Once inside, he 

headed down the stairs, light of foot and light of heart, 

certain that Marisa was as anxious to get inside the 

Tower as he was, and they would do it together. 

Inside his bedroom, he spread the blanket over his 

bed. He would have to return it tomorrow, but for 

tonight, dreams of Marisa would keep him company all 

night long. 
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ri, I’m out for the morning.” Garik worried the lock fob 

for the Strider with his thumb. It wouldn’t unlock from 

this distance, but still, he was careful. The small screen 

showed no attempts to steal it, but he had meant what 

he said to Marisa. It barely ran and looked worse. Some 

days, it was hardly worth taking out, as walking was 

quicker than the time he spent on his knees with the 

power couplings exposed and his tools deep in the 

workings of the finicky bucking bronc. “Irina, did you 

hear?” 

“Sorry, Gari.” Irina appeared, cocooned in a terry 

I 
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wrap, rubbing her hair with a towel. She kicked aside 

yesterday’s towel, revealing a damp spot on the con-

crete where last century’s linoleum had peeled away. 

“Do you want breakfast? Arik had to leave early, and I 

think he ate the last of the eggs. I might have some 

Crispies.” 

“Milk?” If Arik had finished off the eggs, likely 

he’d done the same with the milk. 

“Yah! Will I never remember?” Irina hit the heel of 

her hand to her forehead, shaking her head and rolling 

her eyes. Her black hair, crimped, wet, and clinging to 

her neck, took on a life of its own as she hit her fore-

head a second time. 

“It’s okay, Iri. Maybe I can snag some fries at the 

court.” It hadn’t been a plan, but now maybe it was. 

After the previous night, and Marisa, and watching the 

Rez concert from First and Sycamore— 

“No, no, my baby nephew.” Irina was already in the 

small kitchen. She dropped her towel on the counter, 

covering a portion of last night’s unwashed plates, and 

she rummaged through a cabinet. “I have some pow-

dered from last month’s box. I know it’s here.’ 

“It’s okay, Iri. I have a couple dollars, and anyway, 

people leave fries all the time. I don’t mind, especially 

when they’re free.” He grinned. 

“Here, I found it.” Irina held up a clear pouch filled 

with white powder. Then she looked at it more closely 

and smiled apologetically. “Ah, I’m sorry, Gari. This is 
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potatoes.” 

“I like potatoes, just not for breakfast. It’s good, 

really, Iri. I’ll get something later.” 

“Wait, before you go. I don’t want you going all the 

way down to the Tower. See?” She smiled brightly. “I 

keep up. I know where the court is. It’s where all you 

kids hang out. Do you still call it that, hanging out?” 

“Yes, we still hang out.” Maybe not hang out. 

Network or chill, but it was pointless to correct her. Iri 

still used all her words from when she was seventeen. 

He had heard them so often that it was like knowing a 

second and very secret language. 

“I don’t want you to go there, because I don’t like 

what happens there, but if you do, you’ll go right by 

Masti’s Deli, won’t you? I have a twenty. Bring home a 

pint of milk, will you do that?” 

Irina rooted in the cabinet and pulled down an old 

Hersey’s Chocolate Powder can, worked the little lid 

loose, and fished out two bills. She peeled one off, 

folded it twice, and held it out to Garik. He took it, 

slipped it into a small pocket, and gave his aunt a kiss 

on the cheek. 

“Bye, Iri. I’ll be back before dark.” 

“Be safe! Arik will be home at four. Be kind, Gari, 

and don’t do anything that’s not good.” 

“Do I ever?” He grinned, waved, and pulled the 

door open. He understood her warning. Arik would be 

back at four, and that wasn’t a good time for Garik to 
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unexpectedly appear. The two were better apart, espe-

cially on days when Garik’s Strider was running prop-

erly, and he was out and about. 

The top of the one tree on Maple Street sported a 

handful of scraggly leaves just off the balcony leading 

to the stairwell. Garik leaned out and brushed the one 

leaf he could reach. Not maple, he was certain. Alder, 

likely. Anyway, he was glad to have it outside their 

apartment, and he always told it good morning.  

“Good morning, beautiful,” he called. 

“Thank you. I’m glad you think so.” 

He leaned out and looked up to see Mrs. Waggoner, 

the old dame of the building and one of his few friends 

besides Marisa. “What, the day or the tree, Mrs. 

Waggoner?” 

“Neither, sweetheart. Me, of course. How’s that 

aunt of yours doing? I don’t see her out much,” Mrs. 

Waggoner asked in a bright voice. She had a plastic 

watering can, and she was tipping green-tinted water 

into each of her hanging pots. 

“She doesn’t get out much, Mrs. Waggoner. I’ll tell 

her you asked.” 

“And that boyfriend?” She asked the question hard, 

and that caused her to tip her can too far. “Oh, my. 

Didn’t mean to do that.” 

“Arik’s at work today.” Probably not, but he wasn’t 

here, and that made the day better than it had been. 

“Arik?” She inspected one plant for a moment. “Oh, 
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the boyfriend. Where are you off to if you don’t mind 

me asking?” 

“Uptown. Might visit the Tower. Got some friends 

heading that way, see what’s left from the concert last 

night.” 

“No good. That’s what’s left. You taking that 

Marisa with you? Is she your girlfriend, yet?” 

“Nah.” He felt his face grow hot. It was what he 

wanted, but she didn’t seem to want anyone. Water 

overflowed one pot, tumbling in a waterfall towards 

Garik. He drew back and watched it spatter the railing 

beside him before continuing on its way. 

“Did it miss, Garik? Fertilizer. Be careful. You 

might grow fresh roots.” 

“Mostly, Mrs. Waggoner. I’ll dry, thank you. You 

be careful with that watering can. You can’t be wasting 

the complex’s water.” 

“Now, now. It’ll rain again someday. The catch 

tanks always fill up again. Always have, always will.” 

And I would like a real shower, he thought, but he 

said, “That’s right as rain,” and he laughed as he took 

off toward the stairwell. 

Mrs. Waggoner was cackling and repeating, “Right 

as rain,” as he slipped inside the door and tripped down 

the steps. Third floor to ground, at least he had strong 

legs. He jumped down them four at a time to make the 

descent go faster. He barely missed a dirty diaper on 

one step and two broken bottles on the first-floor 
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landing. A new word was scrawled in orange-glow 

shimmer gel on one wall, crying, “The Tower steals our 

lives.” Garik shrugged. They could steal him if it got 

him inside. He could always break out again, no matter 

what people said. If you were clever enough, you could 

Houdini out of any tight spot.  

He wondered who risked gelling the complex’s 

walls. That could get your family kicked out. But the 

message was forgotten as he vaulted past. The walls 

were coated with paint repellant. That’s the reason for 

the gel. It would oxidize and turn to powder in a day, 

leaving no reminder it was there, other than fine orange 

dust along the baseboard. 

On the last run of steps, Wajeha Nayef and Robbie 

Icardi were lip-locked in an embrace. On the way past, 

Garik clapped Robbie on the shoulder, hissed, “Bro, 

really? You’re fifteen,” and winked at Wajeha. “Get a 

room,” he called back. 

At the bottom, he hesitated before throwing back 

the heavy fire door. He always did this every time since 

dragging his bike home from Kang’s. Sure, he cable-

locked it, and he kept the fob safe, but hackers could 

hack, so nothing was certain safe. You did the best, and 

you hoped for the best— 

Then the door was yanked from his hand, and 

sunlight flooded in. 

“Bout time, Garik.” 

“Yeah, dude. How come it takes so long for you to 
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come down the stairs? That was at least fifteen seconds 

this time. We been waiting on you.” 

“For what?” He stepped outside, blinked as his eyes 

adjusted, and felt his stomach settle when he found his 

Strider right where he’d left it. “Yo, Shrimper. What’s 

you doing on my bike?” 

Shrimper was about eight, and with skin hard to see 

in shadows or in the dark, he was the go-to gofer for the 

wannabe gang of preteens chilling in the parking lot. 

“We going for a ride today?” The little guy had his 

hands on the bars. He could barely reach them, but he 

was imagining he was the king of the road, at least until 

he had to brake or shift gears. 

“Places to go.” Garik lifted the fob, placed his 

thumb on the screen, and heard the sharp click as the 

lock released. A second click, and the cable wound into 

the locking mechanism and the unit tumbled to the 

ground with a clank of hollow metal against solid con-

crete. “Maybe to the court. Fries for breakfast.” 

“Nah.” A thin blond about eleven named Winter 

scoffed. “Heard they had a concert last night. Dactyls. 

Probly still stringing the last wails from their guitars.” 

“I heard them.” Garik knelt and opened a com-

partment in the bike and slipped the lock inside. 

“You was there?” The rest of the boys drew in like 

they were links in a chain, pulled forward by the teeth 

of a turning crankset. “You saw the Dactyls? Cool.” 

“Maybe.” Garik pulled out a pair of fat eye shields 
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and closed the compartment. He stood, trying to act as 

if last night were nothing. 

“Saw you with Marisa on the roof.” A small red-

head who went by Firestarter piped in. “While they was 

still playing.” 

“Can I get a break? I got my Strider. How else you 

think I got there and back?” Garik laughed and swung 

his leg over and kicked up the stand. He set his eye 

shield on his nose and strapped it in back. He would be 

blinded in the sun otherwise. 

“Ain’t letting you in. Only richies get into the con-

certs.” Winter. “Bet you was liplocking on the roof.” 

The boys began to chant, “Liplocking, liplocking. 

Garik’s been liplocking.” 

“Didn’t say I was at the concert.” Garik gave in a 

tiny bit to divert their attention from their little game, 

while admitting more of the truth than he’d hoped. 

“Said I saw the Dactyls, and that’s the truth. But if 

you’re going to be like that, I’m going now, cause the 

court’s open to everyone. I’ll eat a fry for you and you 

and you.” He pointed at each of the boys, laughing. 

“Out of the way. Don’t want you to get burned.” 

Garik held his breath and hit the starter twice, 

hoping the Strider didn’t embarrass him. It was bad 

enough when he saw other riders give him the stink eye 

because of the rust, but to not start with his little “hood” 

standing around watching? That would be mortifying. 

The Strider fired up perfectly, and Garik let himself 
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breathe again. He grinned and nodded at Shrimper. “A 

fry for you.” He fed excess fuel into the jet, and it 

roared. Then, looking up to see Mrs. Waggoner on her 

floor’s balcony leaning out and looking down at him, he 

backed off, released the makeshift brake, and let the 

vibrating machine trundle out of the lot and through the 

heavy iron security gate. 

“Even we gotta have protection,” he said, spinning 

up the jet’s turbine and bumping along Maple, what 

seemed to be the city’s most poorly maintained road. 

“Always people poorer than you are, no matter who you 

are. Richer, too, though I wouldn’t mind that.” 

Too bad Robbie was liplocking. He mighta liked a 

free ride to the court, that and free fries. 

He tried to picture who might show. Maria Putin, 

with her black bobbed hair and big earrings, Regina 

Kournikova, lithe and blonde, a cheerleader back in 

high school, maybe Vladimir Varlamov, the weight-

lifter of the group, and Giorgio Versace, wannabe fash-

ion icon. Vladimir and Giorgio were always hip-to-hip, 

different as night and day but in each other’s pockets 

everywhere the group went. Where Vladimir was 

found, Giorgio wasn’t too far away, yeah, like that.  

On Sycamore and crossing Third, with seven blocks 

to go, he saw three of the “posse” heading in. Ibn 

Hariri, with flowing locks and the start of a scraggly 

beard, Muhammad Saud, wearing a skullcap with a 

skull stitched into the fabric and a tattered knit sweater, 
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and Hayat al-Haber, in his headscarf and robe, were on 

their longboards, skipping off curbs and back on again. 

Garik slowed enough for Ibn to grab hold before he 

gunned the jet assist, and the bike began to fly. It only 

coughed once, and it didn’t cut off at all. About halfway 

to Fifth, Ibn released his hold, flew up a handicap ramp, 

and did a 360 around a light pole. 

Garik was stoked. Not having to see Arik this morn-

ing, and now, his friends at the court? This might well 

be the best day of his week. 
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arik pressed the thumbscreen on his lock’s fob and 

looked skyward. Corona Tower. Forty stories of mys-

tery, fascination, and wealth drawing in the city’s elite 

and wannabes, all hoping for access to the inner sanc-

tum of the powerful and the great. 

“Garik, what’s with you?” Ibn Hariri bumped his 

shoulder with a fist. “The court’s down here, my friend. 

Up there, that’s not a place we will ever go.” 

“Yeah.” Garik shrugged, hardly able to tear his eyes 

away. How did they do it, he wondered? The lightshow, 

the black glitter, the diamond sparkles flowing down 
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the building, the entire thing gone. Then, it was back 

again, whole, ready to do it all over again. 

“So, your attention. Huh, Garik? Let me join you.” 

Ibn pressed his shoulder to Garik’s and stared skyward. 

He balanced his board upright, bright yellow with an 

Arabic graphic scrawled down the center, one truck 

black and the other gleaming silver, both scuffed with 

road and rock and steel, one end on the ground, and the 

other loosely in his downturned palm. The board com-

plemented Ibn’s shiny locks, sometimes in dreads, now 

free to blow in the breeze.  

“What’s this?” Hayat al-Haber’s board was still 

grounded, one foot controlling its motion, and he rolled 

forward to stand with Garik and Ibn. With his headscarf 

and rope, he leaned especially far back to see what the 

attraction was so far overhead. “I see clouds, but only a 

few. What, what? This is interesting? Come, Muham-

mad. We have found something to look at.” 

The board under Hayat’s shoe was a gridwork over-

laid with unicorns and fairy dust. His older sister, 

Akilah, had skated before she married, and it was a 

good board, so why let it go to waste? It still had its 

neon pink wheels. Muhammad Saud walked up, his 

board under one arm, revealing skulls and bones on the 

bottom and painted blood splatters on the top. His 

wheels were burgundy, like blood flowing from his 

white-painted trucks. 

“Dundersaps. The real vision is there.” Muhammad 
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pushed himself through the trio blocking his way, 

making room for his skateboard with a big hand, and he 

took the steps up to the mall’s main concourse three at a 

time. At the top, he turned and laughed. He nodded his 

head to the open area of the food court. “Coming? Or 

you want to gawk while I grease my chompers and fill 

my belly?” 

“Come, Garik. Breakfast.” Ibn laughed, yanked his 

board upward and caught it under his arm. He only 

managed two steps for each leap. The morning sun cut 

through the city’s buildings with laser slices of light. 

One caught Ibn’s silver truck as he leaped, flashed, and 

then was gone. 

Garik shifted gears more slowly. His stomach 

growled, and he thought of his aunt’s twenty. That 

would buy a full stomach, but then he had to return 

home. Arik. Irina would tell him, “Gari’s bringing the 

milk. I gave him the money,” and Arik would be angry 

that Irina had saved back some, but he would be angrier 

that Garik spent any of it on something for himself.  

He decided that he would have to be especially 

quick. There would be abandoned fries on the tables 

and probably on the floor, but he would leave those. 

The tabletop fries would be enough for him to not leave 

hungry. He took the steps in a rush to find Ibn already 

locking his board into the secure racks on the mall’s 

perimeter. Boards were ubiquitous. Everyone rode 

them, yet they weren’t welcome in the food court. No 
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one would come to the food court without their boards, 

so the secure racks, exposed wire cages fitted with 

built-in locks, were the answer. Insert your board, take 

the key, and pick up your board when you returned.  

Beyond the racks, the mall stretched for blocks, 

enough for an entire Dactyls concert, as Garik had seen 

last night from First and Sycamore. Now, there was no 

sign any such event had occurred. The platform, sure, 

that was permanent, but the tables, the chairs, the open 

bar that had livened up the patrons. All gone. 

At the center, Corona Tower reared its massive bulk 

on giant steel and brick piers, hulking over the mall like 

an enormous spider about to strike its prey. The food 

court underneath was open on every side, already filling 

with diners of all colors and ethnic backgrounds. 

Kaftans, robes, and saris glittered alongside studded 

leather jackets, miniskirts, and neon boots. Even a 

cowboy hat or two. One table was crowded with crop-

haired military types in casual fatigues and heavy boots, 

not surprising with the Air Force base just to the west 

of Bay City. They wore matching mirrored shades, even 

in the false lighting of the towering structure overhead. 

Along the back wall, where the sun crashed into the 

building and promised a searing day, the darkened glass 

walls remained fixed in place. As the sun crawled from 

dawn to noon to dusk, the glass walls would follow, 

slipping up into the mass of the building, or folding out 

of the way, as dictated by the design of the mall. The 
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food court was nominally at the core of the Tower, 

tucked into the central nexus of the leviathan, but on 

mornings after a concert, the city around the Tower 

vibrated with anticipation, as if each person felt a new 

connection with the mystery behind the Tower’s elab-

orate security that overshadowed every other endeavor. 

