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Watts World Screwjob
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“The champ has been in full control since the opening bell.”

In the squared circle, ‘Honest’ Onyx Lee bounced off the ring ropes, did his patented dainty tiptoe to the defenseless challenger, and dropped an elbow across his chest. In sky-blue tights, kneepads, and tall boots, the champ hurried to his feet, only to strike a pose for the sold-out crowd. He wiggled his head of short, bleached curls as if he’d just taken out the hair rollers, then tightened his tan biceps and six pack, stadium lights glinting off his oily physique.

The Watts World audience, known for its decorum, voiced their displeasure in low murmurs, clearly unimpressed by the noncompetitive match and the champ’s prolonged gloating. Seated by an aisle, a balding gentleman stifled a yawn and checked his watch. Behind the padded barricade in the front row, an elderly woman tapped her program lightly against her palm. Several seats down, a teen couple shared flirty whispers and giggles, then glanced toward the exit.

After giving the spectators a photo opportunity, Onyx Lee swaggered to the ring ropes, leaned over the top one, and with a bright celebrity grin, he pointed out a doughy child sitting ringside. “Onyx Lee believes honesty is the best quality. Don’t you agree?”

The doughy boy’s smile exposed his braces, and he nodded excitedly, his neat side part seemingly glued in place. He waved in a red shirt that read, I defeat winners. ʻ93 Champions Arcade Competition.

“Then honestly!” Onyx shouted his catchphrase along with half the domed stadium. He exited the ring, stepping out under the top rope, garnering a host of sighs and soft mutters from the annoyed onlookers. He dropped to the floor, and approaching the barricade, he snapped his fingers at the kid’s mother, who wore an Honestly! shirt and a heavy layer of makeup.

The mother fumbled through her purse, and upon finding a pen, she handed it to the wrestler, a soft, involuntary moan escaping her lips.

Onyx removed the pen top, but instead of autographing the doughy boy’s shirt, he altered the slogan. He scratched out the w in winners and added a D over it, so the shirt read, I defeat Dinners.

The doughy kid stretched out his shirt to study the adjustment, his brows coming together.

With an appalled look, the mother took a swipe at the champion, but when he dodged the attack, her hand fell to her chest, and she bit her bottom lip, betraying a conflicting desire.

“Honestly,” Onyx Lee proclaimed, his finger shooting in the air with dramatic flair, “it takes strength and courage to admit the truth.”

Whispers of frustration passed quietly from neighbor to neighbor throughout the stadium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, watching around the world, I would like to take a moment to apologize for our champion’s antics here at Moodish Wrestling Federation,” Gino Seastar said at the broadcast table. The former wrestler-turned-analyst sported a suit, bowtie, and dark sunglasses, his wavy dark hair forming a balding star pattern. A headset covered his ears, a microphone extended to his mouth for the viewers at home. “We do not endorse bullying of any kind, and as you can hear from Watts World, the fans here don’t like it either. It’s as loud as I’ve ever heard them.”

“What are you blabbering about?” Raymond ‘The Wit’ Ivy said, the co-commentator coming to the champ’s defense, an academic hat perched atop his blonde head. “Are you saying we shouldn’t be honest? If you ask me, that kid learned a valuable lesson today. If you want to be a winner, well, eat less dinners.”

“Would you stop?”

Onyx rolled into the squared circle under the bottom rope and pranced over to his opponent, who arose to his hands and knees. The champ combed his fingers through his wet, bleached curls, then flung the sweat onto his battered foe.

Cash Cowell’s arms trembled under his own weight. His dirty-blonde hair hung in a braided ponytail between his shoulders, and black hearts patterned his long white tights, resembling a cow’s splotches. As he pushed himself upward, an elbow smashed into the back of his head, flattening him to the mat again. He squirmed, cradling his neck.

After landing the elbow, Onyx rested on his back and admired the giant mural painted across the dome’s ceiling, encircled by stadium lights.

In the enormous, lifelike artwork, Moodish Watts, the beefy wrestling promoter, presented a pompous, proud stance in a grey business suit that matched his flattop. With a grin meant to be encouraging, he gave the wrestlers and crowd below a thumbs-up.

Reclining on the mat, Onyx Lee returned the motivational gesture, then flipped up to his feet, raking in scattered applause. He aimed his finger at the downed opponent and shouted to the attendees, “Honestly! This man wasn’t honest with himself.”

Cash pressed his palms to the canvas and tried to heave himself up, his body shaking with little strength.

“From the start, it was clear to see, this man is no match for me,” Onyx said, continuing his spiel to the audience while circling the hurt challenger. “But he prodded the best for weeks. And now! He’s a...”

“Dead! Man! Wrestling!” Watts World chanted on cue, their voices ringing out from tradition rather than admiration, followed by customary claps.

“Honest-leeeeeeeee!” Onyx Lee howled, joined by the half-enthused crowd.

“Well, if Cash Cowell is indeed finished, I believe the champion should show some decency and pin him,” Gino argued. “This is poor sportsmanship from a silver-spoon—”

“Who made you the minister of the moral majority?” the Wit shot back. “These people paid to see a championship match, and he’s trying to give them  their money’s worth.”

“Speaking of getting their money’s worth, it’s good to see our tax dollars hard at work, putting orphans through the finest wrestling institution, Moodish Stage One, but it would also be nice to improve the in-ring etiquette of these young men... honestly.”

“I’ll just say it—”

“Hold that thought!” Gino interrupted his partner to call the action inside the ring. “The champ is lifting the challenger.”

Onyx hauled the weary opponent up by the braided ponytail, only to bodyslam him near a corner. The champ climbed through the ropes, up the turnbuckle, and as the audience stood for a better view of the high-risk maneuver, he balanced atop the corner. Using his hands like six-shooters, he shot down faces in the crowd, earning their ire. He adjusted the blue elbow pad on his right arm, patted the point, then dove off. Sailing downward, he targeted the competitor’s throat and drove the padded elbow into the jugular.

Watts World responded with a polite but divided reaction, some cringing and others applauding the strong attack. The sparse-haired gentleman gathered his belongings in his lap, ready to dash out and beat traffic. The aged woman clutched her pearls at the sight of the weakened challenger. Cuddled together, the teenagers skittered down the aisle to leave.

Onyx popped up to his feet with his arms wide to embrace the adulation, only to be greeted with a light sprinkle. He frowned, and with a shrug, his arms lowered to his sides. While the challenger wriggled on the mat, grasping at his damaged throat, the champ dusted his hands and wiped his boot soles backward on the mat, brushing grit into his opponent’s face. However, he stilled upon spotting the company owner.

Surrounded by Watts World security, in their dark-blue uniforms with peaked caps, Moodish Watts marched down the entrance ramp toward the ring, arms swinging with his agitated pace. Just like the ceiling mural, he wore an ash-grey suit, nearly the same color as his flattop. He seemed to be growling something, spittle flying from clenched teeth. Arriving at ringside, he ripped off his dress coat and pitched it to the ground.

Onyx’s forehead wrinkled, his eyes shifting from the owner to the movement in his peripheral vision.

Beneath the jumbotron, Salla Watts emerged from behind the entrance curtain, wearing a biker jacket and a black beret over her silky brunette hair. Stopping where the platform met the ramp, she folded her arms and cast a devilish, all-knowing smirk the champion’s way.

