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Part One







  
  1

  
  
  COLD REVENGE

  
  




It was a hidden place, uninhabited and peaceful, with the sound of a babbling creek and the smell of fresh air. The street was shrouded in a layer of dust and gravel, which drifted in the air with each gust. As the sun slowly set, a fierce rainstorm blotted out the sky, and the thunderous noise of the rain pounded the ground. A small, wet mouse was scurrying along the road, its tiny nose twitching as it sniffed at the half of a small apple a driver had tossed out the window. Two bright lights hummed faintly in the distance. When the North Yard prison wagon rumbled past the mouse, it startled and scurried off.

The inmates being transported in the back of the truck to their new place of residence, North Yards Penitentiary, wore orange coveralls and blank expressions on their faces. Only the rhythmic patter of the rain against the roof filled the truck until the driver switched on the radio. Then, the classic sound of a Queen rock anthem filled the air. The driver was completely lost in the music, disregarding the other passengers in the van, who were not amused by his actions of singing the lyrics at the top of his lungs, his hands banging on the steering wheel.

A guard exited the security box outside the North Yard prison, gazing at the van, and spoke. “What’s the deal with the weather, Jack?”

The driver, window wide open, yelled, “Hey, crap, isn’t it? Did you catch the game yesterday?”

“Crazy, right? The Bulldogs were totally robbed. There was nothing legal about that touchdown. Just a sec. I’ll let you in.”

“Appreciate it.” The driver closed the window. 

The gate swung open as the van drove into the North Yard Prison grounds once the security guard swiped and cleared the key card on the computer.

The van slowly lurched to a stop, its wheels spinning and thrashing in the thick mud. The guards trudged through the rain and muck, the smell of wet earth hanging in the air as they raised their guns and tasers. They opened the back of the van. The prisoners emerged, their boots making a sloshing sound as they stepped onto the muddy ground. Dwayne Astral was an African American prisoner, his dark skin standing out amongst the other inmates. He was wearing glasses when one of the other inmates pushed him into the mud. Dwayne’s face turned red as the prisoners erupted in laughter, his glasses sinking into the filth.

Dwayne’s heart pounded as he dropped to his knees, desperately searching for his glasses. “I’m totally lost. Can’t see a thing. No idea where I’m going or where my glasses are.”

“Come on, don’t waste our time,” shouted one guard, pointing his gun at him.

All the prisoners had just stepped away from the van when they suddenly felt a tremble from inside. The young guards trembled, the sound of their heavy swallow echoing in the air as fear coursed through their body. The van began to shake. Axel Cleaver, the seven-foot-two Mexican giant with a spider tattoo on his face, stomped onto Dwayne’s glasses, only for the security guard to draw a pistol and a taser, the latter of which was aimed at Cleaver. 

From his high-ceilinged office, the warden, Henry Burton peered through the blinds, the smoky air thickening with the scent of dark whiskey. Henry couldn’t help but crack a smile as he felt the cool liquid trickle down his throat. “Look at the size of this son of a bitch. I could really use someone like him.” Henry took a small sip from his crystal glass of whiskey and savored the warmth as it slid down his throat.

* * *

Fifteen minutes later, five guards dragged Dwayne Astral into the shower room, threw him on the floor, and beat him with sticks. Dwayne’s heart pounded faster as a wave of panic swept over him. 

“I swear I’ve done nothing wrong. You’ve misunderstood the whole thing.” 

Dwayne begged for them to cease their wild behavior, but the guards found his pleas too amusing to ignore. He tried to stand up, blood flowing from his nose and mouth. One of the guards side-kicked him in the hip, and poor Dwayne collapsed. One of the guards grabbed a hose and sprayed a bloody Dwayne down with cold water. Blood flowed in the water and down the drain.

One of the heavy guards yelled out, his laughter echoing through the air. “There you are, boys, playing with our fresh fish.” 

Dwayne gasped and sputtered as the icy water filled his lungs.

* * *

Five minutes later, security took him, handcuffed, to a stinking cell. Still beaten and soaking wet, Dwayne landed on the grimy floor. Laughing, the guards locked him up. 

* * *

Axel, looking up from the small window above, grunted as he glanced over his shoulder as a group of guards threw a dirty elderly man named Charles Cox into the cell. The man’s fists pounded on the door, his pleas echoing through the hallway, while the guard kept a firm grip on the lock. But suddenly, Charles looked back and saw a looming figure, his eyes filled with desperation and begging for mercy. Axel crackled his knuckles, lifted the elderly man into the air, and strangled him. His screams died down the hallway as thunder and lightning blocked out his cries for help. 