The food court grew to encompass the mall, with 

additional tables, mobile servicing kiosks, and teams of 

cleaning crews to keep it all spotless. The people of the 

city, disenfranchised and otherwise, wanted to be here, 

to join in, even if they knew they would never score 

admission into the real party when the walls around the 

mall rose up, blocking the rabble from entering, so that 

the elite, whoever they were, could dance and drink to 

excess all night long. 

And so, there it was again, the wall, city people on 

the outside, Tower people in, with the message, “You 

can have a taste of what we offer, but only in the food 

court. The rest is private, so vamoose, you leaden dead-

beats.” 

The four youths dispersed into the cave-like court, a 

wave of interconnecting action, taking advantage of the 

tight groups, those with hangers on, and others who 

were lone diners. They eyed people standing, walking 

away, some policing their own tables, and others 

leaving their detritus to the cleaning crews. With prac-

tice, it was easy to tell which was which. The careless-

ness of a cup set to the side, forgotten in a moment of 
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discussion, scattered fries, a breakfast burrito half eaten 

and returned to a tray. In ten minutes, they had a table-

ful of food. They pooled their change, and two drinks, 

two empty cups, and they had four drinks all around. 

The conversation was a cyclone of boarding, girls, 

and was anyone going back to school when the session 

started up again? Girls were on everyone’s mind, and 

not returning to school? It might be wishful dreaming, 

but to say it meant they could imagine. 

Garik studied the perimeter of the court and what he 

could see of the massive legs holding up the Tower. He 

thought of the Dactyls the night before and what Marisa 

had said about the black glitter. He popped a cold fry 

into his mouth, and as he chewed, he blurted, “How do 

they do it?” 

“You must be clear, my Russian friend.” Muham-

mad reached to Garik and pushed him on the chest. “Do 

what?” 

“Skateboard, of course. What else? Why, it is speed, 

my friend. Quickness and speed. It’s the only way to 

get that much height.” Ibn grinned at him. “Me? I just 

find a steep hill, and then I hold on for the ride.” 

“Hold on to what?” Muhammad licked ketchup off 

one finger, and he poked Ibn in the arm. Muhammad 

and Hayat laughed, while Ibn flushed. 

“I mean the building.” Garik thought his question 

was obvious. He pushed the wrapper with its cold fries 

away and took the good end of a half-eaten breakfast 
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burrito from in front of Hayat, tore off and dropped the 

chewed end back to the table, and sank his teeth in. He 

spoke carefully around his food. “Last night, Marisa 

said the tower at night is all fake.” 

“What, like, like not real?” Hayat pushed his robe 

from his wrists and took the burrito back from Garik. 

He offered a trade. “You take the danish.” 

It was a rule of thumb that they never scavenged 

anything liquid like soups or wet cereal. Only things 

they could break off or separate out. The danish had 

been untouched, still wrapped, and they had nearly 

passed it up. It was a prize. 

“You’ve seen it during concerts. Well, any night, 

but all out when there’s a band.” Garik didn’t want the 

danish, but he pinched off a bit as a peace offering for 

taking Hayat’s preferred burrito, and he popped it in his 

mouth. 

“Nope, my friend!” Ibn flicked a tater tot upward 

and caught it on his tongue before pulling it into his 

teeth and biting into it. “No one sells me tickets. You, 

Hayat, Muhammad? You ever had a ticket appear in 

your hands?” 

“Not from inside, Ibn, but we’ve all watched from 

the city.” Garik had asked a real question, and a stab of 

anger made him want to slap the tater tot from Ibn’s 

mouth. He bit his rush of irritation back. My mind, my 

reasoning, not anger. Explain, Garik, that’s all you need 

to do. Yet, sometimes, it was hard. 
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His life. How could anyone not be frustrated with a 

life like his? 

“You all know,” Garik encouraged. “Look out any 

window, and you’ll see it, even if they don’t let us into 

the events.” 

“Not from my apartment.” Hayat made a dismissive 

gesture. “We see nothing but a blank wall. Every win-

dow, blank wall for a view. I thought America was land 

of the free, with waves of grain and purple mountains. I 

have never seen one of these.” 

“Well, I’m not locked in my aunt’s apartment. I get 

out, and I see things.” Garik’s frustration wasn’t with 

his friends, but with the Tower overhead, yet he was 

tired of patience, being pushed aside, and feeling he 

was never good enough. 

“And you have a Street Strider.” Muhammad tucked 

into a fry, looking at his hands and brandishing the 

skull on his cap where his face belonged. 

“That I found broken and worked to bring back to 

life.” 

“Sometimes back to life,” Ibn cackled. “When it’s 

not broken again on the side of road.” 

“Seriously, about the Tower.” Garik felt a bit of a 

sulk coming on, and he quelled it with a grimace. “I 

don’t see any projectors, and Marisa said it’s all done 

with projectors. Do you guys see anything like that?” 

“Ask the man upstairs.” Hayat pointed to the ceiling 

overhead. “They know.” 

― Page 28 ― 



 
 
 
 

Across the food court, the closely cropped crew in 

military fatigues had finished, and they were walking 

toward a trash bin. Being military, they had, of course, 

policed their table, and it was bagged and in their 

hands. A solidly built man with the name Han stitched 

onto his shirt nodded at the boys. He held one brightly 

emblazoned Chow Down bag that seemed especially 

full. He said something to the rest of his crew and 

stepped the boys’ way. 

“Need more?” He held out the bag, his face expres-

sionless but not unkind. When the youths remained 

silent, he said, “I saw you scrounging. Well done. Most 

people didn’t notice. I did, and this is extra. Do you 

want it or not?” 

“Thank you, Mr. Han.” Garik stood and accepted 

the bag. 

“Wu Han, Airman First Class. And you?” 

“Garik Shayk, and my friends are Ibn Hariri, 

Muhammad Saud, and Hayat al-Haber in the head-

scarf.” Hayat held out one corner of his headscarf as if 

to preen. “Are you going to rat us out to them?” He 

thumbed upstairs. 

“Not if you’re the one with the Strider outside.” He 

pointed to Garik and winked, letting the youth know 

that he’d been watching them since they arrived. “I’m a 

cycle man myself, and that Strider’s a classic. Haven’t 

seen one of those since I left South Korea. Annyeong, 

my young friends. Good-bye.” 
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Han turned sharply, and in moments, he had caught 

up with his friends. Garik and his crew? They tore into 

the Chow Down bag and discovered more good treats 

than even Garik’s twenty would have been able to 

afford. 
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he boys, now sated, took their time picking at the food 

littering the table. 

The sun had started to climb into the sky, becoming 

an overhead furnace and blistering the outside portions 

of the mall. Those who had been seated in the open air 

earlier in the morning had begun to migrate underneath 

the building. With a click and the rattle of gear-driven 

chains, the fourth wall of the court began to lift into the 

superstructure, leaving the entire span underneath the 

Tower open to the city, except for the center where the 

food court hawked its wares with neon signs that 

T 
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flashed brighter and brighter even as the sun tried to 

wash their messages away. 

Outside, the giant sign for publicizing the Tower’s 

next big event and broadcasting the remaining available 

tickets was dark, except for the Tower logo at the top, 

blazing even in the glare of the midmorning sun as the 

image of the Tower exploded and rebuilt itself over and 

over in a kaleidoscopic display of color. Above the 

boys’ heads, on multiple screens lining the interior of 

the food court, cartoon characters sang and danced. 

Later, when the lunch crowd arrived, the screens would 

shift to clips from current movies or from video games, 

teasers to tempt diners to part with their money in the 

Tower’s 10-Plex before they made their way home or to 

go online and download the latest Tower games. 30 

days for free, and only a small, weekly charge to con-

tinue playing your NEWEST FAVORITE GAME.  

In the mornings? The court touted their menus 

instead of ads, offering chicken bits, tacos, or tasty 

French toast bites with honey. Occasionally, the 

Tower’s upcoming concert attractions flashed across 

the screens, with ticket prices, remaining available 

seats, and reservation numbers to call NOW, NOW, 

NOW. 

Three adults stepped in out of the sun, trailed by 

several children in party hats. Two more adults joined 

them, towing several more children with balloons, and 

between them, they filled several tables. A cake with 
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eight candles appeared out of a brightly colored box.  

“Look, look.” Hayat pointed. “That, I could like a 

taste of. No one leaves cake. Just old fries.” He 

shrugged as if vastly disappointed. 

“Here.” Garik pushed the danish from earlier his 

direction. “Why wait? Have it now.” He set the bag 

from the Airman aside, brushing two empty cups, and 

barely catching one when it almost tumbled. The danish 

had been ignored in the excitement of the Airman’s 

mystery bag. 

“Have it now.” Muhammad repeated Garik’s words, 

slapped the table excitedly, and pointed to one of the 

large screens lining the inside perimeter of the under-

building portion of the mall. “Have it now!” blared an 

invitation to everyone in the food court. Visit the 

Tower’s luxury Stamford Suites, spanning the second 

through sixth floors, with direct, exclusive access to the 

hotel through the Corona Tower Parking Garage, with 

FREE PARKING validated for all hotel guests. The 

words changed to a picture of the garage and the double 

glass doors that accessed the Corona Tower’s luxurious 

first floor. Then it flipped to the pool (that no one in the 

food court had ever visited in real life), the tennis court, 

sample rooms with luxurious fabrics and vast walls of 

windows, and finally a smiling face. A bright, cheerful 

voice called out, “Gunther Diehl, your concierge, is 

waiting on YOU. Come see him to make your reser-

vation today!” 
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The camera backed out to reveal Gunther at a black 

granite desk, with a glass-covered atrium rising around 

him on three sides. The blue sky beyond the glass was 

too perfectly painted with a color that barely looked 

real, and wispy clouds made the blue deeper and richer 

than any sky ever was. 

Then all the screens flashed at once, going white 

and fading to purple and finally black. Small neon 

diamonds flooded in from the edges, blinking rapidly in 

a staccato barrage of colors. The Corona Tower logo 

flashed on each screen, each one identical, with the 

black diamond glitter falling from a velvet sky. 

“Welcome, Diners.” Speakers blasted the salutation 

throughout the court. “Thank you for visiting the 

Corona Tower food court. We have what you need 

when you need it. Why wait, when you can get it now?” 

The voice was accompanied by booming music, not 

as discordant as the Pterodactyls’ wailing chords but 

too loud for easy conversation. The boys at the table 

with Garik watched the screens, as Garik was sure the 

advertisement intended. 

“Corona Tower would like to announce, coming 

this Friday night, for your enjoyment at the Corona 

Mall—” the voice and music growing louder with each 

word, “—the sensation of the summer, the great, the 

wonderful, the amazing—” 

“Cord and Roy!” Muhammad hooted the words. 

Cord and Roy were street fighters. Muhammad had 
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posters of them on his walls at his grandmother’s 

apartment. 

“Jezebel and the Sticks.” Ibn thumped the table, 

then he said it again several times. “Jezebel and the 

Sticks. Jezebel and the Sticks.” Jezebel and the Sticks 

was an alternative band Ibn had heard in Azerbaijan 

while staying with his uncle the previous summer. 

Garik and Hayat watched each other, a grin of 

anticipation revealing the whites of their teeth. 

“Jantzen Hefferly and the amazing Purple Mist!” 

“Huh?” Garik and Hayat shrugged, but the screens 

had jumped to a man in black, hooded, with black 

gloves covering his hands, and they turned to watch, 

along with everyone else in the court. The man in black 

stepped out of swirling purple fog and tossed his hood 

back to reveal a narrow face with black hair and a tight 

beard. His eyes glittered the same purple as the fog. 

The voice swelled, “Get your tickets now for one 

night only, this Friday at the Corona Mall!” 

The man in black evaporated into purple smoke. His 

gloves, coat, and hood crumpled to the ground, disap-

pearing into the fog as the smoke swelled out of the 

openings in the cloth and coalesced into a man-like 

form before whipping away like it had been caught in a 

stiff breeze. 

Reservation information flashed on the screens, and 

outside, the giant sign blared on in a flash of chaotic 

color before the words, “Jantzen Hefferly and the 
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Amazing Purple Mist,” rolled into position at the top, 

and “Friday Only” at the bottom. In between, a two-

meter-tall number pulsed. 

“Ten thousand.” Ibn looked around at the people 

sitting underneath the massive tower, taking advantage 

of the shaded food court. The adults with the birthday 

party had barely glanced at the promotion for the up-

coming Hefferly event. One of the little partiers was 

running free with a balloon in her hand, and her mouth 

was plastered with white and blue frosting. Two adults 

were chasing her, not with much luck. 

Past the central nexus with its blazing neon signs, a 

group of well-dressed and obviously well-heeled citi-

zens with heavily stitched boots, diamond-studded 

leather satchels, and elaborately styled hair lounged 

over a small cadre of tables. Before the announcement 

was over, they had their smart watches logging on to 

the Tower’s webpage for a link into the Corona Mall’s 

available ticket database. 

“Ten thousand, what the mall can accommodate.” 

Garik whistled. “And it’ll be full at that.” 

“What if we could score a ticket?” Muhammad’s 

eyes twinkled. “Even better, a dozen. See? We’re here, 

now. This is our Allah-given opportunity. Just go on-

line, and we’re in.” 

“And do what? You have a couple thousand you 

can shred on that, a magician?” Garik scoffed, although 

yes, he would if he could. But the twenty in his pocket, 
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the tickets were ten times that for the cheapest, and the 

best? So far out of sight it might as well be green 

cheese from the moon. 

“I get it,” Ibn said. “Not buy, Garik. Scalp, make 

two for one. Spend three, make six, keep three. I’m in. 

Who’s got a watch?” 

“Yo kay. As always, I got this, you dunderdudes.” 

Muhammad sighed and reached inside his tattered knit, 

and he pulled out a leather pouch attached to a cord 

around his neck. He unzipped it, pulled out an earbud 

and slipped it in place. He held the watch just above the 

table and said, “On, Ratchet.” 

Outside, the sign had begun to change. What had 

been ten thousand minutes before was now below eight 

and blinking fast. 

“Faster, Mo,” Hayat encouraged. He pointed to the 

sign, the arm of his robe like an angel wing as he 

flapped it emphatically. “Everybody else will be there 

before us. All gone.” He waved both arms, and with the 

sun behind him, his thin body was a skeleton animating 

his white wings. 

“Hush, dunderpuss. Ratchet only goes so fast.” 

Muhammad’s eyes remained fixed on the watch. He 

touched it once, then leaned in, speaking slowly and 

enunciating clearly. “Corona Mall tickets, Friday, 

Jantzen Hefferly. Twelve, please.” He looked up and 

grinned. He glanced back at the watch and frowned. 

“No, twelve.” The watch said something to him over 
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his earbud, and a look of irritation passed over his face. 

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize there was a limit. Four, then. 

Sure. Let me thumb you the approval.” 

He reached to place his thumb on the watch face 

when Hayat jumped from his seat, yelling, “It is almost 

zero!” 

Garik’s eyes were locked on the sign. In a matter of 

minutes, it had gone from ten thousand to only hun-

dreds. He didn’t know how he would pay for his share 

of the bill, but he would if he had to wash windows for 

Mrs. Waggoner. He’d even water her plants, for a year, 

even if it killed him. 

“Faster, Muhammad,” he said under his breath, 

afraid to commit to how much he wanted this, because 

city people never scored tickets to the events at the 

mall. The wall came up and they watched from the 

outside, if they could see anything at all. “Please.” 

Garik turned to Muhammad, unable to watch his 

dreams count down to nothing on the board, and willed 

Muhammad’s thumb to connect before the last tickets 

were gone. 

Then all the screens in the food court pulsed in a 

flashing cacophony of light, with Sold Out on each one. 

The sign outside now boasted a big fat zero, then with a 

twinkling spray of fireworks light, the zero changed to 

SOLD OUT. 

“Mo?” Ibn held his breath, his cheeks red, as he 

looked at his friend with his thumb pressed against his 

― Page 38 ― 



 
 
 
 

watch. 

“Move, move your thumb.” Hayat twisted one 

corner of his headscarf. “We wish to see, Muhammad.” 

“You’re the dunderpuss,” Garik teased, his stomach 

sick with hope. “Come on.” 

“Here’s the truth. Four tickets. Of that, I am sure.” 

He pulled his thumb away, and his face fell. 

“What?” Ibn leaned in and pulled on Muhammad’s 

hand. “Show us.”  

Muhammad turned the watch around so the others 

could see the screen. It was as Garik had expected, 

though not as he had hoped. They were right here. No 

one could have tried any harder or faster, and the tickets 

were all gone.  