“Folks, dare I say something peculiar is afoot,” Gino said to the fans watching on TV. “Mr. Watts has stormed ringside with his security while the Pampered Princess watches from the ramp.”

Onyx gave the Pampered Princess a suspicious eye as the challenger’s arm shot upward between his legs, dragging him down to his back and stacking him on his shoulders for a pin.

The spectators made a collective gasp and jumped to their feet.

The ring official plunged to the mat to make the count, attired in a zebra-striped top and black pants. He slapped the surface once, twice, but mere inches from three, the champ kicked out of the pin.

An audible sigh swept through the stadium, followed by polite applause for the challenger’s valiant effort.

The wrestlers scrambled up and traded blows in the center of the ring until Onyx blocked a punch and answered with a powerful clothesline that floored the challenger.

Outside the squared circle, Moodish made his way toward the timekeeper’s area while rolling up his sleeves for a fight, his security team flanking him.

Onyx reached down for his opponent, but distracted by the promoter’s presence, he left himself wide open for a reversal.

Cash snatched the champ’s arm, yanking him onto his stomach. He trapped the left arm between his legs, restraining it, then locked his fingers under the chin and wrenched the neck for a submission.

Onyx grimaced, clawing at the hold as his spine bent backward.

Shocked whispers and gentle exhalations grew louder. The balding gentleman sprang to his feet, accidentally throwing his hat and suitcase from his lap into the aisle. The elder covered her face but peeked through her bony fingers. At the exit door, the teenage couple halted, their eyes fixed on the match.

Despite the champ still trying to escape, the referee motioned at the timekeeper for the bell. “He quit! He quit!”

Next to the commentary table, the timekeeper grabbed his tiny hammer but hesitated.

“Ring the bell! Ring the darn bell!” Moodish seized the hammer and struck the bell, signaling the end of the match.

Once restless and disinterested, the fans were now fully captivated, standing in a stunned silence. The balding gentleman scratched through his thin, sandy hair. The elderly woman made little hops of joy, all her frail legs could manage. Hand in hand, the teenagers rushed back down the aisle to their front row seats.

“What in the world is going on?” Gino asked. “Did Onyx Lee submit?”  

“If Mr. Moodish said the champ submitted,” the Wit replied, “then I think the champ submitted.”

“Oh you little turncoat.”

When the challenger released the submission hold, Onyx Lee initially thought he had broken out using sheer neck strength. He wrestled his opponent to the mat and applied a headlock before realizing the match was over. His face slackened at his boss, and the headlock loosened around the new champion’s neck.

Cash pulled his head free and scurried out of the ring, where the referee handed him the M.W.F. Championship Belt. He hoisted the gold strap to a smattering of claps from the confused audience.

Moodish hastened to the new champ, putting on a grandiose display of congratulations. With a big smile, he patted the title holder’s chest and raised his arm, declaring him the winner. He hugged the wrestler’s neck, whispering, “Get outta here.”

Cash backed up the ramp toward the Pampered Princess, stumbling every few steps, the title draped over his left shoulder.

Salla Watts greeted the M.W.F. Champion on the platform with a smooch on his cheek. She lifted his arm and gestured to him, as if presenting the future of wrestling. She waved goodbye to the loser in the ring before hooking arms with her new client and exiting through the curtain.

“You’re fired, you sonuvawitch!” Moodish yelled up at his former champion. He tried to climb into the ring for a fight, but the security team grabbed him. “She told me everything!”

Onyx approached the ring ropes, shoulders tense and hands frozen midair, dumbfounded by the unexpected turn of events. “What?”

“You screwed my daughter, you bastard!” Moodish bellowed, his security clinging to his arms and holding him back. “You corrupted her sweet, innocent mind!”

“I’m sure your daughter has been corrupted many times, but not one has been m—”

Moodish spat upward into the ex-champ’s face.

“Ew!” Onyx recoiled as the loogie splattered against his forehead. As the gob oozed down his nose, the prissy wrestler gagged, then ran around in a circle, his wrists flapping effeminately. With nothing else to use, he cleaned the wad with his hand and whipped it off his palm. Eyes closed, he inhaled and exhaled deeply through his nose, but it did nothing to calm his anger. His brows angled, knuckles crackling into tight fists.

“Now I screw you!” Moodish shouted, his face glowing red.

Onyx gripped the top rope and launched himself out of the ring, crashing onto the security team and wiping everyone out. He hurried to a knee over the promoter, and before security could stop him, he slugged his boss repeatedly.

The usually courteous crowd at Watts World erupted into a rare uproar, boos colliding with cheers in a thunderous, confused chorus. The thinning-haired gentleman withdrew a notepad from his shirt pocket and jotted down the action. The elder lady, suddenly venomous, attempted to jump the barricade and help security detain the wild wrestler, but she lacked the strength to clear the waist-high obstruction. The rebellious teens sided with the disgruntled worker, jeering the wealthy boss.

The security team scrambled up and separated the bitter enemies. Two guards snagged the wrestler’s arms and dragged him off the owner, but the wrestler wrenched his left arm free, pivoted, and leveled the guard on his right arm. He landed a front kick to another guard’s stomach, and when the man doubled over, the wrestler grabbed the back of his head and hurled him face-first into the barricade.

During the melee, Moodish tried to sneak away by slipping under the ring.

Onyx spotted the promoter’s legs squirming beneath the ring apron, so he dropped down and crawled after him. Halfway under the squared circle, he took hold of the owner’s ankle just as he opened a trapdoor in the floor. He tugged on the boss’ foot, but at the same time, security yanked on both his legs, and he lost his grip.

Watts World security pulled the wrestler out, then unleashed a brutal onslaught. One member clobbered the athlete’s right knee with a nightstick, making him cry out and clutch his leg. Another guard slammed his baton against the wrestler’s head, blood misting. The security team began stomping him from all angles, their boots thudding against his torso and bouncing his head off the floor.

Moodish poked out from under the ring apron, a sinister grin spreading as his team bludgeoned the former champion. With a guttural growl, he said, “Not only are you out of this company, you sonuvawitch, but you’re also banished from Amerryland!”

Onyx curled defensively, arms shielding his head and knees drawn up to protect his ribs, but the security team exploited every opening. He winced and jerked with each punishing wallop.

“Do you hear me?” Moodish asked, the ring apron framing his head like a bonnet. “You had a chance at something big, but you screwed it up. Yes, you screwed it all up. You screwed me! You screwed your dearly departed coach! Your fans! And... honestly, Onyx Lee... you screwed you!”
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Rock Bottom
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Watts World security shoved Onyx Lee out of the double doors at the stadium’s unloading area, his baggy blue hoodie and sweatpants bouncing with every unsteady step, his bags tumbling across the pavement. As the doors slowly closed, the guards waved with sarcastic frowns, savoring every second of his exile.

Onyx flipped them off before flinging his hood over his curly, bleached hair. After gathering his bags from the ground, he took a moment to behold the grand stadium.

The dome looked like a massive golden bowl with an egg at its center, the rooftop sign reading, Watts World. Beyond, a storm brewed in the deep-blue sky, grey clouds hovering overhead.

Onyx’s eyes welled as memories came rushing back. “I’m not... gonna... cry—yeesh.” He made a sneeze-like noise, then widened his eyes to let the air dry them. “Don’t rain.”

