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CHAPTER 1 

 We didn’t belong. We were there to play baseball, and not for any other reason. So 

anytime we strayed away from the ballpark, I felt lost. 

Bronson and I towered over the locals, yet he still blended with the crowd. The drivers in 

the graffiti covered trucks moved forward; their eyes blinking halfway. Above them, tenants on 

balconies pulled squeaky clothes lines suspended across the road. Not one head from the horde 

of Koreans funnelling along the single lane looked up at the screeching sound. When cardboard 

littered the pavement and dirt muddied the shop signs, I guess two tall guys won’t surprise them. 

 I followed Bronson to a chain link gate between two buildings. Both buildings - window 

covered and water stained - saw its few colours come from dim neon displays. I couldn’t 



understand any of the signs, and the foggy windows hid whatever was sold inside. Bronson said 

we wouldn’t stay long, yet I still wanted to leave. 

 He reached over the gate, but pulled his arm back.  

 “What’s wrong?” 

 “Why do people use these gates?” he asked. 

 “Why?” I asked overtop the distant dog barks and steady car engines. “Like why do 

people need them?” 

 “Luis, no. I mean, why put a latch on the other side if you can just reach over and unlock 

it? Like, it’s not gonna stop anyone from going through.” 

 “Well, there’s usually a little hole for a padlock. Who cares, anyway? Let’s get back to 

the hotel.” 

 “That can wait; let me finish,” he said. He smacked his lips and threw his tattooed hand 

up in front of my face. The red and purple ink ran up his pale forearm and underneath his shirt 

sleeve. “No one puts a lock on their gate, so what’s the point of the thing?” Bronson swung the 

gate outwards and pointed at the rusty latch. “This won’t keep the gate shut. There are better 

ways.” 

 “You know the ‘Beware of Dog’ signs?” I asked, drawing a square with my fingers. “The 

latch works the same way. The sign--” 

 “That makes no sense.” 

 “Hold on. The sign tells people to piss off. When you see a dog sign, you stay back in 

case a dog bites your fingers off. It’s the same deal with the gate.” 

 “I don’t know,” he said, throwing up his hands. “Then just put a latch on both sides, you 

know?” 



 Inside the alley, overflowing garbage bins lined both walls. At the far end, mud puddles 

trickled down the slanted floor towards a single concrete step. It led to a pale green, handleless 

door on the right side. 

 “Okay, just keep quiet. That’s it, Luis,” Bronson said. “You’re here in case something 

goes wrong. We should be fine, but just know I might need you.” 

 “In case what? No, I’m not doing anything. You said you just wanted someone to walk 

with.” 

 Bronson threw his hand at my face again. “Relax.” 

 He rapped on the door four times before a doll sized Korean woman answered. Wrinkles 

molded her face into a permanent frown. 

 “I’m here for Joon,” he said. 

 With a still expression, she outstretched her curled fingers. A worn, blue knapsack rode 

high on his back. The flattened upper half made it look empty. In the bottom half, a round bulge 

pulled the bag downwards. When the knapsack slid off his shoulders, the strap pulled down his 

shirt covering a rainbow of neck tattoos. She lifted out a large, paper wrapped bundle. But before 

I could see what she held, she rewrapped the paper and returned it to Bronson. 

 “No.” 

 “No?” Bronson echoed. “This is the same as last time. What changed?” 

 “No, no. He no want,” she said in broken English. 

 “Why not? You guys wanted it last week. Nothing changed.” 

 “We no want it no more. Find someone else to buy.” 

 “Let me talk to Joon then,” Bronson said. 

 “No, no. Go before someone come and hurt you,” she said, shutting the door. 



 Before it closed, Bronson stuck his hand in the crack and said, “Who’s gonna hurt me? 

Joon?” 

 “Bronson, let’s go.” I pleaded. When he turned to me, the woman slipped her hand into 

her pocket. A tiny black pistol pointed at Bronson’s gut. 

 “Hey, what are you--” I stepped back and Bronson slapped the pistol to the ground. A 

pop echoed and a little smoke cloud burst from the concrete wall behind us. 

 He flung the metal door against the wall and caught the rebound with his hand. He 

gripped a handful of the woman’s grey hair then clapped her head against the door like hand 

cymbals. A hollow thud rumbled in the alley as her body sprawled over the single step. 

 “You don’t point that shit at me,” he growled, pointing at her body on the ground. 

 “What the fuck?” I shouted. “Why would she -- what did you--” 

 He ignored me and stepped over her body. I dragged the motionless woman inside and 

shut the door behind us. Blood spilled from the side of her head, clumping her thinning grey hair. 