Then cheers of triumph erupted from across the 

court. The well-heeled, diamond-studded fluencers 

were cheering. Once man wearing a studded belt and a 

diamond in each ear pumped his hand in the air and 

yelled out, “Fifty! For me and all my friends!” 

Garik glanced outside at the sign and the words 

SOLD OUT and back to the upper-crust Tower type 

cheering his fifty tickets. He caught Muhammad’s look 

of disgust as he stuffed his earbud and watch away and 

dropped the leather back down the neck of his shirt. 

It was as always, Garik thought, deflated despite not 

really expecting to get in to see Jantzen Hefferly and his 

amazing mist, whatever that had been. Video trickery, 

but cool, anyway.  
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“Let’s go, my friend.” Ibn slapped his shoulder. The 

others were standing, already. “We are not Tower peo-

ple. This is more proof. But we are friends, and that is 

better than a purple mist any day.” 

“Right.” Garik grinned. Still, though. One time. He 

wanted to be in just one time. 
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arik sniffed of the underside of the small refrigerator in 

his aunt’s apartment and jerked his head back in dis-

gust. 

“So, my sweet nephew. Is it dead?” Irina held a bot-

tle of milk, half empty, and she removed the lid.  

“I hope not, Iri. I may have to see if the junkyard 

has a new compressor. Did you know you have dead rat 

babies in here? I think the momma ate through the 

wiring.” 

“Rats? Probably from Shelina’s next door. She’s 

always catching rats in her traps. She puts them on the 

G 
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super’s doorstep. Is this spoilt? Arik will be crazy if 

there’s no milk for his Posties.” Irina held the milk 

Garik’s direction. 

The fridge was in the middle of the kitchen, tilted 

forward and leaning face down on a chair. Everything 

from inside covered the counters and spilled over onto 

the small dining table. Water dripped from the freezer 

compartment, and Irina pushed a soggy towel into the 

spreading puddle.  

“Not if it’s cold. Or cool. Nothing’s cold. Sorry. 

This rat nest smells. I don’t think I’ll be a good judge 

for your milk.” He reached inside the broken appliance 

with a small wrench and worked to free the broken part. 

“Maybe Arik will be late today. He doesn’t need to 

know about this.” Irina sloshed the milk hopefully, 

screwed the lid back on, and set it in a bowl of ice on 

the table next to a nearly full bottle of ketchup. “Or the 

fridge, if you can get it fixed, Gari.” 

“Maybe he won’t come home at all,” Garik mut-

tered. He didn’t mind being the fix-it guy for his aunt. 

She usually said thank you and seemed appreciative 

when he repaired things around the apartment. She also 

helped him with his own projects when she could 

squeeze a few dollars from the household budget. Arik? 

Garik didn’t enjoy helping him at all. Even when he did 

things right, like when he got the television working 

last month after it had been cutting off during Arik’s 

favorite shows for weeks, all his aunt’s boyfriend had 

― Page 42 ― 



 
 
 
 

been able to say was a growled, “About time. If we’re 

going to provide a room for you to park your lazy back-

side, the least you can do is keep things working around 

here.” 

Well, it wasn’t his fault that Arik couldn’t hold a 

decent job, or that old televisions went out, or that there 

wasn’t enough money to replace the fridge or the 

toaster, or any of the other things Garik had worked on 

the past year. 

“Got it free.” Garik sat up and displayed the small 

compressor. He picked off the part of the nest he’d 

pulled out with it. He stood and slipped it into a purple-

colored, wrinkled plastic bag with Fasst Market on the 

side in white letters and tied the built-in handles to-

gether. “I’ll be back with a new one quick as I can. Do 

me a favor, Iri. Clean the nest and chuck it all. Will 

you, for me?” He smiled and kissed her on the cheek. 

He didn’t wait for her answer before disappearing out 

the door. Irina would do it or not, depending on how 

distracted she was. She would agree because she 

wanted him to be happy, but he didn’t want her to feel 

like she had lied to him if she didn’t get it done.  

Garik didn’t try to peg his aunt to too high a bar. It 

hurt too much each time she fell off. 

Once outside, he checked to see that Mrs. 

Waggoner’s plants weren’t flooding his escape route, 

flew down the stairwell—only watching enough to 

avoid stepping into something he might have to wipe 
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off his shoe—and burst out of the building. No preteen 

crew to greet and tease, something he enjoyed, but just 

now hoped to avoid. Tonight was about meeting up 

with some of his friends. He could only pull that off if 

he could avoid Arik, and in the tiny apartment, he could 

only avoid the man if he was gone when he got home. 

He weighed taking the Street Strider. It was faster—

if it worked there and back, but he couldn’t leave it on 

the street if it broke. He touched his fob, thinking of the 

time gained. Even if he locked it, there were people that 

knew how to pick locks, given time, and even if his 

lock notified him his bike was being stolen, he wouldn’t 

be able to do anything about it except watch it be carted 

away. 

He stepped back inside and behind the stairs where 

a long corridor revealed chain link lockups for the resi-

dents, the one good thing about living in City View 

Apartments. Maybe the only good thing, except for 

Marisa. He keyed the four-digit code, pulled out his 

board, a Santa Cruz Classic Dot deck in blue, yellow, 

and red with black wheels. It had been his only wheels 

before the Strider. He still rode, though he borrowed at 

the skate park mostly—Muhammad’s wicked skulls or 

even Hayat’s unicorns. He slammed the gate, checked 

the lock, and fell onto his board once he hit the parking 

lot, brushing by the Strider and trailing four fingers 

along the jet-assist tube before vaulting out of the lot 

and onto the sidewalk beside Maple. 
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“Hey,” a male voice called as Garik pushed himself 

forward. 

Garik gripped his plastic Fasst Market bag tightly 

and turned to see Robbie Icardi, with his shined hair 

and dark sunglasses waving. 

“Later, Robbie,” Garik yelled with a wave. He 

looked forward just in time to dodge around a brown 

Lab doing its business on the sidewalk, and Garik 

laughed as the dog’s eyes grew wide and it tried to 

scoot sideways to give him room. “Sorry, Catnip. Catch 

you later.” 

He was already out of sight, and Garik leaned into 

his board, pumped with his feet a couple of times, and 

flew across Avenue C at a crosswalk light that seemed 

to know he was coming. 

“Thanks, light,” he called.  

It was mostly downhill, though gradual. Past Ninth 

and the train station, Bay City dropped off toward The 

Docks another twenty blocks away. He was only going 

as far as Eighth, and he pumped as often as he hunched 

down and flew, weaving around pedestrians, and only 

once stopping when a light refused to give him permis-

sion to cross without paying the penance for arriving 

too early. Flying through Washington where it turned 

into Eighth Avenue, the sign for We Got Junk appeared 

halfway down the block. 

Garik skidded through the tall industrial doors that 

opened to a vast array of disassembled machines where 
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he stepped off his Cruz and kicked one end up into his 

big hand. He looked around, saw who he was looking 

for, and called out, “Hey, Wesji. Got something I need 

you to help me find.” 

“Yo, dudette. You help me, I help you. Deal? 

What’s it today?” The big man wore greasy coveralls, 

and his head spouted a denim hat with the We Got Junk 

logo on the front. 

“This.” Garik held up the purple Fasst Market bag. 

We Got Junk was how Garik had repaired his bike on 

the cheap. Wesji let him trade off around the shop, 

disassembling or sweeping up for the used supplies he 

needed. “It’s a compressor for an EverKool 7.0.” 

“EverKool.” Wesji pulled a rag from a back pocket 

and wiped his hands. “Bottom freezer?” 

“Top.” Wesji’s question gave Garik reason to hope. 

If he was asking, then he knew what Garik needed. If 

he knew, then he likely had one, and EverKools were as 

common as trucks on a skater’s board. Like, two-to-a-

person. 

“You disassemble five EverKools and sort the parts, 

and I can give you one compressor guaranteed to work 

when you walk out the door.” Wesji took the bag and 

pulled out the broken compressor. He hefted it and 

sighed. “You need coolant, too?” 

“Maybe.” Garik grinned. Good ol’ Wesji. Coming 

through as always. “Can I do the fridges in a couple 

days? I got things planned, you know, with friends.” 
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“Ah, to be seventeen again. Sure, kid. This salvage-

able?” He held out the compressor, eyeing it critically. 

“I think it’s just the cords. I found a rat’s nest 

packed around it.” Garik pointed to one wire where it 

exited the unit. Toothmarks showed through the black 

insulation, and one wire was severed. 

“Ah, easy as grandma’s pie. Sure, three EverKools 

by Tuesday, and we’re even. How’s that, Garik, my 

little friend?” 

“Thanks, Wesji. You’re awesome. Are the com-

pressors still in the back by the bathtubs?” Garik was 

already backing away, aware that time was of the 

essence if he wanted to make his escape from the 

apartment before Arik claimed his evening. 

“No one’s moved them. Go. Get a can of refrigerant 

at the front desk.” Wesji waved him away with his rag 

and turned without waiting on Garik to see where he 

headed. 

Garik leaned his board against a rack of doorknobs 

and bathroom faucets, and he tore down the open aisle, 

barely catching himself, slipping on the gritty floor, as 

he dived into the compressors. Breathlessly, he scanned 

the shelves next to the bathtubs, his eyes jumping past 

piping, used toilets, and a scattered array of disas-

sembled appliances. The compressors had been moved 

from the middle shelf to the bottom, despite Wesji’s 

reassurances, replaced by a rack of sealed-glass stove 

burners. Garik squatted, ran his hand down the dusty 
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compressors until he found one that looked right. A 

paper tag attached with a string said, “EverKool 5.5-

9.8.” 

“Gotcha.” He snatched it up and tucked it under his 

arm. On the way out, he waved to Ulldressa, high on a 

ladder behind the payment desk. He started to explain 

that he had permission from Wesji to take the com-

pressor and can of coolant, when she called down, 

“Refrigerant is in the yellow bag. Just plug it into the 

port once you get it attached. Be careful on that skate-

board.” 

“Bye. I will.” And he was gone, his wheels minia-

ture tornadoes pushing him along. 

  

“HEY, MARI.” Garik held his board in one hand as he 

burst through the stairwell door and the yellow bag with 

the compressor and refrigerant in the other. He was 

surprised but pleased to see her sitting in the stairwell.  

“No wonder I couldn’t find you.” She pointed to the 

board. 

He shrugged. “I’ve got a fridge to fix, hopefully 

before Arik comes home.” He held up the yellow bag.  

“Too late.” She smiled apologetically, the bearer of 

bad news. “I thought you’d forgotten how to ride the 

old Cruz.” 

“Never. Couldn’t risk the Strider breaking down.” 

He looked upstairs, his heart sinking, and his stomach 

churning. “You saw Arik?” He wanted her to say she 
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was teasing. Please, he begged. Teasing, Marisa. Teas-

ing. 

“I’ll carry this.” She reached for the board and 

headed towards the storage lockers. “I hoped you’d 

come with us to see if we can see any of the show at the 

Tower.” 

“The show at the Tower?” No! Unfair! 

“You repeating me, now, Gari?” She rapped his 

forehead with her knuckles.  

“Hefferly, right? Isn’t it purple fire or something? 

How, I mean, if it was music, you could hear every-

thing, but a magic act? You won’t be able to see any-

thing, and there’ll be nothing to hear.” Still, to go, to at 

least try to get a peek. 

“Alexi’s uncle has an apartment on Sycamore. 

We’re meeting there. From his roof, Alexi says you can 

see the mall.” 

“Alexi’s in detention.” They were at the gate, and 

Garik entered the code twice before it took. He opened 

the gate and turned to Marisa before stepping in. “How 

are you meeting at Alexi’s uncle’s if Alexi’s in deten-

tion?” 

“Not exactly at his uncle’s. His uncle’s out of town. 

Alexi knows the passcode into the building, that’s 

how.” 

“Oh.” He worked his Santa Cruz into the piles of 

stuff and pushed the gate to as he exited, rattling it to be 

sure it was locked. 
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“I have to . . .” He reached for the sack. 

“Fix the fridge, I know. I was up to see your aunt. 

When I found your bike still here, I hoped you were 

back. I stayed in the stairwell to warn you about Arik.” 

“I—” His voice broke. He wanted to go, to see the 

show, to look down on the mall if he couldn’t be on the 

mall, to try to see Jantzen Hefferly do his purple thing, 

the one that had looked so cool on the promotion at the 

food court. “I—I have to go upstairs and fix the fridge.” 

“You want to borrow my electrified sword?” She 

pulled a folded page of paper from a pocket. “I brought 

it to give you power, if you think it will help. I think I 

got the schematics figured out, so it’s fully charged and 

operational.” 

He laughed and accepted the offering, unfolding it. 

She had drawn herself as Sunchaser, with two electri-

fied swords on her back. He looked up and grinned. 

“Thank you.” 

“Maybe this will help. Kevin Lee from Ai Kee! is 

auditioning for a film role tomorrow at The Martial 

Arts Center. One o’clock, and the public is invited to 

watch and cheer. I scored two tickets. Want to go with 

me and meet him? He might even show us some 

moves.” She smiled, her eyes a peace offering, soothing 

the knowledge that his aunt’s boyfriend would likely 

make Garik’s evening a brutal nightmare. 

“Thanks, Marisa. Okay. Sure, if I survive the night 

with Arik eating all my happy thoughts and vomiting 
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them all over me.” 

“Baby. You’re tougher than you know. Get up there 

and cool your aunt’s milk. She’s afraid it will spoil, and 

no one likes spoilt milk.” 

“Least of all Arik.” He grinned. “See you tomor-

row.” 

Garik took his bag and leaped up the steps, taking 

them three at a time. If he was to be dinner, he might as 

well get started and get it done. Maybe Arik would fall 

asleep in front of the television, and he could disappear 

to his room, stuck at home, but so clearly not stuck in 

the same room with his aunt’s grumpy boyfriend. 
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he next morning, Garik flew down the steps in the 

stairwell, grateful not to have seen anyone up and about 

in the apartment. It was far too early to meet up with 

Marisa, but that didn’t mean he had to sit in the apart-

ment and stare at Arik’s bristly mug while the man 

slurped his milk out of his bowl as he ate breakfast. 

Better to be out and about in the city, maybe on his 

bike. 

He had his watch back—thank you, Arik, but not 

really, you big lump—and could call to see who could 

meet up with him to do something. Too bad it couldn’t 
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be Jantzen Hefferly and his purple fog, but maybe he 

could hear about it. When second best was dished your 

way, sometimes that’s what you had to take. 

He burst through the door to the parking lot and 

drew up short. Arik sat on his bike, sideways, one leg 

propped up on the jet-assist tube, and a smoke dangling 

from between two fingers. When he saw Garik, he blew 

out a twin stream of smoke through his nostrils. 

“What are you doing down here?” Garik couldn’t 

think what else to say. Arik, Arik was sitting on his 

Street Strider. 

“Better said, I knew you would be down here, and 

now you are. I need this bike unlocked.” 

“What for?” Garik felt of the fob around his neck. It 

was his, his fob, his bike, his thumbprint to unlock the 

lock. Arik had no right. 

“Now, kid, easy or hard, which way do you want it? 

It’s not my fault you let the fridge break, not my fault 

that you took that dinky skaterboard looking for parts, 

not my fault that you’re such a good-for-nothing that 

this whole complex is falling apart brick by brick.” The 

man had gone from a light rain to a thunder squall in 

the space of one sentence and was now yelling. 

“How am I responsible for how the complex is 

maintained?” You, he thought. You’re the one who 

won’t look for a new apartment. You’re the one who’s 

credit keeps my aunt and me living in this hovel. You, 

Arik. 
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Anger boiled, but Garik dared not breathe those 

words, not if he wanted any freedom at all. He’d be 

grounded for the rest of the summer if he gave Arik the 

least reason. 

“Unlock, please.” Arik was calmer, even placating, 

but that was like him, softening up his prey so he could 

strike again. He crooked the two fingers holding his 

smoke and pulled them to him several times in rapid 

succession. “Now.” 

“Sometimes the bike breaks, Arik. It just stops 

dead, and I have to pull over and repair it.” And Arik 

wouldn’t know how, would walk off from it, and it 

would be unlocked and easy pickings for anyone who 

happened to be interested. 

“Should’a thought of that when you let the milk 

spoil. And I ain’t walking. Now, little man, or I might 

decide to take this bike away, just like I did that watch.” 

Arik nodded at Garik’s wrist, and Garik tried to 

hide it before he caught himself, realizing that’s what 

the man wanted him to do. 

“Just because you put it behind your back doesn’t 

mean I don’t know it’s there, Gari.” He spit the name 

like soured milk. “Don’t insult my intelligence. Now, 

the bike, cause I’m hungry, and that milk’s not getting 

here on its own.” 