White security cruisers crept around each side of the stadium, rolling toward the wrestler, Watts World Security emblazoned in gold across the doors of the square-body vehicles. With red and blue lights swirling atop the roof, they pulled alongside the former champion, sandwiching him and guiding him on his walk of shame across the empty parking lot.

Onyx tugged his hoodie low over his brows, shading his watery blue eyes, and drew in a sharp breath to hold back his emotions. He proceeded down the aisle of vacant parking spots.

Outside the property’s tall chain-link fence, a decent crowd showed up to bid the ex-champion farewell. Tears fogging her glasses, a bucktoothed woman ripped apart her stuffed Onyx Lee pillow buddy, cotton spilling everywhere. A dirty street kid banged an Onyx Lee action figure on the fence pole, cracking the plastic. Wearing a Gollygood Knights baseball cap, a chubby, acne-riddled fellow raised a posterboard, Honestly, I believe all Pampered Princesses!

Onyx’s tears blurred out the scene. He sniffled and tilted his head up, hoping to drain the waterworks back inside. Lightning split the sky, thunder rumbling. After weathering an emotional storm, he lowered his sight to the displeased fans behind the fence. He mumbled, “Don’t cry...”

Disappointment intensified, rippling through the mass, as the wrestler closed the distance. A nerdy-looking kid, his shirt tucked tightly into his high-water pants, flicked a lighter beneath an Onyx Lee autographed picture and set it ablaze. A lanky, freckled woman stomped on an Onyx Lee foam hand until it lay completely flattened. With rotten fruit piled in a cardboard box, a redheaded vendor wove through the throng, arming everyone with spoiled fruit.

When an apple splattered at his feet, Onyx leapt back and guarded his head with his bags. Lightning crackled, and as a single tear ran down his cheek, a raindrop tapped his shoulder. “Don’t... crah—” He choked on a saddened breath.

On the left, a peach burst against a security cruiser’s windshield, prompting the driver to blare the siren and speed toward the crowd.

Despite his best efforts, Onyx broke down, tears pouring with the rain. He carried a bag in each hand, the weight dragging on his shoulders as he trudged toward the fence, sobbing uncontrollably.

To the right, a female guard hung out of the second cruiser’s driver-side window, a peaked cap cocked lazily on her stringy half-blonde, half-black hair. She gave the disheartened wrestler a bewildered yet humored look. “Are you—” She turned to her partner in the passenger seat. “Is he crying, Ro?”

“By golly, Rolly,” the tan guard said. He raked his fingers through his wet, long hair, then grabbed the PA microphone and brought it to his goatee. To the crowd, he announced, “He’s crying, ladies and gents. He is in fact a crybaby, folks, like some of you assumed.”

“I’m-not... cry-ee-ee-ee-ing!” Onyx blubbered so hard that his shoulders bounced. He breathed haggardly through rough weeps, each inhale sucking in his shaky bottom lip. As he moved closer to the fence, a bruised pear squished against his thigh. He palmed the sting, and amidst the heavy sobs, he groaned, “Ow-wee-ee-ee...”

A short, crater-faced teen scaled the tall fence and straddled the top. With scissors in hand, he cut off his dyed hair, screaming, “You’re an embarrassment to all the bleached blondes in Amerryland!”

“Poor kids looked up to you,” Rolly said from the driver’s seat, her left arm dangling along the door.

The comment enraged Onyx. Tears streaming down his flustered face, he charged the cruiser, but as he reared his foot to kick the door, a lightning bolt flashed from the sky and zapped him. He shimmied before collapsing to his knees, his clothes smoking.

Silence swept the area, the onlookers holding their tongues and rotten fruit. They bunched at the fence, eyeing the former champ for any sign of life.

A long-winded fart crooned from the seat of Onyx’s pants, and he awoke bawling as if he’d never lost consciousness. “Pardon me...”

Disgust infected the crowd like a contagion. At first whiff, a short person doffed his top hat and vomited inside it. The bucktoothed woman gagged into her torn-apart pillow buddy. Children squalled and ran away.

At the fence, the lead cruiser parked, and a guard stepped out from the driver’s side. He jerked his head, casting his sandy bangs from his eyes, but continued to twitch like a flea-ridden dog while searching through the large key ring.

Rolly pulled up next and hopped out, asking, “Mox, we don’t have to follow him to Muck, do we?”

“Nah, he has a day to—” Mox unlocked the gate, then looked over his shoulder at the wrestler. “You hear that? You have 24 hours to leave Amerryland.”

With a steady flow of tears and trembles from the electric aftershocks, Onyx stood, only for a warmth to spread from his crotch down both legs, drenching his pants. He kept his soaked eyes forward but placed a bag over the urine stain. He shambled onward, his ragged breaths blowing his bottom lip to and fro.

Watts World security worked together at the entrance. Mox pushed the gate open while Rolly and Ro herded the gathering to the roadside, clearing a path down the middle of the street.

Onyx plodded off the property, head bowed, face swallowed by the hoodie.

Lining the road, the M.W.F. fans turned their backs on the former champion in a collective show of disrespect. Autographed pictures, magazines, and Onyx Lee apparel littered the street, trashed by the people. The bucktoothed lady threw pieces of her pillow buddy onto the pile before spinning away. The grimy street kid slammed his action figure against the curb, then pivoted from the wrestler. The freckle-faced woman balled up her foam finger and hurled it at the dejected athlete, but it unraveled midair and fell short.

Onyx stared absently at the memorabilia beneath his boots. He left a muddy print on a poster, crushed a framed picture underfoot, and kicked a wadded-up shirt aside. Clenching his jaw to prevent another breakdown, he continued along the road of discarded souvenirs and disenchanted fans.
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“Get outta here, you stupid rodent!”

A cat yowled.

In pitch black, Onyx Lee sat up in a dumpster, garbage bags crinkling under him. The lid swung open, and sunlight smacked him in the face. He winced and turned away as trash cascaded over him, a crumpled cup bouncing off his head, napkins tumbling down his shoulders, and something wet trickling along his left cheek. Bags followed, one after another, burying him beneath the heap. He stretched an arm out and managed a muffled shout, “Help! Need help, now!”

“Huh!” A rosy-faced teenager peeked inside the large metal bin. He snorted at the pathetic, bedraggled man, then snapped, “Get outta here, ya bum.”

“I’m...” Onyx emerged from the pile, a banana peel lying on his crown, almost blending in with his bleached curls. Gripping the edge of the dumpster, he pulled himself up, crawled over the lip, and dropped onto the front lawn of a home under renovation.

“I said, ‘Get outta here!’” The teenager swung a trash bag into the vagrant’s face.

Onyx whirled from the blow and let the momentum carry him down the sidewalk. He flipped his hoodie over his head, stuffed his hands into the front pouch, and moped along, shoulders slumped.

The neighborhood buzzed with early morning activity. In a campaign hat, a retired drill sergeant raked leaves on his green lawn. With a leashed poodle, a middle-aged woman jogged across the street in a pink sports bra and tiny shorts. Landscapers rode a lawnmower over a small yard, trimmed the driveway with a weedeater, and used a blower to remove clippings from the sidewalk.