Inside the building, stacks of boxes reached the high ceiling. Plastic wrapped packages the size 

of apples overflowed from open containers. A shirtless man slept on a splotchy cot beside a table 

of dirty plates. 

 “Joon,” Bronson shouted, “where’s my money?” 

 Joon jumped up and started waving his hands. “What money? And who the fuck is this?” 

he asked, pointing his prosthetic hand at me. 

 Instead of the skin-like coating covering most prosthetic limbs, I saw every electronic 

part up to his elbow. As he moved his hand, little synthetic muscles pulled the different parts of 

his fingers. 



 “A friend,” Bronson said. “Now where’s my money?” He shook the bag carrying the 

paper bundle. 

 “No, I don’t want your shit anymore. Didn’t she tell you that at the door?” 

 Bronson exhaled through his nose and grabbed a folding chair beside him. He hurled the 

chair at Joon who ducked, but not low enough. The impact knocked him to the floor, whacking 

over a pile of boxes on the way down. Joon scrambled back to his bed as Bronson rushed over to 

the chair. He lifted it above his head and slammed the collapsed chair flush across his back. Joon 

shrieked and rolled around the floor in a contorted shape. 

 “Hold him,” Bronson said to me. 

 “No man, I’ll just be--” 

 “Hold him,” he said louder. 

 Bronson turned Joon over and I kneeled across his chest. Joon gasped for air underneath 

my knees as his legs thrashed. He grabbed the chair again and pinned Joon’s hand underneath his 

shoe. He lifted the chair above his head and took aim. With the edge of the backrest, he chopped 

down on Joon’s arm, severing it at the elbow. The fingers twitched as blue liquid leaked out onto 

the floor. 

 “Where’s my money?” Bronson repeated. 

 Joon choked on his breaths then spoke. “The Q-Dock under the bed.” 

 I got off his chest and he shrunk into a ball. 

 Bronson threw the chair aside and slicked back his mop string hair. He sucked in the snot 

clogging his nose then spit the wad into the corner. He tapped his Cascade on the Q-Dock which 

triggered an audible bing. On the way out, he tossed the knapsack beside Joon. We stepped over 

the motionless woman beside the door, dodging the pooling blood. 



 “What was that,” I wailed in the alley. “I think she’s dead.” 

 “Just relax,” Bronson said, opening the gate. “She’ll be replaced next week, anyway.” 

 “How can I relax? What about that guy’s arm? He won’t let us just get away with that. 

Why did you even bring me here?” 

 He led me down a staircase muting the noise behind us. When we reached the bottom, 

howling vendors and laughing customers replaced the barking dogs and rumbling engines. The 

steep concrete staircase hid between an eyeglasses store and a tangled hedge. We turned onto the 

street towards a small intersection of tall store buildings rounding at the corners. The smell of 

misty water filled the open air. Shopkeepers hosed litter down the open grates hidden behind 

pillars. Beside the pillars, waist high digital signs flashed Korean symbols and arrows pointing at 

the different lanes. 

 Bronson grabbed my shoulder and held me in place. “Look. I needed your help. If you 

didn’t notice that gun, I’m dead. And no one gives a shit about a backyard dealer or a dead 

grandma. And especially not Korean police. You’ll be fine, don’t worry. Plus, I just got paid five 

hundred.” 

 “You killed her for five hundred dollars?” I asked, as I buried my face in my hands. 

 “No, no, no. Five hundred Xolty.” 

 There was no way. I didn’t know for sure, but five hundred Xolty converted to something 

like one hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Xolty became the internet’s unofficial currency after 

the Euro crashed dozens of years ago. His five hundred Xolty deposit took me years to earn 

while playing minor league baseball. In just a few minutes, Bronson made my piss poor contract 

in the Korean Baseball Organization even worse. Like me, he went to South Korea to play. But 

that day I found out he did more than play baseball - he made money. 



 “You could’ve kept the money for yourself. I don’t want to get involved in drug deals or 

murders. I already have enough going against me; I don’t need this.” I tried to both whisper and 

yell, but he just smiled at everything I said. 

 “Not drugs. Expensive processors these South Koreans can’t get. I’ll transfer you a cut 

later, alright? Now relax.” 

 As we walked back to the team hotel, my head spun. The cluster of narrow buildings 

thinned their air. The tight streets squeezed out most vehicles where pedestrian crowds filled the 

roads. The carousel of blinking lights punished my eyes as I fought dizziness. Street vendors 

draped signs in flashing Christmas lights or alternating spotlights. Their lightshows competed 

with neon protruding from every building surface. 

 I ducked into a chain restaurant and went straight to the bathroom. The singular mirror 

light calmed my nerves and slowed my breathing. As I relaxed, the bathroom’s blends of piss 

filled my nose. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to get away. 

 