“I’ll go for it.” Desperation clutched at Garik, 

pounding in his head. “Right there and back.” 

“Not with my money.” He swung one leg over the 
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jet-assist tube and squirmed to settle himself in. “Never 

ridden it. Might be fun.” He leered at his girlfriend’s 

nephew, and he winked like he intended to treat it like 

he stole it. 

Which was what he was trying to do. 

“Arik?” 

They both looked up. Irina was in her robe, her hair 

in a tangle, with Mrs. Waggoner’s greenery above 

framing her into a sleepy garden nymph.  

“Gari, here.” She held out a twenty, the twin to the 

one from the day at the food court. “You forgot this on 

the way out the door. Besides milk, can you get me a 

candy bar? Coconut, if they have one. At Masti’s?” 

“At Masti’s, right. They have them. Only one?” 

Thank you, Irina, he breathed. Thank you, thank you. 

Without waiting on Arik, Garik darted into the 

stairwell, took them three at a whack, and tried to walk 

calmly down the balcony to Irina. When he reached for 

the bill, Irina pressed it into his hand and wrapped both 

hers around his. 

“Sorry, Gari. I want Arik to be a good man. I know 

you do, too.” She smiled weakly, and her eyes watered. 

“This is my last one. Get yourself something, too, cause 

I don’t know when I’ll have more. Arik, well, Arik 

can’t find a job, and he needs money, sometimes.” 

“I love you, Iri. Thank you, thank you. I’ll be right 

back with the milk. And your candy bar.” He grinned as 

he turned to walk away. “Thank you again,” he said, 
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blowing her a kiss. 

Downstairs, Arik was leaning against a post, a 

blackened and discarded fag on the ground at his feet. 

He ground it into the pavement with the sole of his 

shoe. His shoulders were hunched, and he drew in a 

deep breath. A fresh smoke brightened between his lips.  

Garik felt the man’s eyes burn into him as he tucked 

the twenty into a pocket and buttoned the flap. He 

thumbed the fob, caught the lock as it released, and 

stowed it away. The fuel pack and the injector were a 

nuisance mostly, but today, he fiddled with them, tak-

ing longer than necessary, and making a point of how 

much trouble his bike was to operate. He thumbed the 

starter, inserted the injector and thumbed it again, only 

relaxing when the jet tube burst into flame. 

Arik pulled away from the pole, walked by Garik’s 

bike, and blew smoke into Garik’s air. Garik coughed 

and cleared his throat, trying to stay focused on the 

machine rumbling between his legs. 

“This time, boy.” Arik flicked ash at him, sauntered 

away without looking back, and disappeared into the 

shadowy stairwell. 

  

“AND AFTER that? You smashed his face, right?” 

Robbie Icardi grinned as he dangled his legs off the side 

of the bowl nestled in the corner of the Connel Street 

Skate Park. He wore crisply creased yellow shorts, a 

bright blue polo shirt, and his shoes were brilliantly 
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white and spotless. Needless to say, Robbie had never 

mounted a skateboard, and as he would tell anyone who 

ribbed him about it, he hoped he never did. 

He flinched when Muhammad Saud flew up and 

caught the rim with his board, yelling out, “Dunder-

saps,” before dropping back into the bowl. 

“Yeow, I wish he wouldn’t do that.” Robbie 

straightened his shirt. “I would have, you know, 

smashed his face if my brother did that to me.” 

“He’s not my brother. He’s my aunt’s boyfriend, 

and yes, I have to take it.” Garik waited his turn for 

Muhammad’s board. His Strider hadn’t restarted after 

his milk run, and he hadn’t wanted to give Arik the 

satisfaction of inserting the knife and twisting it, too. 

He had locked it and left on foot, too embarrassed to 

even retrieve his board knowing Arik might be watch-

ing. 

“He’s only five years older than you. My brother, 

Lawrence, is seven older than me, and I don’t do any-

thing he tells me to do.” 

“Well, so—” Garik raised an arm and called, “Mo, 

my turn.” He clapped Robbie on the shoulder and 

leaped to his feet. “Sorry, Robbie. My turn.” 

He was tired of talking about Arik. He couldn’t do 

anything about Arik. Nobody understood. So he did 

what he could, leaped on Muhammad’s board and 

dropped into the bowl. On the other side, he worked 

himself over a protruding hip, down a sloped rail, and 
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dropped into the funbox to grind along a steel-edged 

bench. He came off and hit the ground running, pop-

ping his board up and grasping it in his arm, panting. 

“Whoo!” he yelled, pumping one arm into the air. 

His watch began to chime, and he popped an earbud 

into his ear. “Yeah, who is it?” 

“Me, you ridiculous ape. Who do you think? I heard 

you and Arik going at it this morning. You grounded?” 

“I think everybody heard it.” Garik dropped to sit 

on a rail that was vacant of riders. 

“Yah, and your aunt was brilliant. Did Arik enjoy 

his milk?” Marisa tittered. 

“Probably. I didn’t stick around.” Muhammad 

waved for his board, and Garik pointed to his watch and 

motioned for him to come get it. 

“I hear wheels. Are you on your skateboard?” 

“Nah. I walked. But I am using Mo’s. Are we still 

on for our date?” 

“Date?” Marisa laughed. “What date? But yes, 

we’re still meeting at Ai Kee! Do you need a ride? I bet 

I could drum up a skateboard somewhere.” 

“You don’t ride.” He pictured her falling off every 

four feet. 

“Walk, then. I’ll be at the skate park in an hour.” 

Garik pulled out his earbud just as Muhammad 

strolled up. He kicked the end of his board and caught 

it, then he dropped beside Garik. 

“Allah be praised. Garik’s talking to a girl.” He 
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grinned. 

“You don’t know.” He tucked the earbud in his 

pocket and looked across the park. Robbie was follow-

ing a skinny girl in green tights and a clingy skirt. She 

looked about thirteen and very uninterested. 

“You and Marissa still on for the thing at Ai Kee!? 

What, a movie or something like that?” Muhammad 

grinned. 

 “Something. Not a movie. You know Kevin Lee?” 

“A trainer, er, instructor at the Center?” He was 

tracing the skull on his longboard with his finger. He 

wasn’t into martial arts, as he insisted to anyone who 

asked, but to watch, that was okay. 

“Plus, he competes—” 

“Won at Nationals last year, right? See, I do know a 

little about him.” 

“He’s auditioning for a movie roll. Marisa and I are 

going to be part of the audience.” It felt good to Garik 

to put them together in a sentence, Marisa and I.  

Still, the sun had found a spot just overhead to pum-

mel the skate park, and Garik made his way to the 

shaded pavilion on the east side of the park. A water 

fountain, a quarter hour of roughhousing, and several 

wet shirts passed the time until Garik saw Marisa wav-

ing from the entrance, their two tickets in her hand. 

“Yo, guys,” he called, leaping to his feet. “Pray I 

get a movie roll. I’ll move to Corona Tower in one of 

the fancy apartments, and you can all come visit.” 
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“Yeah, pah!” Muhammad waved him away with a 

languid hand motion. “We be moving in with you.” 

He and Robbie laughed, and Garik took off running. 

Kevin Lee. The movies. Some people got all the luck. 

But he had Marisa. He leaped over a low wall, and he 

slowed down as he reached her. 

“You ever talk to Kevin?” She was a martial arts 

freak. If she’d been to the Center, Garik knew she must 

have. 

“A few times. Once he helped with how to hold my 

hands.” She shrugged, pleased.  

“So, he knows your name?” Garik grinned.  

“Pssst!” She elbowed him in the ribs. “He’s got 

better things to do than know my name. You know, if 

you want an autograph, now’s the time. By next year, 

he’ll be too famous for us, by far.” 

“Not too famous for Halo Sunchaser.” Sunchaser, a 

Tower elite, the wielder of Marisa’s electrified sword. 

“Doesn’t she visit the Center? I hear she’s a martial arts 

nut like you.” 

“I’m not a nut, just interested. And I take lessons. 

I’ve seen her there.” 

“What I can’t figure out, why would she need to 

learn martial arts? She has that sword. Does she carry it 

at the Center?” Garik grinned. He imagined an old-time 

cowboy, his whip attached at his waist and a rifle on his 

saddle, ready to take down any bad guy that came 

along. 
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“Dreamer.” Marisa shook her head and laughed. 

“She might be there. You never know. She trains with 

Kevin some days, but I heard who Kevin Lee has eyes 

for.” 

“You?” He grinned, teasing, and made a heart with 

his hands. 

“Callie Fornya.” 

“Wasn’t she in the Olympics?” Even Garik had 

heard of her. 

“Got injured and now works at the Center. Ai 

Kee!’s poster girl. Except she never gets on the floor. 

She does the financial books and poses for the adver-

tising stills.” 

“She’s the girl on the billboards?” She looked ready 

to take an opponent down. 

“Talks the talk, but she can’t walk the walk. Once a 

member of the U.S.A. Olympic team, Callie Fornya says 

. . . well, she doesn’t get my respect.” 

“How sad—” Garik was picturing Kevin Lee, and 

well, Callie Fornya was beautiful, even if she couldn’t 

compete on the floor. 

“I respect Halo Sunchaser more. That sword could 

take down anyone, no effort required. It’s not carrying 

it—” 

“It’s knowing she can.” Garik finished her sentence. 

That was much better. 
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hey had talked out Halo Sunchaser by the time they 

reached The Martial Arts Center and Ai Kee! The street 

was filled with cars and pedestrians and several black 

SUVs. This was clearly an event. Thank goodness for 

their tickets. 

They were asked for them at the door. The doorman 

looked at them carefully, studied Garik and Marisa’s 

faces, and without saying anything, tore the tickets in 

half and returned one end to them, allowing them 

entrance. 

“What was he about?” Garik turned and frowned. 
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“I don’t care.” Marisa laughed. “Follow me. I know 

where they are having the interview. We can still get 

good seats.” 

Garik followed close on her heels.  

The audition was in the Center’s competition gym, 

a room with a vast ceiling and a bank of risers along 

one wall with narrow windows bordering the ceiling. 

Callie Fornya’s picture covered a large section of one 

wall. In it, Callie wore a black robe tied at the waist 

with a cloth belt. Her copper-colored hair was in a 

sensible bob, and her green eyes jumped out of the 

image. The Ai Kee! logo filled the background, and 

below her, it stated, “Olympic Quality Facilities. For 

the Olympian in You!” 

Marisa explained that normally multiple mats were 

set up. Numerous people trained at the same time, but 

today, only one was in the middle of the room. Props 

had been brought in, with a temporary backdrop that 

looked like a scene from an old-fashioned Chinatown 

film. 

“The lights,” Garik asked, pointing around the 

massive room. Large lights were on tall stands, some 

reaching nearly to the ceiling.  They seemed overkill for 

the well-lighted space. “Don’t those get in the way?” 

“Yes, they would,” she explained, “but the lights 

aren’t normally in the gym. This is a special setup all 

for Kevin’s audition.” 

“Ah. Hollywood.” Garik pictured movies he’d seen. 
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He guessed this was how they made them. Several 

bulky cameras on rollers had cables running to an 

electronics-filled table off to the side, yet more movie-

specific additions to the gym. 

Sitting a row in front of them and down some, 

Marisa pointed to a woman with bristly short hair and 

dangling earrings. She wore a lime green flowered top 

and black lycra pants. “Vegan Flo.” She giggled. “She 

never eats meat because it’s not neat.” 

“Vegan Flo?” Garik thought Vegans dressed in 

shiny silver. “Where’s her outer space gear?” 

“Shush. Not so loud.” Marisa put her finger to her 

lips. “Not like the star Vega. It’s a diet thing. She tells 

everyone that she never touches anything that touches 

animals. She wears cotton or synthetics—” she giggled 

“—or nothing at all, I guess.” 

“Doesn’t oil come from animals? That’s how syn-

thetics are made.” 

Marisa shrugged. “Talk to Vegan Flo about it. Oh, 

and there’s Jung Il-woo.” 

“The Chinese guy?” A tall man with long arms and 

short black hair walked in. A pretty face, he was cleanly 

shaven with a black tee, tan chinos, and sneakers. 

“Yes, but South Korean, I think.” 

He was followed by a shorter, heavier woman a few 

years older, in a business suit in a good cut, with a simi-

lar ethnic cast to her face. “Who’s the other one? Any-

one you know?” 

― Page 64 ― 



 
 
 
 

“Drinking companion at Kerre’s Dive, the gossips 

say. Shin So Min. Always pays for his drinks.” She 

snickered and linked her fingers, then shrugged. “I 

don’t think so and don’t care, because I think she’s a 

foreign agent for the Chinese government. Maybe Il-

woo is infiltrating Vegan Flo’s vegan lifestyle so they 

can monetize it for worldwide export. It’d make a bun-

dle.” 

“I don’t think so. No one would want it. She could 

be Korean, too. Maybe she’s his mother.” 

A door off to the side opened, and a boy who 

looked about sixteen leaped through in full martial arts 

dress. He landed with his feet spread and his hands 

high, making a chopping motion, as he yelled out, “Ai 

Kee!” 

“Not Daniel.” Marisa sank into her seat and put her 

hand over her eyes. 

“I thought his name was Kevin.” Too many names 

for too many people, and Garik was getting lost, but he 

remembered Kevin Lee’s name.  

“That isn’t Kevin.” Marisa spread her fingers just 

wide enough to see Daniel Kim walk onto the set and 

pretend to karate chop one of the props. He hit it, and as 

it toppled, a woman wearing one of the studio’s look-

alike outfits dropped her tablet onto a table and made a 

beeline for Daniel. Daniel held up his hands to the 

risers, as if waiting for the audience to acknowledge his 

amazing performance. 
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“Not Kevin.” Garik watched as the woman took the 

boy’s arm and maneuvered him off the set and set him 

in a chair behind the studio equipment. She waggled a 

finger at him as if admonishing him to stay put. “Who 

is he?” 

“A boy. I don’t know why he’s at the Center.” 

“He shows up and just chills, then.” That was okay 

with Garik. If they let people chill at the Center, maybe 

he could, too, at least some. He was having fun. 

“No, he gets paid, but I’m not sure what for. Per-

haps to clean up. Janitor, maybe.” 

“Oh.” Then it hit Garik. “I’ve seen Daniel at school, 

I think. He’s in Wajeha’s class.” 

“Yeah, Daniel Kim. At least he tries, I can respect 

that. And the changing rooms are always clean. Shush. I 

think we’re starting.” 

The banks of lights clicked on, and the gym 

brightened as they began to warm. Cameramen nestled 

into the seats on the camera rigs, and several martial 

arts performers Marisa didn’t know took their places in 

front of the backdrop. 

Kevin Lee appeared in loose pants and a bare torso, 

tight and fit. A blonde-headed director walked around 

the mock set, described what she wanted, and called, 

“Action!” She had them repeat several short takes, and 

after less time than Garik and Marisa had waited for the 

hoopla to start, the director called, “Cut,” and the studio 

team began breaking down their equipment.  

― Page 66 ― 



 
 
 
 

The owner of Ai Kee!, Mr. Mandering, got on the 

speaker system and announced in a crisp and clean-cut 

Des Moines accent, “Visitors, guests, and those of you 

who are patrons of our facility, as the owner of Ai Kee!, 

I would like you to join us at the Corona Tower food 

court to visit with our movie hopeful, Kevin Lee. Kevin 

will be available for photos and autographs, twenty 

dollars each. Come on down. We’ll start at two. No 

refreshments provided by us, but it’s the food court! 

You can purchase whatever you want. I’ve arranged for 

a twenty percent discount on any food purchases from 

Chow Down between two and three. Tell the cashier 

that you’re with Gerry.” Gerry laughed as he disen-

gaged from the microphone and waved at the audience 

on the risers. 

As the people around Garik and Marisa began to 

stand and work their way off the risers, a pretty woman 

wearing a shirt emblazoned with Kickstarting Life and 

stylized versions of an adult holding the hands of two 

children walked up to Gerry. A boy about eight tagged 

behind her, holding to her purse strap. She reached to 

Gerry’s arm in a familial way, and they laughed about 

something. 

“His wife?” Garik nodded their direction.  

“A parent, I think, but the kid’s not from here. 

Kickstarting is an after-school program for troubled 

youth.” She shrugged and stood. 

“The boy doesn’t look troubled.” 
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“You can’t always tell. Look at us.” She winked at 

him. “Do you want to go for ‘photos and autographs’ or 

do something else?” 

“Of course.” Garik stood and grinned. Meet Kevin 

Lee—maybe—and spend more time with Marisa. That 

was always a good way to spend the day. 

  

A SECTION of the food court was roped off with a 

long table draped with fabric sporting Kevin’s name. 