Onyx slogged onward with his head low, and after passing several blocks, he arrived at a main road with a shopping center across the way. He waited for two cars before trotting over the lanes and into the parking lot. He strolled along the walkway in front of stores until an Amerryland patrol car rounded the far corner. He swiveled away and darted through the nearest door, a Triple Joy-Joy-Joy convenience store.

The door chime jingled, and everyone inside froze. The cashier gawked, clutching the customer’s change. Along the middle aisle, a mother shushed her children. In the far right corner, a mean yet smartly dressed posse held the bathroom door closed, locking someone inside, but their attention immediately shifted to the hooded athlete.

Onyx gave a shy wave to the patrons, and as the patrol car eased past the acrylic doors, he scooted out of sight behind a magazine rack. From inside the store, he heard the vehicle’s door open and close, then the officer’s two-way radio fizz and crackle. Panicking, he shuffled around and fidgeted. When the bell rang at the entrance, he lifted a newspaper off the rack, but upon reading the headline, Onyx Lee Dirty Dancing with the Pampered Princess, he swapped it for a swimsuit magazine and pretended to be an interested reader.

“Hey, Ern—” The baby-faced officer halted and followed everyone’s line of sight to the large hooded man.

Holding the magazine up, Onyx couldn’t see anything besides a pair of perky breasts in a skimpy blue top, though the eerie quiet alarmed him. He lowered the magazine and peeked over the edge.

The young officer directed a taser at the wrestler. “Don’t. Move.”

“I’m just gonna set this...” Onyx went to place the magazine on the rack, startling the officer into squeezing the trigger. Metal barbs shot from the taser and pierced the wrestler’s right cheek. The electrical charge jolted him, locking his body and making his teeth chatter. Unable to control his muscles, he toppled into the magazines, lurched back into the shelves of chips, then flopped onto the hard tile floor, the items tumbling down on top of him.

The customers inched toward the downed suspect. The smooth-faced officer replaced the taser’s spent cartridge. The cashier ducked behind the counter to check the camera footage. Squeezing her children’s arms, the mother stood on her toes to look over the candy aisle. The mean, sweater-vested posse moved away from the bathroom as a scrawny kid barged through the door and barreled to the floor.

Buried beneath magazines and chip bags, Onyx groaned, his legs sticking out and twitching from the mound.

The young officer edged closer, sniffing the air with a sour expression. “What’s that smell?”

Onyx whimpered under the pile. “Pardon me...”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Judgment Day

[image: ]


Onyx Lee grunted as he dropped to his stomach on the warm desert sand, his breath scattering the dirt. Hogtied, with his hands and ankles bound behind him, he didn’t even try to move. He caught his wind from the rough fall and looked ahead.

A short distance away, the Red Forest broke the monotony of the pale desert, its fiery foliage glowing against the barren landscape. Tall trees bore radiant leaves and deep-red bark. The soil seemed stained with blood. A crimson squirrel made a horrific shriek while teetering on a branch.

Onyx’s features wrenched with hopelessness, but before tears could fall, he buried his head into the desert sand.

From the huddle of Amerryland officers and Watts World security, a husky guard squatted by the disgraced champ. She removed the ballcap from her dark flattop and adjusted her aviator shades. On the dark-blue uniform, a golden name badge read, B.B.W. To the wrestler, she said, “You should’ve just walked your shame to Muck.”

Onyx raised his head, sand masking his face. Granules crumbled as he blinked and moved his lips to speak. “I tried. I was kidnapped, Big Beautif—”

“Boss. Woman. It stands for Big Boss Woman,” B.B.W. corrected before calling him out on his fib. “And I don’t believe for a second you were kidnapped.”

The security team grumbled in response to the former champ’s obvious lie.

B.B.W. clicked her tongue. “You had 24 hours.”

“Has it been that long?” Onyx asked, spitting dirt from his mouth.

“Close enough.” B.B.W. fitted the ballcap over her flattop, stood, and surveyed the radioactive forest. “For trying to seduce our dang angel, our Pampered Princess, with your dirty dancing, I will see that you suffer.”

“Are we talking about the same Salla Watts? An angel? If she’s an—”

B.B.W. stepped on the wrestler’s head and twisted her boot as if squashing a bug.

“I. Did. Not,” Onyx said, his face smushed under her weight. “I don’t even know how to dance.”

“You know what I mean.” 

“Sex? I think sex should only be used for procreation.”

B.B.W. removed her boot from his head. “So you have kids?”

“I’m a virgin,” Onyx admitted.

Amerryland officers and Watts World security busted out laughing. A redheaded officer slapped her knee at the hilarity. A gangly guard snorted from chuckling so hard. A rotund man wheezed, his face turning a deep shade of red.

“I’m serious,” Onyx said. Lying on his belly, limbs fastened behind him, he cocked his head upward at the officers and guards, squinting against the blinding sunlight behind them. “It’s gross and icky and—”

“Do you really think I’d believe you over our Pampered Princess?” B.B.W. stomped him deeper into the sand before releasing the pressure and snapping her fingers at the security team.

A short, dark-headed guard wormed through the group, carrying a plastic cup of yellow liquid.

“This is from the bossman...” B.B.W. took the cup and peeled off the lid. “...Moodish Watts.”

Onyx shut his eyes, pressed his lips into a thin line, and held his breath as the warm liquid splashed over his head, dousing his bleached curls.

B.B.W. poured the entire cup over him, even shaking out the last drops. To her team, she said, “Untie him.”

With their noses pinched against the strong urine smell, two guards knelt and freed the prisoner from the hogtie.

Onyx arose to his knees, and while wiping the pungent mud from his face, he hacked violently. The odor, even the thought of it, made him gag. After a few harsh dry heaves, he happened to glance up at a gun muzzle.

“Do you know what I was told?” B.B.W. rested the gun barrel between the wrestler’s eyes.

Onyx’s expression twisted to cry, but he seemed all tapped out. “I-I—”

B.B.W. fired at the ground near the former champ, making him flinch. “That’s what they told me.”

Onyx bowed and threw his hands up in surrender.

“However, a quick death is too easy for you,” B.B.W. said. “I believe true punishment comes with hard times. So... Go!”

Onyx bolted to his feet. He stutter-stepped, then pointed at the radioactive forest. “I’ll die in there.”

“Yeah...” B.B.W. smiled. “...but you’ll suffer first.”

Onyx huffed and focused on the frightening red wilderness.
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New Day
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A month later...

A tall, muscular man traversed the scorching desert. A red bearskin cloaked his broad shoulders, the skull crowning his head, its abnormally long teeth pointing down in front of his baggy eyes. His wild mane of raven hair, bleached at the ends, frayed and clung to his sweaty chest. A dark, thick beard bushed across his lower face. Mud and blood caked his hands and feet, spatter dotted his shredded V-shaped torso, and smears streaked his legs. With a faraway stare, the caveman-like vagrant lumbered through the hot sand, his large appendage dangling in the open.

The bright sun hung high in the blue sky, baking the desert in relentless heat and exposing every twitch of movement. A lizard darted between rocks. A sidewinder slithered across the sand, striking an unlucky rodent. Overhead, vultures circled wide and slow, waiting patiently.

The begrimed, bloodied man mumbled, his heavy eyes zeroing in on a bleary destination.