* * *

An early spring morning in New York was filled with birds chirping and the soft light of the rising sun. The air in Midtown Manhattan was thick with exhaust fumes, the blare of car horns, and the hustle and bustle of people. The smell of the city was a pungent combination of the aromas of subway restaurants, fish markets, cars and yellow taxis, exhaust fumes, and pizza. 

The small, empty warehouse in Midtown Manhattan was silent, except the occasional rumble of a passing car. Inside the warehouse, a sleek, black BMW-K 1600 motorcycle rested against the wall, and the proud image of Alex winning the title of World Champion in the world’s most famous arena was framed in black and hung on the wall. The door creaked open, and the sun streamed through the gap between the wide-open door and the Manhattan Bridge looming in the distance. A man appeared in the doorway, his silhouette vaguely visible in the dim light. It was none other than the legendary Alex James Patrick, the former World Wrestling Champion. He looked around the warehouse. The stale odor of dust rested heavy in the air. Alex was attempting to find inner harmony with his emotional state. He was determined to make a positive impact by taking time for his mental health.

He backed his white van into the warehouse, opening the rear to produce the sound of clanking poles and mats. Alex began to build his wrestling ring, feeling a sense of pride as he assembled each part. When he was done, Alex climbed into the ring, bounced off the creaky ropes, and took several of his back jabs as the bumps echoed through the warehouse from inside the ring mat. He heard a rough, raspy cough reverberating through the room. As Alex stop training, Rob Russell, one of his longest-time trainers, emerged from the shadows with a clatter of footsteps. 

“Hey, British boy, how’s your head? They said you bled a lot when you fought Chang Chen Huang in that rematch in China recently. I heard it was a killer fight.”

Alex peered into Rob’s eyes from inside the ring. “I mean, red is green, right? So, what brings you here so early?” 

“This city’s always up; you should know that. Anyway, I’ve got news for you, and I’m not sure you’re gonna like it.”

As they paused, their conversation was heavy with the weight of all the things that remained unsaid. 

“What exactly is it, then?” Alex spoke firmly, his hands tensely placed on his hips.

Rob bowed deeply, inhaling the smell of incense before looking up again. “Ashley and you gotta take care of this by yourselves. I’m taking off.”

Alex’s face twisted with uncertainty as his reply came out slowly. “What the hell, man? Just the two of us? At the end? You’ve got to be kidding!” 

Rob dragged his feet across the warehouse floor. The muted fall of his footsteps echoed through the desolate space. His heart felt like a lead weight. Alex let out a loud, agonized groan as he sprung from the ring, his shoes pounding against the concrete floor as he chased Rob from the warehouse.

* * *

Outside of the warehouse, the birds chirped their melodic tunes, and amidst the hum of distant cars, Alex called out Rob’s name. Rob’s shoulders slumped as he sighed, and he felt a heaviness as he turned around.

“Don’t leave us hanging. Rob, I’m relying on you. Where you headed off to?”

As the sun slowly disappeared behind the clouds, Rob was overwhelmed, feeling a deep sadness that was too much to contain. He was overcome with emotion, and tears streamed down his face. “You won’t have a single clue.”

Alex’s arms were tightly crossed in front of his chest, his muscles tense with frustration. “Okay? Really? Wanna give it a go? He lifted his eyebrows, emphasizing each word with a stern look.

Rob let out a snort, his cheeks still wet with tears. “Ma’s got lung cancer. She’s on her last legs. I’m flying out this morning to be with her for her last few days in Pretoria, South Africa. Alex, don’t forget, family’s top priority over wrestling.”

Upon hearing the news, Alex’s heart shattered, and the world around him went still and quiet. Alex opened his arms wide, and Rob inhaled the faint scent of his cologne as he stepped into the hug. 

“I’m so sorry, Rob. Alex was at a loss for words, his mouth hanging open in surprise. He felt a wave of sympathy for Rob. Alex had a deep understanding of the pain of losing a parent. His heart shattered as he watched Rob, his emotions etched in pain on his face. Alex wished he could make everything better for Rob, but he knew it was impossible.

Rob wrapped his arms around Alex and held him close. “Take good care of Ashley, the baby, and yourself too. You’ve got that, British Boy?”

Alex closed his eyes, savoring the scent of the fresh spring air. “You bet; you too, Rob.” Alex repeated himself in a low tone, “You bet, Rob.” Alex muttered, “You too,” as he gazed at the Manhattan Bridge sadly.