There were the expected kids, many who took classes at 

Ai Kee!, and others who had shown up because of the 

news announcements about the audition. Kevin was a 

minor local hero, especially to the younger crowd in the 

city. They crowded around, wide-eyed and adoring. 

Kevin charmed them. He walked around the table and 

knelt at their sides for photos; and he signed tee shirts, 

paper receipts, and even sold a number of Ai Kee! auto-

graphed photographs.  

The adults took over after the kids dispersed to a 

late lunch or early dinner, several well-heeled by their 

dress, and the free autographs ended. Gerry set up an Ai 

Kee! backdrop and began taking money, pushing Kevin 

to go faster, to keep the photo conversations brief, and 

not to autograph anything people didn’t pay for. 

Garik and Marisa combined their change and, with 

Gerry’s discount, were able to share an order of fries 

and two glasses of water. The rest was entertainment. 

After three, the ropes were removed, and the regular 
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visitors that weren’t at the audition and had no clue 

what was going on without Kevin’s sign began to filter 

in, diluting the familiar faces. Garik was surprised when 

a hand reached between them and placed a huge order 

of nachos on the table. 

“I saw you two at the audition.” Kevin carried a 

glass to the other side of the table and sat. “I didn’t get 

to eat, and since you guys are familiar faces, I thought 

you might not mind sharing.” He pushed the nachos 

their direction. 

“Seriously?” Garik’s fries had only made him hun-

grier, and he grinned, taking one and biting into it. 

“You’re welcome. I’m Kevin.” He held his hand 

over the table. 

“Garik.” He wiped his hand and shook. “And this 

is—” 

“—Marisa, I know.”  

“See?” Garik cut his eyes to Marisa. “He does know 

your name.” 

“What?” Kevin asked, his eyes twinkling. “I’m a 

topic of discussion between you two?” 

“Yah,” Garik said. “All morning. You signed a lot 

of autographs, huh?” 

“More than Mandering expected. Did you see the 

richies? Money, money. I could use some of that, but I 

don’t know about the Hollywood thing. So boring. Did 

you see how many times they wanted me to do each 

scene? And each one was perfect. I want to do, not wait 
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and redo so they can have ten identical takes to slice 

and dice.” He took two nachos at a time, one in each 

hand, and bit into one, dripping cheese that he caught in 

the other. 

Richies! That topic interested Garik. “Did you know 

any of the richies?” 

“Maybe.” Kevin licked one finger. “Did you see the 

blond guy with the hair?” He touched his hair and 

flipped his fingers up. 

“The blue?” When Kevin and Garik looked at her, 

Marisa shrugged. “I notice those things.” 

“Then you must have noticed his girl. Boris and 

Kirsten. He’s with Lindemann Airways and she’s an 

heir to the Kaudlitz hotel chain. One of many, I’m sure, 

but worth a lot. They have one of the apartments up-

stairs. Lindemann likes to tell people that there’s some-

thing going on in the sub-basement, but what does he 

know? Nothing, probably. They were instrumental in 

connecting me with the Hollywood bunch.” 

“It’s cool that you know them.” Garik remembered 

the group that had scored the fifty tickets for Jantzen 

Hefferly. Had Boris Lindemann been there? With the 

blue tips in his hair, surely he would have stood out. 

“I don’t, dude. I know of them. They like my local 

fame. That’s rich people. They have money, but if 

they’re smart, no one knows who they are. I suppose 

they like that, but they feel bigger if they are connected 

to people with a little star recognition. We all do, I 
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guess. Gives us a sense of value. Me?” He chuckled. 

“The person I want to connect with doesn’t know I’m 

alive.” 

“Callie?” Garik had the name out before he realized 

what he’d said. Marisa kicked his shin, and he leaned 

down to rub it. 

“So, everyone knows.” Kevin laughed sourly. 

“Except Callie. Maybe if I do the movie thing, then 

she’ll notice me.” 

They turned at a sound from the street running 

alongside the mall. Several car doors slammed one after 

another. Two black SUVs drove off, and a half-dozen 

military types in dress blues and dark sunglasses strode 

into the shade under the Corona Tower, walking right 

by their table. One solid-looking man brushed Garik’s 

elbow, and he paused, turned, and said, “My apologies, 

sir.” 

“No problem.” Garik looked up with a smile. 

The military type removed his glasses. “I thought I 

recognized that voice. Garik, right? I didn’t see your 

Strider outside.” The man reached to the other two and 

shook hands. “Wu Han, U.S. Air Force. If you’re with 

Garik, I’m glad to meet you. I would stay for intro-

ductions, but I must go. I’m expected at a meeting.” 

With a nod, he returned his sunglasses to his nose 

and headed toward the elevators. 

Kevin reached to Garik, rubbed the back of his 

fingers down his shirt front, and grinned. “Now who’s 
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the important one?” 

“Garik?” Marisa pushed him on the shoulder. “How 

did that happen?” 

Garik felt his face warm. He wasn’t used to being 

the center of anyone’s attention, not in a good way, 

anyway. He pointed to the bank of elevators by the food 

court kiosk. As the doors opened for the military types, 

the down arrow was clearly lighted. 

“What’s in the basement, do you think?”  

“Ask Lindemann. He knows.” Kevin laughed, took 

another nacho, and invited his two newest friends to do 

the same. 
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alfway through a second bowl of nachos, Kevin Lee 

leaped to his feet, paused long enough to say, “Wait 

here. This is so exciting!” and vanished into a wall of 

Japanese-speaking tourists complete with broad-

brimmed hats, colorful shirts, sunglasses, and phones 

snapping photos of the mall and the food court. 

“That was sudden,” Marisa said. “Perhaps he has to 

go. I wouldn’t think of that as exciting.” She grinned. 

“No, but look who’s here.” Garik pointed to an 

ebony face with a towering headwrap in vivid jungle 

colors clearly visible among the colorful tourists. Halo 

H 
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Sunchaser, a recognized researcher and martial arts 

aficionado, respected around the city, and occasionally 

seen transiting the food court, was eminently recog-

nizable, even to someone like Garik, who never did 

anything martial arts at all. She was draped in a kaftan 

in shimmering orange and green. 

“She’s here?” Marisa sat up, now interested. “I’ve 

never seen her outside of Ai Kee! Does she have her 

sword?”  

Garik gave Marisa a puzzled look. Sunchaser would 

actually wear it around the city? When he saw her 

wink, he laughed. Teasing. She was goading him just 

for fun. 

“Maybe,” he teased back. He stood partway. “I 

can’t see her that well. Oh, Kevin’s with her. I forget 

that you said they know one another. She’s one of his 

students.” 

Sunchaser seemed giant next to the tourists. Her 

headwrap accentuated her height, making Kevin short 

by comparison. Garik watched Kevin point, and Sun-

chaser turned their way and smiled. She nodded and 

moved their direction, parting the sea of Japanese tour-

ists like an African goddess. 

She almost was, Garik acknowledged. An electri-

fied sword? The weapon of a goddess, if there ever was 

one. He wondered how that worked. Could anyone use 

it, or was it based on fingerprint or DNA recognition? 

Too bad Marisa hadn’t been able to find the final layer 
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of schematics for the sword.  

As she drew closer, Garik was impressed by her 

hawk-like nose and sharp, piercing eyes. She smiled as 

she spoke with Kevin, but there was something preda-

tory in her expression. Just for a moment, he shivered, 

then she was at their table holding out a hand with long 

fingers and talon-like nails in bright red. 

“I had forgotten about Kevin’s audition, or I would 

have been at the Center earlier. I’m so glad he caught 

me. You must be his friends. Garik, I would recognize 

you in an instant. Such beautiful bronze skin. You 

lucky boy, you, even if no one tells you.” She shook his 

hand, dragging her nails across his skin for a moment as 

she released her hold on him. She turned to Marisa. 

“I’ve seen you at the Center. We’ve not met, but you 

can only be Marisa. Such a pretty face. You must be the 

rage among all the boys. Probably hated by all the 

girls.” 

Sunchaser laughed, and for a moment, Garik didn’t 

know how to take her veiled compliments. Her next 

words took his worries away. 

“I have a competition in South Africa next month, 

and Kevin has been honing my meager skills. Then, we 

can’t all be national champions like Mr. Lee, here.” She 

took Kevin’s hand and patted the top of it before releas-

ing it. “I hope for the best for your movie career, but I 

hate that I might be losing my best teacher. And your 

friends, thank you for introducing me. I love young 

― Page 75 ― 



 
 
 
 

people. New blood, fresh. You are all wonderful.” 

“Ms. Sunchaser?” Marisa had her arms on the table, 

and she took a deep breath. “You work here, don’t 

you?” 

“In the Corona Tower? Of course. Why?” She 

glanced behind Marisa, whether looking for someone, it 

was hard to tell. It seemed that her eyes did something 

and then refocused on the table and the three friends. 

“My sister.” Marisa looked down before seeming to 

regain her confidence and holding up her head. “My 

sister, Marina. She came to work for the Tower two 

years ago, and my family hasn’t heard from her since. I 

thought, well, since you work here, you might know 

something, maybe you’ve seen her.” 

“Marina? I can’t say that I have—” 

“My mother says I look a lot like her.” Marisa’s 

eyes pleaded. 

“Now that you mention it, I thought you looked 

familiar, even at the gym. Maybe I can check on that 

for you. Nelson Tutu keeps up with our itinerant 

workers.” For a moment, her expression shifted, her 

eyes hardened, perhaps, and then her smile returned. 

“Bruni, right? I’ll ask Nelson about a Marina Bruni and 

see if he knows anything. I must run. Thank you, 

Kevin, and I’ll see you in our next session at the 

Center.” 

She turned, stately in her height and flowing kaftan, 

and smoothly moved away, almost as if not moving at 
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all. 

“I’m surprised but happy.” Garik grinned at Marisa. 

“Oh?” Marisa licked her lips and seemed jittery. 

“Your sister. You never want to discuss her. Now 

you might find out something.” 

“Right from the source,” Kevin added. “I didn’t 

know you had a sister.” 

“She doesn’t talk about it.” Garik stage-whispered 

the words, grinning. 

“I still don’t plan to.” Marisa’s eyes narrowed. “So, 

Gari. You can have an opinion, too, Kevin. Let me ask 

you this. How did she know my sister’s last name 

would be Bruni?” 

“Kevin?” This answer seemed easy to Garik. “You 

told her, right?” 

“No.” He shrugged. “Maybe from the gym?” 

“I don’t think so. She said she’d seen me but that 

we’d never met. There’s no reason for her to know my 

name.” 

Kevin’s watch chimed, and he glanced at it. “I have 

a client at the Center in half an hour. This is my signal 

to leave.” He shoveled one last nacho in his mouth and 

stood, still crunching his final bite of chips, the side of 

his face shifting as his jaw moved up and down. He 

cleared his area and stacked the refuse from their late 

lunch on the food court tray from the kiosk.  

“We’ll get that, Kevin.” Marisa gathered several 

small salt packets scattered around and added them to 
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the tray. 

“Leave it like you found it is my motto. Cleaner if 

you can.” He grinned. “I’ll see you at the Center, 

Marisa. Feel free to say hi even if I’m giving a lesson. I 

can introduce you to people. And you, Garik, come on 

down. We might get you interested. What do you say?” 

Garik shook his head emphatically, and Kevin 

laughed before waving and heading off. The gaggle of 

tourists had clustered around the central kiosk for a 

time, but now they were spread about, seated and eating 

or visiting. Kevin made his way through them without 

having to request a one to move. 

“Thank you for inviting me today.” Garik peered 

into the nacho bowl, but he was stuffed, and although 

they still smelled good, the thought of anything else in 

his stomach was unbearable, and he pushed the bowl to 

the other side of the table. 

“After last night,” she rolled her eyes, “you needed 

a break from your aunt’s boyfriend. If you want, we 

could visit the Harbor Yards. There’s a new ship in, a 

yacht transport. They say it has boats on board worth 

more than the entire Corona Tower.” 

“Pshaw. Worth more than the Tower?” The Tower 

was enormous, forty stories. And the things it could do, 

melting into black silicon glitter at night and turning 

back into a gleaming glass skyscraper. Garik still hadn’t 

discovered how they did that. Maybe it was a security 

measure like Marisa had suggested, but it was cool. 
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“Sure, let’s go.” A boat worth more than the Tower? 

Who would want to miss that? 

 

THE HOTTEST part of the day had passed, but the sun 

was still bright, and once they crossed the vibrantly hot 

mall, they took the steps down to the city sidewalk and 

the streets proper. As they crossed the recessed barrier 

that would leap sixteen feet from the ground during 

Corona Tower concerts and events to keep the “riff-

raff” out, they found it cooler to keep to the shady sides 

of the streets.  

Still, Sycamore was four lanes, plus a turn lane in 

the center, and they had to walk to Beacon to catch an 

elevated pedestrian crossover. The shade from the 

Tower was falling to the east, and that meant Sycamore 

was still in full sun, at least on the Tower side. The 

Beacon Street Crosswalk had a small, covered shelter in 

the center, a bench, really, with a tinted glass top, and 

they paused there, looking at the cars driving below 

them, joking that if the cars with glass roofs opened 

them, they could drop in water balloons, and wouldn’t 

that be fun. Beacon ended three blocks over at 

Waldorf’s Department Store. Garik watched the glit-

tering displays in the windows hungrily. He’d never 

been to Waldorf’s, and he’d lived in the city ever since 

coming to America. Then, Waldorf’s was for the rich-

ies, and that would never be him. 

They turned right at Waldorf’s on Bleaker, running 
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down the line of manicured shrubs and the tinted SUVs, 

and at the corner, they crossed against the signal, laugh-

ing when they thought they saw a flashing light. It was 

only the signal blinking to warn the pedestrians heading 

the opposite direction that the light was about to change 

once more. 

Another four blocks, and two lights later, and they 

had to go left on Williams and right on Welton, cutting 

between the massive buildings of the Williams Street 

Apartment towers. At the end of the block, they looked 

both ways along Shorefront, waited for a break in 

traffic, and ran full out to The Docks. They could see 

Harbor Shipyards to the right, with towering gantry 

cranes looming over the water like muscular arms wait-

ing to snatch up anything that came within reach. In 

front of them, four massive piers labeled A to D jutted 

into the water, perpendicular to the wharves hugging 

the shore. Several tugboats pushed bigger ships through 

the water, and at the largest pier, just to the left, was a 

massive floating superstructure that hardly seemed real. 

“It’s an entire city on the water!” Garik was 

impressed. He leaned his elbows on the railing along-

side the wharf. The vessel taking up the entire length of 

Pier A was filled with large and small boats of all 

shapes and sizes. Men were like ants scrambling over 

the deck, and they made the ship look even larger. 

“Not quite.” Marisa turned and rested her elbows on 

the rail, looking back at the real city layered behind 
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them, to Corona Tower, and higher, past the Old City 

Hall on Sycamore with its gold dome, to the Ransom 

Communications Building way up on Stanwick Hill. 

The cell tower at the top was all she could see of the 

Ransom, but still. Their apartment building at Maple 

and Avenue D would be across Sycamore from the 

Ransom but not tall enough to see from The Docks. 

Conversely, they couldn’t see The Docks or the water 

from their building, not even from the roof. 

“How many . . .” Garik began to count the boats 

clustered on the floating barge. “One, two, three—” 

“Too many to count. That big sailboat on the left? I 

read it’s worth over fifty mil.” 

“Million? Dollars?” He felt lucky to have his Street 

Strider, and it had been abandoned in an alley. 

“No respect, though.” Marisa thumbed her nose the 

direction of the massive ship holding dozens of other 

massive ships. 

“Why’s that?” He grinned. Nothing much earned 

Marisa’s respect. 

“Lazy. Anyone with that much money has enough 

time on their hands to sail it themselves. After all, boats 

aren’t made to hitchhike on other boats. They are made 

to be in the water.” 

“Still, it’s cool, even if they’re fools.” Garik was 

feeling good. “Hear that? I made a rhyme. Give me a 

dime.” 

“I might walk home without you if you make 
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another one.” Marisa hit her shoulder against his arm, 

and she plunged her hands into a set of pockets, setting 

her elbows akimbo and giving her pockets a full 

appearance. She pulled one hand out to shade her eyes 

from the western sun, and she called, “Let’s go the back 

way. We can stop by Argyle Station if we have time.” 

“Okay.” As long as Garik was tagging along, he’d 

go anywhere Marisa suggested. 

Just down from Pier A, Plymouth Avenue cut back 

into the city. It was seven blocks to Shady Ridge Acres, 

a richie’s area, with winding streets and cul-de-sacs, 

with Argyle Station one block west. Plymouth changed 

to Vista at the Ninth Street walkover, the houses even 

ritzier than Shady Ridge, seven blocks long and wind-

ing, making it seem even longer. They had another 

walkover at First where the street changed names once 

more to Cedar, then four more blocks to Avenue D, left, 

and they were nearly home. 