In the distance, a colossal billboard shouted Havel’s Travel Stop across the desert horizon. Below, drivers veered off the highway into the busy lot, where nearly every parking spot was taken and cars crowded the gas pumps. On foot, travelers moved in all directions, filling their tanks, airing up their tires, and weaving between vehicles to reach the massive convenience store.

The vagrant tottered across the highway, then made his way through the traffic-thick parking lot.

Customers froze, gaping at the beast. A sun-kissed blonde screeched, yet her hungry gaze stayed fixed on the chiseled monster. An elderly couple doddered on walkers between parking lanes, afraid the Bigfoot might attack them. A distracted driver reversed his minivan into a station wagon, jolting the passengers in their seats. Though uninjured, everyone remained inside, startled by the caveman.

With a broom and a long-handled dustpan, an employee backed out of the convenience store entrance, wearing a red work shirt and matching cap. She whistled a tune that ended when she turned to the sidewalk and face-planted into a dirty, well-defined chest. On impact, her cap flipped forward, the brim folding over her eyes and the back lifting off her head, her light brunette hair tumbling to her shoulders. “Ummm...” She dropped the broom and dustpan and eased back from the fleshy wall. Straightening her cap, she looked up.

The beastly man towered over the young woman, his body swaying, his eyes fluttering behind the bear skull’s jagged teeth.

“I’m...” The employee pinched the name tag on her work shirt. “...Pia. And y-you are...” Her eyes roamed the stranger’s dirt-encrusted frame, lingering on the wondrous gift below. “...huge.”

People gravitated cautiously toward the filthy titan, cluttering the sidewalk near the store entrance and spilling into the parking lane. Tourists, in their Havel been to Travel Stop? shirts, raised their cameras and snapped pictures. A skateboarder rolled to a stop and lifted a camcorder to film. To the left of the entrance, diners pressed against the restaurant windows, staring from their booth seats.

Pia shook off the momentary spell and sprang onto her toes. “It’s never the scary-looking ones you have to worry about... I... find.” Her voice softened, a look of recognition brightening in her hazel eyes. “Is it... you?”

The bearded beast huffed, as if speaking ancient dialect, his body rocking like a faulty structure.

Pia’s mouth fell open with a breathless giggle. She bent her left arm to show off a tattoo in a foreign language along her inner bicep. “It says, Honesty.”

The caveman grunted lowly. His eyes rolled behind the bear skull’s teeth, and his body teetered backward, but he quickly stepped to catch himself.

“Whoa there.” Pia reached for his grimy hand to steady him but reconsidered at the last second. Seeing the crowd swell, she whispered to the vagrant, “We can’t stay here. We’ll have cops, reporters, promoters...”

The monster man uttered another simple groan.

Pia went for his wrist before locating a cleaner area. She gauged his reaction as her fingers wrapped around his long, thick leash. She shivered at the touch, but he didn’t bat an eye, his gaze elsewhere. Nibbling her thumbnail, she gently led him away from the entrance. To the spectators, she said, “There’s nothing to see here, just a poor soul who strayed too far from Muck.”

The muddy vagrant moved right along under the employee’s guidance, his feet dragging across the concrete, his thighs spasming from exertion.

After escorting the animal-like guest around the corner of the convenience store, Pia unclipped the walkie-talkie from her belt and pushed the button on top, saying, “Hal, I need a hand. Do you read?”

Time seemed to pause before a voice finally replied through a static hiss, “We’re kinda busy. What do you want?”

“I’m at the back of the restaurant. I need you to come check something out.”

“We’re busy. Whatever it is can wait. As a matter of fact, I need YOU inside.”

“Okay, I hear ya, but you—Hang on.” Pia tucked the walkie under her arm and motioned toward the dirty visitor’s red bearskin. “Can I just...?”

The beast responded with a lazy nod.

Pia stripped the mucky bearskin off him, one shoulder at a time. She made a face and recoiled from the odorous garment. Walking the cloak over to the wall, she talked into the walkie once again, “Hal, I need your help. Hal?”

The bearded brute reeled on the verge of losing consciousness.

“I need to call my sisters. They’ll never believe this,” Pia said to herself while turning on the spigot protruding from the wall and uncoiling the water hose. She raised her voice when speaking to the guest, “How long has it been? A month?”

The monstrous man managed a short puff.

“I heard they choppy-choppy your...” Pia eyed his impressive package, the limp hose hardening in her hand as water squirted out the end. “But I see that’s not true.”

The caveman’s eyelids slowly closed.

“They also said you died in the Red Forest, but I never believed it.” Pia aimed the nozzle down, the stream splashing the pavement at the stranger’s feet. “But you actually survived the fores—how’d you survive the Red Forest?”

The vagrant’s lips twitched.

“You don’t have to tell me. I just know if anyone could do it, you could. Honestly!” Pia chirped. “Sorry, I’m giddy. I’ve never met a celebrity before, and you’re my...” She blinked away the joyful tears, laughed at her emotional side, and changed the topic. “I’m just gonna give you spray down, cool?”

The unkempt titan seemed to nod.

Pia held the nozzle out and cranked the spigot for more pressure.

Water blasted from the hose and struck the man’s grime-covered chest. In his weakened state, the force of the stream toppled him, his back slapping against the concrete and his head bouncing off the hard surface. He began to snore.

Pia kept the hose in place and turned down the pressure, the water arching downward against his stomach. “Uhhhh...”

The restaurant’s private door swung open, and Hal Havel bustled out. The middle-aged man, with thin brown hair, pointed a finger at his employee and started to scold her until he noticed the big naked guest. Wiping his hands on his apron, he crept over to the sleeping vagrant. “What’s this? A Yet-ay?”

“Negative. You don’t recognize—” Pia squirted water at the nosy patrons by the corner, the gush exploding against the wall and scaring the them away.

“Stop!” Hal angled the employee’s nozzle down. “Now who is it?”

Pia stepped up to her boss’ shoulder to make a human wall, hiding the unconscious man from the peepers. She hosed his abs, washing away the dried dirt, then lowered the stream past his navel. “Guess.”

Hal trailed the water flow to the beast’s manhood. “Did he ask you to do that?”

“More or less,” Pia murmured. She slipped her tongue out the side of her mouth, concentrating on the target.

“His musculature screams athlete. His height narrows the possibilities to two sports, and he doesn’t exactly look like a basketball player. Catch my drift?” Hal scratched his stubbly chin. “So, I’m guessing a wrestler.”

“Duh.” Pia let out a sharp sigh. “You know this one. C’mon.”

“Mmm-I only watch M.C.W.—the mutant league.”

“Hal, we need ya on the griddle,” someone said from the doorway.

Recognizing her voice, Hal called for his wife with a sweep of the hand while studying the unclad visitor. “Pia claims this man is a famous wrestler. Any idea?”

“Ugh! Hal, we don’t have time for this,” L.C. Havel grouched, her blonde bouffant hairstyle capped in a net and a floral apron tied over her red work shirt. The lanky, stoop-shouldered woman sashayed over, but when she rounded the pair, she flinched backward at the sight of the big, nude caveman, staggering into her husband’s left arm. “What has gone affair—afoul here?”

“I was, um, on my way to clean the parking lot when—I don’t know. He just looked like he was ready to pounce on me,” Pia said, her voice trembling with excitement.