All that, and it was still too close, because at the 

end, Garik would have to say goodnight to Marisa, and 

he would get to listen to Arik grind on him all evening 

long, ruining his one good day and making it into 

nothing at all. 

Garik refused to think about Arik or how much milk 

there was in the fridge or if the fridge even worked. 

“Hey, doofus. I’m talking to you. Where’s your 

head?” 

Garik grinned. They were two blocks up Plymouth, 
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the street lined with crape myrtles, and they were 

brilliantly in bloom. It would take an hour to get home. 

He said, “Argyle Station. I vote we stop and see what 

kinds of trains are in.” And pretend we’re taking one 

and leaving Arik behind forever. 

“Just what I was saying, doofus. At least we’re on 

the same page.” 

Yep, Garik thought, watching Marisa talk. Just what 

I was thinking. 
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arik opened his eyes to the sun cutting into his small 

bedroom. 

“Summer,” he moaned. His time was his, but then 

there was this. 

He rolled over, twisted from under the sheet, and sat 

up. It had been cold during the night, but he expected 

the afternoon would blister the city. He reached to the 

old crate that was his bedside table and touched the 

framed photo of his parents. 

“Mama, Papa.” 

At St. Anne’s, just last Sunday, the smell of the old  

G 
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wood on the floors and the incense from the braziers 

had stirred a windstorm of memories—his mama and 

papa—and tears had almost filled his eyes. Irina hadn’t 

attended with him. Garik preferred not to go alone, but 

his aunt had said she had enough demons in her life, 

and she didn’t need any of the Christian kind. He loved 

Iri, and so he kissed her cheek and left the apartment 

alone in the early morning light and made his way to 

the church. In the picture, behind his parents, the old 

stone house, his grandpapa’s, built by his own hands, 

where Garik had learned to walk and wished to return 

one day, reared out of the soil, the dirt-colored stone a 

permanent part of the earth in his mind. Eck, he 

considered, with a wistful grin. Maybe not return to 

live, but to hold his mama and be patted on the head 

once more by his papa. 

“I miss you.” He released the picture and blew them 

a kiss before leaping to his feet and taking the one step 

across his room to the door. He peered out, uncertain 

who was home. His aunt, certainly, but Arik was his 

concern. 

“Iri?” He called Irina’s name, not too loudly, as not 

to irritate Arik if he was still sleeping. He turned as 

something pinged against his window. Stepping on his 

bed, he turned the crank and leaned out when the 

window opened enough for him to work his shoulders 

through. A small stone hit him on the forehead. “Hey!” 

“Garik, come down.” Winter, thin as a rail and his 
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hair bright against the dark soil and gravel grounding 

the backside of the apartment building, waved to him. 

“It’s important.” 

“Tell me from there.” Bathroom. Breakfast. Dodg-

ing Arik. Recalling his dreams of Marisa. That’s what 

he wanted to do. 

“Ah, come on. Don’t be a pansy. Hey, did you just 

get up?” Winter laughed. “Sleep tight. I guess the bed-

bugs didn’t bite.” 

“Arrgh, you little ape. Okay.” Garik twirled the 

crank and resealed the window. Hooking yesterday’s 

pants with his foot, he kicked them upwards and 

grabbed them, a move very much like a skater’s. He 

shoved his feet into his shoes and pulled a fresh shirt 

from the back of a chair and tossed it on. Slipping into 

the hallway quietly, he made a pitstop before exiting the 

apartment and tripping down the stairs. He found his 

way through the storage cubicles to the back entrance, 

pushed the door open and stepped outside, only to be 

startled by a bucket of water dumped on his head. 

“Ha, ha, we got you!” Winter, about a dozen feet 

away, held his stomach and laughed.  

Beside Garik, Firestarter was backing down a 

wooden stepladder with a red plastic bucket in one hand 

that said IN CASE OF FIRE on the side; and little 

Shrimper, a shadow among the morning shadows, held 

tightly to the legs of the ladder to keep it stable. 

“Why, you!” Garik made as if to grab the boys. 
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Firestarter leaped from the fourth step, falling, too 

wrapped up in laughter to manage running and keeping 

hold of the bucket, and he was off to the far side of the 

weedy plot. Shrimper wasn’t so lucky. Garik caught his 

leg and wrapped him in one arm and tossed him over 

his shoulder. 

“Wasn’t my idea, Garik!” The boy laughed as he 

fought for freedom. 

“You’re the one who’s going to pay.” Garik 

snagged the bucket, set it under the outside faucet, and 

turned it on. “It’s worth a little of the building’s water 

to see some paybacks come your way.” 

Garik didn’t slosh it over him. Instead, he moved 

the bucket to a clear area, held Shrimper upside down, 

and dunked his head in the water. By the time Shrimper 

came up the second time, the other two boys were pull-

ing at Garik’s shirt, pleading for a turn. 

Looking up at his window and to the one just down 

that was his aunt’s room, he decided he could do with-

out risking an altercation with Arik. Marisa was likely 

working at the flower shop for the morning. He felt for 

his fob and groaned to remember it was on his bedside 

table. The shop was only four blocks away, fronting on 

Sycamore, with back and side doors butting up to Elm 

and Avenue C, a little triangle of a city block left after 

they had widened Sycamore at one point.  

Popping the backs of each of the heads of his 

“hood,” he instructed them to return the red bucket to 
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the fire shelf and leave it there, and if Irina should ask 

about him, he was at the flower shop. He unlocked his 

apartment’s storage and worked out his Santa Cruz, and 

he dropped it in the parking lot next to his bike and 

caught it with one foot. His Strider reminded him of 

Wu Han. The Airman had admired something that 

belonged to him. He smiled, feeling good for a change. 

His hair dangled wetly against his neck, his shirt still 

damp enough to keep the morning’s rising heat in 

check, and the sun through the lone not-maple tree 

splattered charcoal-colored splotches across the side-

walk. A good skater day. 

He came out on Maple, giving a push with one foot, 

while keeping an eye out for Catnip and Catnip’s 

business. He waved and called to Mr. Larkin across the 

street. He was pulling a small wagon toward Avenue C. 

“Hey, Mr. Larkin.” Garik stopped when the old man 

looked up and waved back. 

“Garik! Good morning. Where’s your bike?” 

“Eh, I’m just headed to the flower shop. It’s only a 

couple blocks. Are you off to Fasst Market?” Garik 

liked Mr. Larkin, and if he was, he didn’t mind helping. 

“Yes, I am. Does your aunt need me to bring her 

something?” 

“Nah, Mr. Larkin. Do you need help with your 

wagon?” 

Mr. Larkin laughed. “I know who works at the 

flower shop. You go see your girl, and I’ll manage my 
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wagon fine.” Mr. Larkin waved again and returned to 

plodding down the sidewalk. 

My girl. Garik grinned, especially pleased with his 

morning, and he pushed off, hooked a right at Avenue 

C, and pushed hard to build up his speed. At Laurel, 

cars blocked the curb, and he had to ride down the 

handicapped ramp from sidewalk to street and back up 

again on the other side, but on Ash and Beech, he was 

able to jump the curbs, once kick-flipping his board 

before skid steering around a lamppost and up to the 

flower shop’s back entrance as he crossed Elm. 

Garik kicked his board up to grab the end, and he 

caught his reflection in the glass door. Medium height, 

slender but tight, muscular frame, oversized hands. 

Thick, dark hair more wild bush than controlled mane, 

but that was from skating for four blocks. Big features, 

bronze skin, his Armenian heritage out there for the 

world to see. He thought nothing of it, just recognized 

himself as who he was, and put his hand on the metal 

bar spanning the door. The backside of the glass had a 

large red arrow and said, “Entrance Around the Cor-

ner,” being the delivery door, but Garik had entered this 

way so many times that the sign didn’t register.  

The door dinged as he entered, and he found him-

self in the bowels of the shop. Bundles and buckets of 

flowers, banks of glass-fronted coolers, and rivulets of 

water running across the sloped floor to a drain in the 

center. A compact Asian man in a leather apron spout-
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ing a bit of a belly pushed through a plastic curtain 

from the front of the shop and looked over his glasses at 

Garik.  

“Mr. Bruni, hello.” Garik ran his hand through his 

hair, aware of its disarray. “I’m putting my skateboard 

here. Okay?” He leaned it against a waist-high portable 

white cabinet covered with buckets of greenery. 

Mr. Bruni brushed the air with his hand, sighed, and 

said, “Mari is in the front. She is with a customer. Per-

haps you wait?” 

“Sure.” Mr. Bruni disappeared back through the 

curtain, and Garik browsed the stocks of blooms filling 

the humid space. He heard Marisa’s laugh, and in 

response, he heard another voice he recognized. He 

poked his head through the curtain and called out, 

“Marisa?” 

Her father answered. “No, you, Garik. You say you 

wait. You wait.” Mr. Bruni walked his way, brushing 

him back into the stockroom with his hands waving in 

the air. 

“Oh, hello, Garik.” Marisa intervened. “Father, it is 

okay. Mr. Lee and Garik know each other.” 

“Mr. Lee? This is so?” Marisa’s dad looked to 

Kevin for affirmation. 

“Hi, Garik,” Kevin called. “We’re old friends, Mr. 

Bruni. No problem.” 

“Well, then.” Mr. Bruni cleared his throat, obvi-

ously not happy, and began pulling flowers from a 
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refrigerated glass case.  

“Hey, I didn’t expect to see you here.” Garik was 

suddenly aware of his rumpled appearance in contrast 

to Kevin’s neat black turtleneck. He wondered if Kevin 

now liked Marisa. He would be devastated. “It’s good, 

though,” he said, not entirely convinced. 

“We were talking about you.” Kevin grinned. “You 

remember, from at the food court.” 

Mr. Bruni had edged closer, glancing at the young 

people from time to time, and Marisa called, “Father, 

this is private. Mr. Lee has already selected an arrange-

ment. Maybe you could assemble it in the back. 

Please.” 

“I’m sorry.” Garik squirmed as her father collected 

several blooms and a small pair of snippers and disap-

peared through the plastic curtain. He felt out of place 

with this unfamiliar situation in this very familiar place. 

“I don’t want your father to be upset.” 

“He’s just nosy. He doesn’t need to overhear this. 

Tell him, Kevin.” Marisa had a gleam of anticipation in 

her eyes. 

“I was just thinking last night about Marisa’s ques-

tion to Ms. Sunchaser.” He dropped his eyes, looking 

almost embarrassed. “It doesn’t feel right to call her 

Halo outside of our lessons, though she insists there.” 

“About Marisa’s, um—” Garik hesitated. 

“My sister. You can say it. I opened the can yester-

day, and it’s not closing anytime soon. It’s why my 
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father doesn’t need to overhear. It will upset him.” 

“This is about your sister?” Garik saw no way this 

could be good. 

“See,” Kevin said, “I know Ms. Sunchaser, and she 

seemed very interested in you two—” 

“And too informed about who I was, but that’s not 

the point—”  

“The point is,” Kevin jumped back in, “what if I 

talk to her, tell her how interested you two are in learn-

ing about the Tower? Just perhaps that might get 

Marisa through the door.” 

“You don’t need me for that.” It was exciting, imag-

ining pushing the elevator button, seeing the up arrow 

light up, knowing it would be him getting on. Garik 

wanted, but he could hardly dare hope for something so 

impossible. 

“But you see, you doofus, we do need you.” Marisa 

put her hand on his forearm, sending a tingle through 

Garik. “If it’s just me, that will sound like I don’t trust 

her to inquire about my sister. If it’s all of us, then 

we’re doing nothing suspicious, simply being curious. 

See, Gari, you’ve got to be part of this.” 

“If it works,” Kevin cautioned. “Maybe this Holly-

wood thing will turn into something good, after all. 

People might open doors to me because of it.” 

“Sunchaser, you mean. Ms. Sunchaser will open 

doors.” Inside Corona Tower. Wow! Garik could hardly 

think it. 
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“Not just Ms. Sunchaser.” Kevin grinned, his face 

flushing. 

“Can I tell Garik?” Marisa looked like she intended 

to, anyway. Kevin shrugged. “His flowers are for 

Callie. He’s ordered the biggest arrangement we make. 

My father is very pleased.” 

“And probably very busy.” Kevin smiled broadly in 

his high-energy, tightly tuned way. “So, should I ask 

Ms. Sunchaser? We have a lesson this afternoon, and I 

can mention it then.” 

Garik searched Marisa’s face, and her eyes pleaded 

with him. How could he say no to that? “I’m in. I might 

need to wear something better, though.” 

“You are a bit of a mess,” Marisa agreed. 

Garik didn’t even mind. It was the way she said it 

that warmed him inside. 
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arik tugged at the cuffs of his jacket.  

Well, at the cuffs of Kevin Lee’s jacket. He didn’t 

own one, and Kevin had brought one for him to wear. 

Garik stood in front of a full-length mirror in the chang-

ing room at Ai Kee! and could see Kevin behind him, 

seated and tying his shoes. Kevin had called the previ-

ous evening, excited that Ms. Sunchaser had seemed 

pleased that the three youths were interested in Corona 

Tower. 

“How did you, I mean, what did you say that she 

agreed?” Garik had been beside himself at the news. 

G 
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“Well,” Kevin had admitted. “It’s only the hotel 

portion, the lobby, which really almost anyone can 

visit, but she said she might arrange to get us into the 

actual hotel.” 

“And the pool? We can see that?” Garik had pic-

tured the scenes from the screens in the food court, the 

shimmering water, the glass atrium, everything that 

always looked so rich to him. 

“Here’s the thing,” Kevin had said, clearing his 

throat to break the news. “I kinda suggested the two of 

you might be interested in a job . . . well, more than 

kinda. But this isn’t an interview. More like a pre-

interview, so that makes it okay.” 

Garik had been less sure, but Marisa had no reser-

vations. This was her chance, however slim, to find out 

something about her sister. She would go under any 

conditions. 

They had met at Ai Kee! Kevin had two classes that 

morning, but he would bring Garik a jacket, and Garik 

only needed to wear pressed jeans, clean shoes, and a 

plain tee. Kevin would change into fresh clothes after 

he showered, so they could come dressed or plan to 

change, also. Their appointment was for twelve. 

The pressed jeans had required a trip to see Mrs. 

Waggoner for an iron, and she had made him a cup of 

tea while she pressed his jeans. 

Garik’s hair was something else. He turned side-

ways to see it in the mirror, unsure if it was better than 
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before or worse. Marisa had pulled it to the back of his 

head and knotted it at the base of his neck. Small tufts 

had refused to be trapped, and they curled at his 

temples and ears, shouting the truth, that Garik was a 

wild boy at heart, a denizen of the concrete jungle that 

was his home, and no amount of effort was ever going 

to polish that out of him. 

“Ready?” Kevin stood, brushing down his black 

turtleneck, and clapped Garik on the shoulder. “You 

look fine. The jacket suits you. Maybe a little loose, but 

it’s always been tight on me. I like the look.” 

“Sure, I mean, thanks. Do you think Marisa will like 

it?” 

“Dude, she hangs out with you. Yes, Marisa will 

like it.” 

Marisa was in the lobby, dressed simply, a flowered 

summer jacket over a yellow tee and tan pants. Unusual 

for her, she wore flats rather than sneakers, giving her 

petite frame a daintier look than usual. She smiled when 

she saw Garik, and her eyes seemed to open to her soul. 

“Hi, there. Don’t you two look the part.” She ran 

one hand through her dark hair, letting it fall back in the 

exact same place, before looking out the window. “It’s 

almost noon. If we’re doing this, let’s get started. Ten 

blocks.” 

“Only fifteen minutes.” Kevin pulled out sun-

glasses, two tight round circles, and set them on his 

face. “And a beautiful day.” 
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If you like sunshine and heat, Garik thought, and 

wearing other people’s clothes and going in the admit-

tedly intimidating Tower, all while not being exactly 

honest about why they were visiting.  

Yeah, it was a beautiful day. 

They followed Ninth the two blocks to Central 

Park, around the curve leading along the duck pond, 

where a visiting daycare class tossed bread into the 

water for their winged patrons, and then four more 

blocks to Forest, turning right toward the Corona Tower 

by Swizzel’s Shoes, across Forest from The Luncheon 

Lady, a boutique deli that catered to the City Hall 

crowd just across Ninth. From the steps of City Hall, it 

was a straight shot to Corona Tower. They would pass 

Masti’s Deli on the way, except four blocks over on 

Sycamore, but Forest was the most direct route. From 

City Hall to the Tower, the elevation dropped sharply. 

Several blocks beyond the Tower, the marshy area 

bordering Harbor Shipyards and the water beyond stood 

out as a pointillist backdrop to the towering structure 

claiming the nexus of power in Bay City, both polit-

ically as well as financially. 

Corona Tower, their destination, and the cause of 

the pit in Garik’s stomach.  

Everything he had heard about the Tower was 

lodged in his throat: the electrified sword; Jantzen 

Hefferly and his mysterious mist; Halo Sunchaser and 

her hawk-like gaze; the engaging Airman Wu Han; and 
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most of all, the rumors of the head of it all, Weston 

Rodheimer, the man behind the super-secure Corona 

Tower and the strange lightshow that entertained the 

city each night. 

If they were caught, Garik was certain that Boris 

Lindemann would be proved right, and the thing going 

on in the basement would be them, in security lockup, 

answering to Weston Rodheimer for entering the city’s 

most secure and private building on falsified purposes. 

It was almost more than he could bear. 

  

KEVIN LEE pushed the big, round circle beside the 

Corona Tower elevator, and he turned and smiled. 

“First time for you two.” 

Garik grinned weakly. He was surprised to see there 

weren’t separate buttons for up and down. The up light 

came on, and a few moments later, a speaker dinged. 

The doors slipped silently aside to reveal Ms. Sun-

chaser standing smartly on the other side. 

“Very prompt.” Sunchaser nodded approvingly. “A 

very good trait here at the Tower. Step in. You’ll note 

first of all that the air in our elevators is fully condi-

tioned. Our filtration systems are next to none in pro-

viding the purest and most odor-free environment 

possible.” 

A sales pitch or a warning? Garik felt a shiver down 

his back.  

Marisa’s eyes were taking in everything, as Kevin 
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replied, “Thank you, Halo, for letting my friends have 

this opportunity. They still have another year in school, 

but it never hurts to consider your options in advance. 

Otherwise, how will you know where you want life to 

take you?” 

“Quite right, Kevin.” Sunchaser smiled. Her head-

wrap was in a shimmering black today, and it comple-

mented her gray and black formal suit. When the door 

opened to the lobby, she touched an icon on the panel 

beside the door, and a small metal passkey with a 

thumb-size screen on one side ejected. She removed it 

and dropped it into a pocket at her waist. “Let me 

introduce you first to our Front Desk, Charity Cellers.” 

The three visitors followed Sunchaser into the 

lobby. Across the marble-tiled, brightly lighted space, a 

wide doorway revealed the glass-walled atrium. Low 

sofas and broad tables were arranged in an artful and 

inviting manner, and at various locations, oversized 

artworks burst from the floor, sweeping shapes that 

seemed to cry, “Notice me!” 

“Miss Cellers, here are the young people I told you 

about. They will be with me for a partial tour of our 

facilities. You know Kevin, and this is Garik and 

Marisa. Do you have their passes ready?” 

“Certainly, Ms. Sunchaser.” Charity, slender and 

super-chic in an A-line dress in a bright geometric pat-

tern with matching hoop earrings, sported long, straight 

blonde hair. 
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“I believe I should have a packet of tour materials, 

something to send home with our visitors.” 

“I have that right here.” Charity handed a leather 

satchel to Sunchaser, pulled open a shallow drawer, 

pushed aside several passes, and selected three with 

long lanyards attached. She lifted them out and smiled. 

“Will there be anything else?” 

“A tablet and a stylus. The passes go to our visitors. 

Thank you, Charity.” 

“Of course.” She set the passes down, retrieved a 

small tablet and a stylus from a rack behind her, and 

held them out for Sunchaser. Sunchaser slipped them 

into the pocket with her passkey. Charity laid out the 

passes on the counter one at a time. “Slip these around 

your necks. Here’s yours, Kevin. And Garik.” She 

paused at Marisa’s, looking at her and back to the pass. 

“Have you visited with us before?” 

“Charity.” A shadow passed over Sunchaser’s smil-

ing face. “The pass, please. We have limited time.” 

“My apologies. Marisa?” Charity slipped the pass to 

her, before turning to her screen and seeming to inten-

tionally occupy herself.  

Sunchaser invited them to step into the atrium. 

Several guests milled around, two idly enjoying a drink 

in front of the massive windows that opened to The 

Docks and the blue expanse of water and sky reaching 

to the horizon. A smaller desk was off to the side, black 

granite, one Garik had never seen in real life but recog-
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nized instantly. Above, recessed into the wall and 

backlit in warm, golden tones, black granite letters 

spelled out Stamford Suites, and underneath that, in 

smaller letters, Exclusivity Is Job #1. Just to the side, a 

set of elevator doors said: Private. Stamford Suites 

Guests Only. An adjacent set of double glass doors led 

to the upper floor of the Corona Towers parking garage. 

Gunther Diehl stood behind the desk, his eyes 

down, focused intently on some unseen job. Occa-

sionally, he moved a hand and tapped something, and 

he glanced up with a smile as the party approached his 

desk. 

“Good afternoon, Ms. Sunchaser. I see our guests 

have arrived.” He nodded at the three visitors as if he 

knew them intimately. “Will any of you be wishing to 

swim after your tour? Mr. Lee, I believe you’ve 

enjoyed our athletic facilities on occasion. May I 

encourage you and your friends to join us today?” 

For the first time, Kevin seemed flummoxed. He 

glanced at Sunchaser, who seemed to consider the ques-

tion, and with a slight frown, she nodded. She leaned 

slightly toward Gunther and spoke in a voice too 

obviously loud to be a real whisper, “For a short time, 

Gunther. I suspect you will need to provide suits.” 

“Very well. Three suits for the pool. During your 

time in the hotel, please keep these with you.” He laid 

three passkeys on the granite surface of the desk, look-

ing very much like the one Sunchaser had removed 
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from beside the elevator door. “Your thumbprint on the 

screen will activate them for twelve hours—” 

“Twelve, Gunther?” Sunchaser interrupted, clearly 

considering twelve hours excessive.  

“It is the default setting.” He shrugged. “I can 

assign Jerry as a chaperone, if you prefer. He is on duty 

until midnight.” 

“Jerry?” She considered. “Is Kang Song available? 

No, I remember, she has the weekend’s event on the 

mall coming. Song is out of the question. I do not think 

Jerry Lantana is suitable, either. He has maintenance 

duties that he must attend to.” She cut her eyes toward 

the lobby. A tall man, wider in the shoulders than it 

seemed possible, stepped from the elevator. As he 

moved forward into the lobby, his presence was mag-

netic, and everyone within eyesight shifted their atten-

tion to him. 

“Who’s that?” Marisa whispered. 

Both Garik and Kevin shrugged. 

Halo Sunchaser provided the answer. “No one 

informed me Mr. Rodheimer was making an appear-

ance today.” She placed the satchel on Gunther’s gran-

ite counter, the movements of her hands revealing her 

flustered condition, and before walking off, she emptied 

the tablet and stylus from her pocket and hurriedly put 

them with the satchel. Something clattered, metal on 

stone, and she moved the satchel aside. A metal pass-

key appeared, and she swept it up and slipped it back 
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into her pocket. “Gunther, I’m leaving this in your 

hands.”  

“Ms. Sunchaser, you can count on me.” 

“My apologies, children.” Sunchaser smiled. “I 

have other duties to attend to.” She turned, letting the 

smile fall away, and was gone to attend to her boss. 

“What have you seen so far?” Gunther reached for 

the passkeys, found only two, and frowned.  

“Here,” Marisa said, slipping one from underneath 

the satchel. “I moved mine. I hope that’s okay.” 

“Ah,” he smiled. “Now we’re ready. What have you 

seen so far?” 

“Just the lobby,” Garik ventured. “We only just 

arrived.” 

“So, we need to see everything, well, everything 

that you can see.” Gunther chuckled. “I can’t accom-

pany you to everything, but I can take you on a short 

tour and give you a map for the rest. Your passkeys will 

keep you out of anyplace that’s off limits. Now, if each 

of you will take one and press your thumb to the screen. 

When you’re ready, I’ll hit accept on my computer, and 

you’ll be all set.” 

Garik noticed Marsia’s smile when she placed her 

thumb on the screen of her passkey. He was pleased she 

was having a good time. 

And the pool? To actually swim? That was a special 

bonus that he hadn’t even thought to dream. What a day 

this was going to be!  

― Page 103 ― 



 
 
 
 

 

 

 

― 11 ― 

 

 

unther Diehl was more than good to his word.  

They met Choi Bak as they entered the Stamford 

Suites “Guests Only” elevator. Mr. Choi was liveried in 

the Corona Towers cream top and tan trousers, with a 

microfiber cloth dangling from his back pocket. They 

waited as he pushed a polished brass cart loaded with 

two oversized suitcases from the elevator. Gunther 

called his attention to his visiting guests. 

“Bak, meet our visitors. They are with us for a short 

tour. Kevin, whom you may know, and this is Garik, 

and—” 

G 
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“Ah, yes.” Mr. Choi took Marisa’s hands in both of 

his. “Miss Bruni. I am glad to see you again.” 

“But we’ve never met.” Marisa glanced at Garik 

and Kevin, then back to Mr. Choi, questioning. 

“No, no, we have met, many times. I do not forget a 

face.” Mr. Choi smiled, removed his microfiber cloth 

from his pocket, and held it for a moment. “Is okay, Mr. 

Diehl?” 

“That is all, Bak. Thank you.” Gunther nodded in 

dismissal. 

Mr. Choi ran his cloth over his gleaming cart han-

dles, returned it to his pocket, then moved toward the 

parking garage. The doors opened automatically when 

he approached.  

“My apologies, Marisa. We have many returning 

guests, and Mr. Choi is wonderfully friendly to all of 

them. I’m sure he has mistaken you for someone else.” 

“I’m sure,” Marisa murmured. She pulled her pass-

key from her pocket, frowned and rubbed it a moment 

before returning it to her pocket. 

“All right, everyone aboard.” Gunther moved them 

ahead with a wave of his hand. He inserted his passkey, 

and the elevator doors sealed them in. With barely a 

sensation of movement, the numbers beside the door 

began to change. 

  

BY THE time they reached the pool area, they had 

crossed paths with Jerry Lantana carrying a red, metal 
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toolbox labeled CT Maintenance Only. He wore tan 

coveralls in the Corona Tower colors with the Tower 

logo on the breast of the coveralls and JERRY stitched 

in a cinnamon color just below. When they were intro-

duced, Jerry removed the disposable gloves he was 

wearing, pulled a new pair from a package at his waist, 

and slipped them on before reaching to shake hands. 

They also visited the Stamford Suites Grill, just for 

hotel guests, and were introduced to Ted Charles, the 

restaurant manager, smartly suited in formal black with 

a red tie. He boasted a wide smile, but one eye seemed 

to develop a tic when Gunther asked him how his day 

was going and whether he’d had many guests in for 

lunch. 

They stopped by Kang Song’s office, but Bom So-

hye, Song’s secretary, her hair a whirl of pink cotton 

candy, said she regretted that Miss Kang was out for the 

afternoon, but she would be glad to let her know they 

had stopped by on their tour. 

Once more in the elevator, Marisa specifically 

asked about Nelson Tutu, telling Gunther that Ms. Sun-

chaser had mentioned that he kept up with the Tower’s 

itinerant workers. 

Gunther smiled at the question. “I believe you mean 

temporary workers. Yes, that is in Mr. Tutu’s job 

description. Workers at the tower are only considered 

temporary until they have completed their training and 

probationary hours. Normally that would be about six 
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weeks. It is unusual for anyone to remain under Mr. 

Tutu’s umbrella of influence after that. I’m sure he 

would be glad to schedule you in a visit, but it will need 

to be another day. Would you like me to set that up 

once you three are on your own? I can approve your 

visit with Ms. Sunchaser once she has concluded her 

business with Mr. Rodheimer.” 

“Can I think about it?” Her eyes said that six weeks 

wasn’t very long against the two years her sister had 

been missing. 

“Of course. We’ve reached the pool.” The elevator 

doors opened, Gunther removed his passkey, and they 

stepped into a marbled foyer that sparkled with 

reflected light from the pool just through the glass 

doors ahead of them. To their left, a twenties-something 

man in a polo and shorts with canvas shoes in the ever-

present Corona colors sat on a tall, modern stool at a 

glass reception desk. His tight hair was cut in a row-like 

pattern to imitate harshly braided hair. “Ah, Kofi. I’ll 

leave our guests with you.” 

“Certainly, Mr. Diehl.” The man stood respectfully 

and waited for further instructions. 

“Let me introduce you to Kofi Mandela, the best 

pool boy in the Tower.” 

“The only one,” Kofi inserted with a grin. 

“And therefore, the best.” Gunther and Kofi seemed 

to enjoy one another’s banter. “Kofi has your suits and 

a towel for each of you. Enjoy the pool as long as you 
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like. Feel free to explore afterwards using your pass-

keys. You can drop them off with Charity at the recep-

tion desk as you leave. Are there any questions?” 

“You mentioned a map?” Garik heard his voice turn 

the sentence into a question, a silly boy thing. 

“Kofi, you have the maps for our visitors?” Gunther 

was all warmth and friendliness. 

“As you requested, Mr. Diehl. With their suits.” 

“I’ll leave you to it, then. I have enjoyed our tour. If 

you should decide later to apply for a position, mention 

my name, and I’ll be happy to expedite your applica-

tion.” 

Gunther returned to his elevator, and Kofi had three 

sets of kit waiting in the changing rooms. It was only 

minutes before they were in the pool, with Garik so 

excited that he broke the smooth water into a million 

fractured bits with the biggest cannonball he could 

manage. 

  

BACK IN the elevator, with Kevin’s hair as neat as 

always and Marisa’s mostly dry, Garik looked up to see 

his reflection in the smoked overhead mirror. His tight 

bun was long gone. The pool had turned his hair into a 

brown torrent of a waterfall bursting from his scalp in a 

wild twist of curls. Kevin had his map in his hands. 

“There’s a lot of this I’ve never seen. The inhouse 

laundry.” He looked up and laughed. “Who would want 

to see that?” 
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“Someone with dirty clothes?” Garik felt in his 

pocket and produced his passkey. He stepped toward 

the elevator panel. “Which floor?” 

“Let me try mine.” Marisa smiled innocently. 

“Okay,” Garik agreed, and he held out his hand. 

“I’ll insert it.” 

“I think I have to. Sorry, Gari.” Marisa placed her 

thumb on the screen, pushed the passkey into the slot, 

and the entire access panel lit up.  

“That’s not, um, right.” The light on Kevin’s face 

changed as the door silently swished shut and caught 

him at an angle that revealed his astonishment. He 

looked at his key and back to the panel. 

“I guess I got lucky.” Marisa’s eyes were wide with 

innocence. “I don’t think I need to see anything else. 

You two, you can stay, but I think I’ll head back to the 

flower shop. Father is probably overwhelmed with 

orders today.” 

“Kevin, I’ve also seen enough. Thank you for get-

ting us in past the guards.” Garik grinned. Hs mind was 

full of Corona Tower. He had learned it was just a 

place. Fancy for the richies, sure, but nothing especially 

mysterious, and everyone he had met had been espe-

cially friendly. That he hadn’t expected. 

“I’m just glad I was able to get you guys inside.” 

Kevin grinned. “Do you want to do it again sometime?’ 

“Apply for another job? No.” Marisa had already 

tapped the lobby icon, and the panel by the door now 
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showed a green L. The elevator door dinged and 

opened. 

“I mean the pool and seeing all the stuff. We didn’t 

even make it to the gym. They have every kind of 

workout equipment.” He punched Garik on the shoul-

der. “You would love it.” 

“It has been fun, but I don’t really belong here.” 

Looking out into the atrium past Gunther’s vacant desk, 

he was reminded of the difference between his life and 

the one the patrons of this hotel lived.  

“As long as you leave it cleaner than when you 

came, these people are all right.” They moved toward 

the lobby. Charity was helping a mother with two small 

children. Choi Bak was loading their luggage onto a 

cart. He smiled and pretended to tweak one of the chil-

dren’s ears, and the mother laughed. The father was 

exiting the elevator with a roll-on case and two garment 

bags, and he seemed to be struggling getting through 

the door. “Anyway, think about it.” 

“I have.” Marisa had a fresh look of determination 

on her face. “I’m sorry, Kevin. You, especially, Garik. I 

hope I don’t get either of you in trouble.” 

“Trouble?” Garik’s heart pounded. He knew 

Marisa. “What are you—” 

She didn’t wait. She walked rapidly toward the 

open elevator as if to help the gentleman, and then she 

stepped inside. 

“Your passkey,” Kevin called. 
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She held it up, smiled, and reached for the control 

panel. Garik burst into a sprint, falling through the door 

just before it closed. 