Hal hiked a brow at the employee.

“Okay, it wasn’t that dramatic,” Pia admitted shyly, then quickly redirected the conversation. “But can’t you see who it is?”

“He’s definitely not a hobo,” Hal said. “Too well fed.”

L.C. swallowed dryly, watching the arc of water splash against his jewels. “I wonder what he feeds it.”

Hal did a double take at his wife’s ogle and put a hand over her eyes.

“His name is—”

“I know what you’re thinking.” L.C. swatted her husband’s hand away and signaled for her employee to shut off the water. She shuffled closer to the brute and crouched for a better look. “But it’s not him.”

“I’m telling you...” Pia sighed before continuing in a rushed, agitated tone. “He’s-my-favorite-wrestler. I-know-it’s-him.”

“Who?” Hal asked.

L.C. felt the guest’s bleached ends. “His hair isn’t curly.”

“He used curlers,” Pia said.

“Who?” Hal questioned.

Using her thumb and forefinger, L.C. pried open the man’s eyelid, revealing a brown eye. “His eyes aren’t blue.”

“He wore contacts,” Pia answered.

L.C. gazed at the wrestler’s python. “His... bulge.”

“He tucked,” Pia chimed.

Hal rubbed his forehead in frustration࡮, then barked, “Who?”
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Hello, Ladies
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“He’s been asleep for thee days and counting.”

“Is he alive?”

The vagrant stirred on the twin bed, his ankles resting over the footboard. He yawned and stretched, his fists accidentally punching the wall.

The chatter stopped outside the bedroom door.

Wringing the ache from his knuckles, the visitor swung his legs off the side of the small bed and rolled his neck until it cracked. Across the room, he glimpsed his reflection in a full-length mirror. He looked spotless and smelled clean, but his black hair jutted out with bleached tips, and a dark beard disguised his face.

Whispers rustled in the hallway again.

The man stood and clomped across the room, silencing the voices once more. In the bathroom, he raised the toilet seat lid and emptied himself in a steady stream that lasted a solid minute. He shivered at the end, then hit the lever. After twisting the shower knobs and closing the curtain, he moseyed over to the sink for a closer inspection in the mirror. He combed his fingers through his mane and raked through his beard.

***
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Sisters jostled for position in the hallway, its burgundy carpet and wood-paneled walls framing their scramble. Sharing a striking resemblance, they scuffled near the guest’s door, straining to catch any sound from within.

“I don’t hear the shower anymore.” Mia blocked her sibling with a hip. She swept her wavy raven hair aside and placed an ear to the door, her paper diner cap crinkling but staying on her head. She jiggled the doorknob, then dug into her work apron and fished out a paperclip.

“Don’t you dare.” Pia thumped her sister’s hand, jarring the paperclip loose, then hip-bumped her away from the door. She smoothed the wrinkles from her white shirt and ran a hand over her jeans, tidying herself into a more presentable state. “This one is mine. You don’t even like wrestlers anyway.”

“You shouldn’t have described him in such detail.” Mia elbowed her sibling back and returned her ear to the door.

“Don’t you have to be downstairs, ya know, for work?” Pia asked.

“I can hear you from my room,” someone said.

The sisters turned to their third sibling, Sia, standing in the adjacent doorway, wearing a nightgown over her plump form, her sandy hair parted down the center.

“It’s too early for eavesdropping,” Sia said, letting out a long, slow exhale.

“Eavesdrop? Me? Ha!” Mia whipped her wavy hair at the accusation. “I’m merely waiting to flirt.”

Pia gestured to the waitress but addressed her sister in the nightgown. “Tell her to go to work.”

“I will,” Mia snapped at the skinny brunette. “I just want to see if he’s alive... ly-one.”

“He’s alive.” Sia leaned a shoulder on her doorframe. “I just heard him walking around.”

Pia’s eyes sharpened on the third sibling. “You were listening too?”

“I... was... nah-ha.” Sia blushed.

“What in the world?” a voice cut through the hallway.

The triplets scattered. Mia and Pia leapt back from the visitor’s door and stood at attention on the far wall, like soldiers. Sia tried to slip into her room, but the boss stopped her.

“Eh-eh! I saw you too,” L.C. Havel said to the pear-shaped sister. With a breakfast tray in hand, she sauntered along the hall, a pink headband coiled around the base of her high-coiffed hair. “What are you girls doing?” she asked. When no one answered, she singled out the waitress. “You are about to be late for work.”

“I told her,” Pia said, earning a nudge from her sibling.

L.C. carried the steamy breakfast up to the guest’s door, chin high with a dignified air. “Please, don’t act like heathens. We don’t even know if it’s him or not.”

“It’s him,” Pia replied. “Why do you think Watts World security came by looking for him?”

“Shall I ponder? Hmmm...” L.C. cast her eyes skyward in mock contemplation. “Could it be because a demigod showed up with a radioactive bearskin on his shoulders?”

“That wouldn’t attract their scouts. M.W.F. is too child-friendly,” Pia argued. “M.C.W. on the other hand...”

“I’m not interested in M.W.F., M.C.W., or the ABCs.” Mia winked at her boss. “I’m only here for the B.W.C.”

“B.W.C.?” Sia asked just outside her room.

“Big. Wrestler’s. Cah—”

The visitor’s doorknob turned.

Alarmed, L.C. nearly dropped the tray, silverware clanging against the plate and hot coffee sloshing over the brim. After regaining control, she straightened and showed a toothy smile.

The door creaked all the way open to the well-built stranger with a towel wrapped around his waist, water droplets trickling along his sculpted torso. His head was shaved down to the dark stubble, but a trimmed beard thickened along the jawline to his chin.

L.C.’s eyes danced over his six-pack and into a daydream, the tray trembling in her hands.

Eyes wide and star-struck, Mia blindly reached out to assist her boss, pinching the tray’s edge and softening the silverware’s clatter.

“I... yum...” L.C. snapped out of the lustful daze but couldn’t find her words, a nervous cackle escaping her.

Pia skirted around her boss and presented the food on the tray. “We made you breakfast.”

“Thanks. I’m starving.” The guest grabbed the tray, but L.C. refused to let go, her hands gripping it almost instinctively.

While keeping a tight grin on the wrestler, Pia lightly popped her boss’ hand.

L.C. seemed to reboot like a robot with another awkward chuckle and finally released the tray.

“Thanks... again,” the man said with a light, teasing smile beneath his black beard. He nodded backward to the room. “...for all of this.”

“No problem at all, really.” Pia twirled a brown strand of hair behind her ear.

“There are ways you can repay uhh—” Mia said before a hand swooped over her shoulder and muffled her mouth. She shook her head until the hand freed her lips, then turned to find Sia carefully examining her shirtless neighbor.

“Don’t scare him away,” Sia whispered, her eyes mapping every carved ridge and hardened contour in his arms and chest.

“I don’t scare easy,” the visitor joked. He held the tray in one hand, lifted some bacon with the other, and crunched into the crispy piece. “Not after what I’ve seen.”

“Where are you from?” L.C. asked. “There’s been some sorta debate about your identity.”

“Debate?—This is delicious, by the way.” The stranger stuffed the entire slice into his mouth.

“Ee-yeahhhhh.” Pia flailed her arms toward her sisters and boss, silently screaming their skepticism, her eyes pleading with the wrestler. “Tell them who I already know you are. And don’t con us either.”