“What are you doing, Garik?” Marisa slapped him 

on the shoulder before helping him to stand. 

“Your sister.” He grinned and rubbed his hip. He 

had hit the floor hard. His shoulder? Marisa could hit 

him anytime. “You forget I’m your best friend. If 

you’re looking for her, I’m going, too.” 

“I don’t want to get you in trouble, and this might 

get us in deep, like, bad trouble.” Her eyes were moist, 

and she pointed. “Look.” 

“What?” He glanced to the elevator’s control panel, 

and his eyes went wide. It didn’t show just the food 

court and the lobby. There were forty floors and five 

basement levels. A green light was blinking, and a neu-

tral voice intoned, “Palm scanner access granted two 

hours forty-six minutes ago. New access approval 

required in fourteen minutes.” 

“See what I mean?” 

“It’s okay. Gunther said our passkeys wouldn’t take 

us anywhere we aren’t supposed to go. It just means our 

visit is about up.” He shrugged.  

“It’s not mine. It’s Ms. Sunchaser’s. I switched 

them.” 

“Oh, Marisa.” Garik felt his stomach turn over. He 

tried to come up with a quick solution. “We can turn it 

in and pretend we didn’t know.” 
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“No! I’m finding Marina!” She reached past him 

and hit the Basement 5 icon, and the elevator floor fell 

from beneath them. 

  

GARIK FULLY expected a SWAT team to be sur-

rounding the elevator door when it opened. Boris 

Lindemann was endowed with prescience. And Garik 

and Marisa were about to be locked up and hauled away 

to the Bay City Police Department for breaking and 

entering, or at least entering the part of the building that 

was OFF LIMITS TO THEM. 

Arik would never let him live this down. 

His initial apprehension evaporated into nothing. 

The doors opened, and cool, impersonal light flooded 

the elevator. There was no one waiting on them. Not a 

gun, no SWAT officers, not even Gunther Diehl with a 

kindly, “I believe you’ve taken a wrong turn. This way, 

please. Let me show you to the exit.” 

Instead, there were vast corridors filled with cages 

with concrete walls and stainless bars or glass fronts. 

Light rippling across the floor in front of many of them 

suggested water. Marisa stepped forward first, looking 

back at Garik, then took his hand and pulled him into 

the vast space. The ceilings were twenty feet away, and 

catwalks above their heads doubled the space. 

“Gari, these cages are filled with animals.” Marisa 

touched the front of one. The creature inside mewled at 

her, reaching out a foot that was more palm than paw. 
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She moved to the next, then the next. “What is going 

on? Look at these. They are all deformed.” 

Garik saw the deformities, but he saw more. Many 

of them were easily identifiable as cats, dogs, bats, even 

underwater creatures, such as jellyfish and squid. 

Others wore expressions he had seen before, in his 

mirror on a bad morning, when Arik was disgusted with 

him, or in the moments when Irina despaired of Arik’s 

shenanigans and reached the point of giving up. Many 

crawled, swam, or clung to the fronts of their cages, 

reaching out to them as they walked by. 

He didn’t want to be here, to see this, to be part of 

this. It couldn’t be real, not in Bay City, not under the 

feet of the people who were living out such ordinary 

lives right over their heads. 

They were several turns in when a voice yelled, 

“Hey, you!” They turned to see a technician in a white 

coat pushing a cart loaded with food buckets. He 

shoved the cart aside roughly, and one bucket crashed 

to the floor, sending food everywhere, initiating a 

discordant ruckus from the nearby cages. He tapped his 

watch with one finger, talking into it as he walked 

quickly their direction. 

“Run,” Marisa hissed.  

“Not without you.” Garik grabbed her hand, and 

together they ducked around the end of an aisle, darted 

past three rows of stainless-fronted cages, and knelt, 

facing each other and breathing hard. “What now?” 
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Marisa held out the passkey. She grinned. “Back to 

the lobby?” 

Garik didn’t get to answer. An alarm sounded, 

setting the rest of the cages to howling, yelling, splash-

ing, or whatever each occupant did. Pounding feet 

echoed, felt more than heard over the ear-splitting com-

motion. 

“Go,” he mouthed to her. She took off, and he 

turned, prepared to follow, when something hit him. As 

if in slow motion, he became the villain in a Batman 

comic, caught by the arms of a BolaWrap, and he tum-

bled to the floor. At first, he pictured himself getting up 

and hopping after Marisa. She would help him remove 

the lines from around his feet, and they could exit the 

elevator as if nothing had happened, leave Corona 

Tower and be free. 

Then, his head hit the concrete floor a second time, 

and he fell into the depths of a blackness he was certain 

would never end. 
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arik’s eyes opened to a world of white with a bright 

light in the center. It was too bright for his eyes to focus 

on. 

“It’s true,” he thought he whispered. He didn’t hear 

his voice, and that was odd. The white light was odder. 

“No,” he moaned. He was dead, and Heaven was a 

real place. And Marisa wasn’t here to share it with him. 

Marisa! He remembered the alarm sounding, telling 

her to run, and then . . . and then what? 

He blinked, and the white light coalesced into an 

overhead fixture. A simple bulb in a simple glass 

G 
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fixture. It even had a metal band surrounding the glass 

where it attached to the ceiling. Listening closely, he 

heard the light buzz slightly, as though the ballast in the 

fixture was well used, and it would soon need replaced. 

Like today, Garik thought. I need a do-over. 

He tried to stand and couldn’t. Not even lift an arm. 

He looked to his side, then his feet, tugged harder, and 

realized he was strapped to a . . . hospital bed? Around 

him he saw white, unadorned walls, and a door with a 

small wire-reinforced glass window and a silver lever 

for a handle. 

“Anybody?” This time he knew his voice worked. 

He called louder, “Hey, I’m in here. Where are you?” 

“One moment, Mr. Shayk. Be patient.” 

The voice came from nowhere. Garik looked 

around, hoping to see someone through the reinforced 

window in the door, but without luck. He noticed a 

white grille in the wall beside the door, with a small, 

gray button. A speaker. Surely a microphone, too, and 

he bet there was a camera somewhere in there. 

Metal sounded against metal, the sound reminding 

him of a deadbolt thumping back into its housing. The 

door lever twisted, and the door opened a fraction, 

nearly closed again, then pushed wider. He heard some-

one say, “I’ve got this one. He’s fully strapped down. 

I’m not worried.” Then the door swung wide, and a 

medium-size woman walked in, neither old nor young, 

with neutral brown hair and little makeup. 
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“Where am I?” Garik watched her reach behind his 

head. He tried to see but couldn’t bend his neck that far 

back. 

“Where you wanted to be, Mr. Shayk, and we’re so 

glad to have you join us.” She stepped back and smiled, 

and her face softened. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m 

Leah Fortinier. You’ve also asked me that every time 

you’ve woken.” 

“Can you unstrap me?” He tugged his arms, the 

straps on his wrists refusing to move. 

“That would not be wise. We have removed most of 

that hair. I do apologize for that.” She chuckled and 

touched his head. “It was beautiful, but it would only 

get in the way.” 

He turned his head back and forth, letting his scalp 

rub against the pillow, not believing they had cut his 

hair! They had no right! His heart pounded, and he 

began to thrash his arms and kick his legs, screaming, 

“Let me out of here!” 

“We’ve done this before. You know it doesn’t get 

us anywhere. Okay, my young friend. Back to beddie-

bye land once more.” She pulled out a syringe and 

wiped his arm with a moistened pad.  

“No,” Garik whispered. Then louder, until he was 

yelling, “No, no, no!” 

Then the needle pierced his skin, and the bright 

light in the center of the ceiling washed every problem 

away. 
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GARIK REMEMBERED a hazy vision of a medium-

size woman who was neither young nor old. He recalled 

more clearly the needle. 

He shifted his head, and yes, his hair was still gone. 

It was now bristly against the pillow. He could lift his 

arms this time, but when he did, people on either side of 

him caught his wrists.  

“Now, now. Lie still. We’ve had too many episodes 

already, and Mr. Rodheimer wants to move this for-

ward. Leave your arms right here.” The woman. The 

. . . nurse? He couldn’t remember her name. 

“What’s going on?” He remembered the needle. He 

left his arms where they put them. “Move what for-

ward?” 

“You can open your eyes.” Chuckles, and a man’s 

voice. “You are very lucky, you know. We have appli-

cants from numerous countries all over the world vying 

for inclusion in our research program. You’ve been 

shunted right to the top.” 

“Who are you?” This time when he opened his eyes, 

he was no longer in the empty white room. He looked 

down to see himself in a hospital gown, with medical 

machines surrounding the bed. More hulked against the 

walls. Double doors with the upper parts finished in the 

same wire-reinforced glass completed the picture. 

“Dr. Jamie.” The name Jimenez on the man’s lab 

coat suggested Jamie was his first name. “I’ll be with 
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you throughout today’s procedure, and if this goes well, 

we’ll be seeing each other quite often. How’s that?”  

“What procedure?” Garik didn’t like being in this 

room, he didn’t like his hair being messed with, and he 

definitely didn’t like the sound of the word procedure. 

“Not to worry.” The doctor patted his arm warmly. 

He looked across to someone Garik couldn’t see. 

“Leah, how’s the DNA material coming along? How 

much longer until it’s fully at body temperature?” 

“Another ten minutes, Dr. Jamie.” The needle 

voice. Leah. Fortinier, Garik seemed to recall. 

“Thank you. Now, Mr. Shayk, do you want to know 

what you’re going to become?” 

“An adult?” Become? He already was. He jerked 

his legs. They were strapped to the bed. That was when 

he realized he was on an operating gurney. 

“True, true, but more. So much more.” Jimenez’s 

eyes gleamed with excitement. 

“What was in those cages?” Garik remembered the 

stainless-steel bars, the man with the cart, and telling 

Marisa to run. 

“Ah, that. We’ve explained this before. Alas, the 

sleepy medicine tends to mess with short-term memory. 

Not the best experience for you to learn about us. It was 

unfortunate for you to start your time with us there, but 

no matter. You won’t have to see that again—” 

“Explained before? Leah, I think it was, said some-

thing like that. How long have I been here?” He thought 
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of Marisa. Run. What had happened to her? Did she 

know where he was? Was anyone looking for him? 

“We needed time to extract your DNA, and it’s not 

simple splicing two different DNA strands into one 

distinct and completely new structure. The failure rate 

for that is quite high, but once we reach success, we 

move forward!” He clasped one hand into an excited 

fist. “We are now ready for you to move forward. This 

will need to drip for a while. Nurse?” 

She handed him a needle attached to a short IV tube 

with a cut-off valve, and he lifted Garik’s arm, gripped 

it tightly, and inserted it. 

One of the doors burst open, and three men walked 

in. The first was in military attire, solid, white-haired, 

with a firm step and a straight back. The next two were 

dressed as civilians. Jimenez pressed a pad to Garik’s 

arm and stepped back, putting his hands behind his 

back respectfully. The nurse also fell silent.  

Jimenez nodded and acknowledged them. “Colonel 

Brace. Director Rodheimer. Mr. Hefferly.” 

Garik recognized the big man, Rodheimer, with his 

wide shoulders that were incongruous in the man’s 

expertly tailored suit. He had been in the Tower when 

Ms. Sunchaser was introducing them to Gunther. The 

other man, with his dark, slender face and closely 

trimmed beard, he had seen him on the screens in the 

food court, advertising the mall event with the purple 

mist, the one Arik had caused him to miss. 
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The colonel was new to him. 

“So, this is our young man.” Rodheimer stepped to 

Garik, even more massive when seen from Garik’s van-

tage point on the bed. “What enhancements do we hope 

to achieve with this one?” 

Enhancements? Garik’s temples throbbed with fear 

and anger. He was certain they could see. Like, pros-

thetics or tattoos? And then he remembered the doctor’s 

words. DNA. No!  

Still, his legs weren’t free, and he had no idea where 

he was. Arrgh! 

The slender man—Jantzen Hefferly—answered for 

the doctor. “Cunning. Strength. Quickness. We expect a 

high level of intelligence from this subject, one of the 

best.” Hefferly lifted Garik’s wrist. The pad covering 

the needle fell away, and blood seeped from the site. 

Hefferly returned the arm to the gurney. He looked in 

Garik’s eyes, not unkindly. “Your body will be greatly 

improved.” 

“Intractability?” Colonel Brace looked up and down 

Garik in a cold and calculating manner. “We’ve yet to 

achieve those qualities in a compliant subject. What is 

the subject to be partnered with?” 

“We considered several combinations, first compar-

ing various breeds of dogs for compliance, but the 

cunning and quickness weren’t there. When we looked 

further, the wolf rose to the top. Which breed did we 

settle on, Dr. Jamie?” 
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“Timber wolf. Caring with their own, extremely 

competent at survival skills, and the biggest and 

strongest of the breed.” 

Garik pictured the creatures from the basement 

cages. Surely they weren’t making people into those. 

He spat his words, anger boiling out of him, “You can’t 

do this to me. People will know. I’ve got friends. My 

aunt will come looking for me.” 

“Maybe had friends, Mr. Shayk.” Rodheimer 

smirked. “Remember, you broke into a secured build-

ing. And your aunt? When you were caught breaking 

and entering, you were deported right back to Russia 

where you could no longer cause our good country 

additional problems. No one will come looking for 

you.” 

“My—” Garik almost said girlfriend, but what if 

they didn’t know she had been with him? Or had they 

captured her, too? Was she also going to have wolf 

injected into her to become something strange and 

probably unrecognizable? 

“Your what, Mr. Shayk?” 

“I have a girlfriend. Does she know where I am?” 

Garik looked for a way to fight back, but how? Please 

say she is safe. Please. 

“Ah, Marisa with the missing sister. How did that 

play out, Jantzen?” 

Jantzen Hefferly cleared his throat, looking a bit 

uncomfortable. “We, um, had her sister, Marina, 
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contact her with an explanation, telling Marisa that she 

was now living overseas. Marisa will no longer have 

any reason to suspect her sister is one of ours. Of 

course, we explained to her the reasons you were 

deported and that if she should decide to reveal that she 

had entered our secure facilities illegally, her family’s 

flower shop might face difficulties relocating when the 

adjacent intersection is widened.” 

“That’s unfair!” Garik jerked, trying to sit up, and 

he slipped sideways, coming partially off the gurney. 

The doctor on one side and Jantzen Hefferly on the 

other steadied him, forcing him back to the table. Garik 

jerked one arm free and grabbed Hefferly’s wrist, twist-

ing the man’s arm. Hefferly jerked back in pain, leaving 

Garik grasping nothing but air.  

“Ah, Mr. Shayk. We thought we had learned this 

lesson. We shall have to return to the straps.” Jimenez 

motioned to his nurse to help him. 

It was as they were strapping his arms and chest 

down that Garik understood what had happened, and 

even then, it was too bizarre to be true. Jantzen Hefferly 

hadn’t twisted out of his grasp. His arm had become 

smoke for a moment, purple smoke, becoming solid 

once again as soon as it was free of Garik’s hand. 

How was that possible? 

“Perhaps a little sleepy juice to make this easier, 

heh?” Jimenez smiled agreeably. “We all want this to 

be as pleasant an experience as possible.” 
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“No, please,” Garik begged. He was desperate for 

this not to happen, and he pulled against the straps. He 

watched Nurse Leah press a needle into the end of the 

IV tube, and the tube filled with liquid. She turned the 

valve, and he felt his muscles begin to relax. 

Rodheimer and Hefferly had already exited, but 

Colonel Brace stood to the side and watched with a 

proprietary air, as though this was his money, his 

project, and his results. He wanted to see that it was 

done at the highest level of expediency. 

Jimenez patted Garik’s shoulder. “Better already, 

isn’t it?” 

As he closed his eyes, Garik thought of his Street 

Strider and Arik sitting on it with a glowing fag hang-

ing from his lips. Except for the medicine, he would be 

angry all over again. Instead, the best he could do was 

smile at the thought of his aunt’s boyfriend on the side 

of the road, broken down and not knowing the first 

thing about how to repair the bike. 

“Serves you right, Arik.” 

He thought he spoke the words, but maybe he just 

dreamed them. In moments, he slipped into himself and 

no longer thought of anything at all. 
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In Book Two, Garik Shayk is drawn deeper into The 

Human-Hybrid Project. 

 

Inside the Darkness 
Book Two  

The Human-Hybrid Project 

 

Garik Shayk has been inducted—unwillingly—into 

the Human Hybrid Project in the bowels of the secre-

tive Corona Tower. He befriends Jantzen Hefferly, also 

a recipient of the life-altering process. They discover 

the truth behind the Tower’s lies. They become con-

vinced that the only way forward is to bring the Project 

and its leader, Weston Rodheimer, down. 
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