“Con? Absolutely not... not after your hospitality.” The guest sipped his coffee but kept the cup near his mouth, inhaling the steam through his nose. His eyes shifted from the eagerly waiting brunette, to the blushing blonde boss, the flirty waitress, and the thick, shy sister in a nightgown. He took another drink from the mug, then set it back on the tray. Clearing his throat, he stuttered, “No, I’m... um, I’m Icon.”

“Icon?” L.C.’s lips parted, staring like a fool, caught somewhere between disbelief and swooning. “That’s... an unusual name.”

Pia froze, disbelief pinching her features. She laughed off her frustration while massaging her brow. “No-no-no. Your name is not Icon.”

“You dare tell him what his name is?” Mia asked, jabbing her sister with an elbow.

“Yes, I—” Pia waved for the wrestler to lean down, and once he did, she stood on the balls of her feet and whispered something in his ear.

Rising to his full height again, Icon answered with a wink and mischievous smirk.

Pia’s eyes sparkled, as if the stars themselves whispered their secrets to her.

“Like I said...” Mia’s eyes lowered down the guest’s ripped torso to the enormous bulge under the towel. “...I’m not here for a name—”

L.C.’s arm shot out, covering the waitress’ mouth. “Well, I-con, we’ll be on our way. But if there’s anything you need...”

Pia clasped his hand and gave him a look of longing. “And we do mean anything...”

“They’re joking.” L.C. attempted to herd her employees to their rooms, like a troupe of confused sheep. She stretched out her arms, backing them away.

“We’re not,” Mia assured him, her head swiveling from side to side to see past her boss’ tall hair. “And I-con really help you out.”

“No strings attached,” Pia exclaimed.

Sia chortled at her desperate sisters and meandered to her room next door.

“Now that you mention it...” Icon showed a half-cocked smile.

The ladies halted. With her arms extended toward each wall, blocking her employees, L.C. peeked over her shoulder. Pia clutched her heart. Mia gasped. At her room’s threshold, Sia jerked her head to the muscular neighbor.

“I’ve been giving it a lot of thought and...” Icon laid the breakfast tray on a slim console table by the door, tucked against the wall. “...I hope you don’t take this the wrong way but...”

“I’ll take it any way,” Mia panted. She ducked under her boss’ right arm, rushed to the man in the doorway, and with starry eyes, she stroked his beard.

“I think it’s time...” Icon’s grin faltered at the edges, betraying a hint of anxiety, but he nodded to himself like he’d just made an irreversible business decision. “Yeah, it’s time to lose my virginity.”

“I’ll make sure you never find it again.” Pia dipped under her boss’ left arm and hurried to the wrestler. She briefly hesitated to touch him before latching onto his arm like her sister, their hands fondling his stone-like muscles. “It’s hard... for me to believe you’ve never been with a woman.”

“Hones—It’s true,” Icon said, his bulge expanding between the siblings and pulling the towel loose around his waist. “It’s... darn true. I grew up in an all—”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is...” Mia winked at her sister, and together they planted their palms against his chest and pushed him back into the room. “...we can help.”

Once the boss rotated toward the visitor’s doorway, arms drooping at her sides, Sia breezed past to join the fun, pulling the nightgown over her head as she entered her neighbor’s room.

L.C. rubbed her arms in the cold, lonely hallway. She checked both ends, and with no one watching, she inched toward the open doorway, then stopped herself and stomped, battling desires with morals.

“Oh! Hell! Yeah!” Mia moaned from inside the room.

L.C. paced the hallway, arms swinging and head bobbing with each cuss under her breath. Her shoe snagged the plush burgundy carpet, causing her to trip into the wall. She hopped right up, looked both ways again, then swiped a hand over her floral apron.

“Ouuuuu, yeeeee-uhhhhh,” Pia crooned.

L.C.’s head darted up to the threshold, the ecstatic sounds enticing her. She charged toward the room but halted after two steps and wagged her fist at the teasing god beyond the ceiling.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Sia cheered.

L.C. kicked the baseboard on the wall and thrashed her arms about in a fit of jealousy.

“L.C., the rush is here!” a voice said from the end of the hallway.

L.C. stilled with her hands raised in anger and slowly glanced over her shoulder at her husband by the stairwell. She plastered on a broad, fake smile, stammering, “I-I’m—”

“—coming!” Mia hollered in ecstasy.

From down the hall, Hal’s brows knitted beneath his paper diner hat. “What’s that?”

“I’m...” L.C.’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears, her faux beam sinking into a frown. “...coming.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Tough Enough
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A tour bus rolled into Havel’s Travel Stop, its windows smeared with dust and splattered bugs, graffiti scrawled along the dented panels, and Mutant Championship Wrestling emblazoned across the grimy sides like battle scars worn with pride. The bus sputtered between rows of parked cars, swung right into the drop-off lane, and parked near the convenience store entrance.

People gawked at the mutant tour bus. A gray-haired trucker paused mid-step, coffee hovering by his lips. Crossing the drop-off lane, a child tugged at his mother’s sleeve and pointed, his awe-struck grin clashing with her tight-lipped look of concern. At the gas pumps, catty-corner from the store, a young father leaned over the sedan’s hood, his eyes locked on the bus as he absentmindedly sprayed gasoline onto his rear tire instead of into the tank.

With a hiss, the tour bus door folded aside, and the passengers filed out. A sharply dressed woman stepped down to the curb first, her tall beehive hairdo brushing the top of the doorframe, a leather satchel slung over her right shoulder. Following the young, stern-looking woman, a giant emerged in dark shades and black overalls with Big Rig printed across his chest pouch, his mullet shaped into a perfect box atop his head. Last to disembark, a curly-blonde behemoth beat his bare chest under a black vest, the back bearing the name, Dis Vicious. Flanked by the towering guards, the suited woman marched up the sidewalk toward the store’s double doors.

Even though the crew looked unfriendly, the onlookers drew closer, relieved to see humans instead of mutants. A camera flashed, triggering Dis Vicious. Snarling like a rabid animal, he stormed toward the photographer, slapped his camera to the ground, and stomped it to pieces. A scrawny teen ran up for an autograph, only for Big Rig to grab him by the collar, lift him up, and dump him upside down into a steel trashcan.

A patron pulled the brim of his bucket hat down, and while eyeing the fearsome trio, he reached for the convenience store door when it swung open and knocked him into the bushes.

Hal Havel bustled out in a messy white apron, his paper diner hat blowing off his thinning head. He approached the intimidating guests, saying, “Listen, as much as I love you—And I do. I watch you every Monday night—I can’t afford another fine for serving border-jumping mutants.”

The well-tailored woman stopped on the walkway and thrust a thumb toward the large tour bus. “Does it look like we jumped the border?”

Hal leaned sideways, glancing at the raggedy bus. Giving the condition, he shrugged at her question, but when the curly-headed guard eclipsed his line of sight, Hal stiffened into perfect posture.

“Do we look like mutants?” the woman asked. “I’m Miss Epiphany, the human talent scout for Mutant Championship Wrestling.”

“Hmm-mm,” Hal uttered, barely audible.

Miss Epiphany unzipped her leather satchel, rummaged through paperwork, and retrieved a folded newspaper. She handed the article to the travel plaza owner. “I’m looking for him.”

Hal splayed open the paper. On the front page under Muck Today, a black-and-white photo showed a muscular man walking across the parking lot in a bearskin cloak. Hal observed the image for a moment before passing the newspaper back to the talent scout. “Can’t say that I’ve ever seen anything like—”

“That?” Miss Epiphany nodded her pointy chin toward the entrance.

A tall, strong man backed out of the double doors in untied combat boots, floral swim trunks, and an undersized Havel’s Helps Travels shirt. After exiting the store, he flung two garbage bags over his broad shoulders.

Hal made an embarrassed chuckle, then hastened over to the new worker. “Icon-Icon, I-con not believe you took—never take trash out of the front doors. Never.”

“I saw the commotion so I—”

“Icon!” Miss Epiphany strode toward the employee, her guards strutting behind with scowls that could cut steel. “Icon, hi. I’m—”

“—here to recruit you to the mutant wrestling league,” Hal whispered in his worker’s ear. “It’s rough, and they don’t pay very well.”

“Better than you,” Miss Epiphany said to the travel stop owner, her eyes canvassing the athletic employee. She poked his abs, squeezed his right bicep, and groped his left pectoral to test its firmness. “You feel sturdy.”

“I am.” Icon smirked over the dark beard that framed his jaw but spared his mouth.

“Something worries me, however.”

Icon’s forehead creased.

“Someone of your size, your build...” Miss Epiphany studied him. “...I should’ve heard of you by now. The fact that I haven’t leads me to believe that A... you’re a gentle one, too empathetic to fight, or B... you’re uncoordinated, too pathetic to fight.”

“Then why’d you travel across the border?” Icon asked.

“I do as my boss says,” Miss Epiphany replied, her smile laced with annoyance. “I represent Mack Knuckduster, owner and promoter of Mutant Championship Wrestling. After seeing your picture in the paper, he sent me to find out if you’ve got what it takes.”

Big Rig whispered to Dis Vicious, and they shared a laugh, both watching the travel stop employee.

“What should I tell him?” Miss Epiphany asked the custodian.

“I’ll tell him myself,” Icon said. “I’m coming with you.”

Miss Epiphany scoffed. “I’m sorry, but that’s not how it works. If you’re interested, we’ll schedule a tryout—”

“And when I get there,” Icon continued on, “I’ll tell Mr. Knuckduster I’m worth more than a dozen of these knuckleheads.”

Big Rig and Dis Vicious exchanged a glance, confirming they hadn’t misheard the janitor.

“Knuckleheads?” Miss Epiphany asked.

Icon nodded his bearded chin toward her guards, both of whom stood a head taller. “Is this the best you have?”

“They’re the best humans on the roster,” Miss Epiphany said.

“If I beat ʻem...” Icon set the garbage bags down. “...I get their seats on the bus.”

“Beat them?” Miss Epiphany glanced around theatrically, pretending there might be a wrestling ring close.

Icon winked at the guards. “Can you dig it, suckers?”

Big Rig snickered, entertained by the daring fool. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I dig it. What about you, Dis? Do you dig it?”

A guttural rumble reverberated from Dis Vicious’ chest like a wild animal, his body trembling with raw tension.

“I think we dig it—” Big Rig swung at the custodian, trying to catch him off guard, but the employee slipped the punch and pivoted behind the big man, seizing a fistful of mullet and slamming the guard’s head into the bus.

Dis Vicious lunged behind the worker and cinched in a sleeper hold. He snaked his right arm around the janitor’s neck and used his left hand to press the back of his head forward, sinking the choke in tighter.

Gasping for air, Icon ran up the side of the bus and flipped over the guard’s back, breaking the sleeper hold. As the wrestler spun around, Icon kicked him in the stomach, making him bend at the waist, then trapped the behemoth’s curly head under his right arm and plunged backward to the ground. Although his own back hit the sidewalk, he also spiked the guard’s crown into the pavement, the impact cracking the concrete and putting the wrestler to sleep.

Silence swallowed the crowd, broken only by the flicker of cameras capturing the moment.

Miss Epiphany initially appeared stunned, though her expression soon relaxed, a pleased beam blossomed on her face.

Icon shoved off the guard’s limp body, blood pouring from the giant’s head and filling in the concrete fractures. Icon arose, asking, “You said your name was...?”

“Epiphany Thesis.” She reached out for a handshake.

“Miss Epiphany Thesis...” Icon kissed her knuckles. “...what time is the departure?”
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“Are you familiar with our roster?”

In floral-print swim trunks and a Havel’s Travel Stop souvenir shirt, Icon reclined on a dingy white sofa along the tour bus wall, his left leg stretching across the cushioned seats and his right foot resting on the floor. A folded pillow propped his head atop the armrest as he button-mashed the controller, hoping to skip the video game’s opening credits. “I watch occasionally.”

The white sofa curved around a table, and Miss Epiphany sat the end near the aisle, her slim beehive hairstyle rising toward the ceiling and her legs in black stockings crossed on the tabletop. Smacking gum, she held the black crescent-shaped controller, waiting for the game to reach the start menu.

Their controllers’ wires extended to the Ages Lysis console, stored on a shelf beneath the mounted TV. In 16-bit graphics, mutant wrestlers battled around the game’s title, Wrestle Time.

“Is this it?” Icon chuckled at the sight of the outdated, blocky characters.

“Better get used to it.” Miss Epiphany pressed the start button on her controller. “We don’t have the Valhalla Station like spoiled Amerryland.”

“So, Amerryland is spoiled because mutants can’t create anything better than this?” Icon snickered and continued hitting the controller buttons.

“Don’t press anything,” Miss Epiphany said. She backed out of Settings, moved to Match Type, and quickly selected Death Match. When the Character Select screen came up, she scrolled through the roster.

“Any good at this?” Icon browsed the mutant wrestlers as well.

“Neh. It kept Big Rig and Dis Vicious entertained, mostly.”

“Are you sad to lose them?”

“No,” Miss Epiphany said without hesitation. “I’m a talent scout and manager. Not a friend. Mr. Knuckduster might be a little upset though.”

“Until he sees what I can—Hey, this guy looks familiar.” Icon paused on a human character with bleached hair and blue trunks.

“So do you.” Miss Epiphany gave him a side-eye. When he didn’t reply, she carried on, “It’s supposed to be Onyx Lee, former M.W.F. Champion.”

“How is he on an M.C.W. Game?” Icon asked. “Isn’t that illegal?”

“It’s a Create-a-Character, ya dip. Why? Are you looking to get paid?”

“Why would I get paid for M.C.W. using a copyrighted character?”

“So you’re not Onyx Lee?” Miss Epiphany asked.

“Do I look like that?” Icon pointed at the screen.

“It’s a bad creation. But if you were Onyx Lee—a highly sought after free agent—you’d receive a better contract.”

Icon nodded and considered the characters on the TV.

“Suit yourself.” Miss Epiphany chose a dark-green giant with a potbelly, a face cover for germs, and curly dark hair. Below the pixelated wrestler, the name read, Breme the Human Dream.

“Is that your guy?” Icon asked while clicking on the human. “I think I’ll go with blondie since he’s M.W.F.”

“Breme is technically M.W.F
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