Rob broke their embrace and gently dabbed his face with his sleeve, wiping away the tears. “By the way, British Boy, all this soft crap, what just happened with us hugging it out and crying. Let’s keep this between us. Ugh, I can’t stand showing my sensitive side like this. Man, I hope nobody saw that, so awkward!

Alex’s laugh was like a whisper in the air. “Yeah, I hear ya. It’s so uncomfortable when people know I’m crying. That’s so awkward.” 

Rob erupted into a deep, hearty laugh. “Yeah, no doubt! Look out for yourself, British Boy.” He began to walk away, but his pace was slow and measured.

Even though Rob was far away, Alex’s voice bellowed out in a jovial tone. “Rob, you know you’re not supposed to call me that anymore, right?”

“You didn’t earn it in the Lone Star State. Deal’s a deal!” Rob replied.

Alex forced a smile to his lips, but he was filled with grief, and his voice was barely a whisper. “Goodbye, Rob.” 

* * *

The sun was setting, and the sky was painted in shades of orange and pink. Alex heard the loud rumble of thunder each time lightning lit up the sky outside his house. Alex was topless, as he was getting changed in his bedroom. As he opened the closet, he heard the creak of the door echoing through the room. Flashes of lightning illuminated the British Invader mask hidden within the closet. It gazed at him. A pang of loneliness gripped Alex as he realized he was without his mask. His fingertips lightly grazed the mask, and he was reminded of the warmth he felt when Bridget presented him with the mask on April 15th, 2020, in Madison Square Garden. He carefully grabbed a shirt and quietly closed the door, leaving the mask in the shadows. 

* * *

At precisely three o’clock in the morning, the stillness of the night hung in the air. Despite the hustle and bustle of Midtown Manhattan, Alex was fast asleep, tossing and turning in his nightmare. In his dream, he saw smoke billowing into the sky. Flames licked the sides of the building, while his childhood best friend was struggling in the icy waters of the lake. He awoke and immediately got up in terror to find his little girl crying in another room. Alex’s girlfriend, Ashley, who was in bed with him, awoke suddenly and sat up, feeling the soft sheets against her skin.

“It’s alright, just a bad dream. Calm down, okay?” Ashley heard the faint cry of the baby echoing through the room. Ashley threw off her blanket and rushed out of her bedroom, desperate to soothe her crying newborn.

Alex took a deep breath, steadying himself before turning to Ashley’s side of the bed. He saw the picture of her mother, Bridget, in sharp focus. When he looked at Ashley’s side of the bed, he noticed it was damp and smelled of sweat.

Ashley entered her bedroom and was met with the pungent, musty smell of dampness. Ashley couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw what was before her. With a huff, she exclaimed, “Oh my God, I can’t believe this is the second night this has happened. Pardon me, I will replace the sheet. I’m feeling completely lost and uncertain about what’s happening to me.”

Alex lay and contemplated for what seemed like an eternity as he gazed at the wet patch. “Have you thought about seeing a doctor? Check it out. I’ve noticed an unexpected weight loss.” 

“Alex, don’t worry, I’m alright,” she said, her voice calm. “Get up. I need to switch the bedding so it’s nice and fresh. It’s pretty bad.” 

* * *

The reek of perspiration lingered in a dark, damp locker room in Los Angeles. The whole room held spookiness, with an eerie atmosphere you could slice with a knife. British cage fighter Frank Wright was ready for a such a fight under a single dimly flickering light. He slammed his fist into a large brick wall, leaving bloody marks behind.

All Frank could think about was the need to take revenge on Alex James Patrick for his cruel actions against his sister and former British wrestling manager, Lily Wright.

The voice of Lily rose from behind as she approached. “I’m glad I had a reliable lawyer to get me back to this dump. You get my drift. Without you, I wouldn’t even come back to this fucking hole. No, I’d rather head back to England. I’m here to back you up, bro, and get my revenge. I’ve never forgiven what that British Invader’s coach did to me in Madison Square Garden. The way that whore put her hands on me as the wrestling world watched.” Lily shouted loudly and proudly, “Dead or alive, I will make her pay. I’m going to make her pay, so I can be at rest. That moment in the most famous arena on the planet, I was laughed at, and I will never forgive Arthur Jones for standing by that family’s side after that.”

With one last bang on the wall, Frank stopped and turned around, his body drenched in sweat.

“Sis, Arthur Jones and Chang are a thing of the past - forget about them. Those clowns are outta here. Concentrate on Bridget, her daughter, and the British Invader’s humiliation. I’m gonna fix everything, even this dead Bridget. She should’ve kicked the bucket ages ago. But in death, she can’t be saved.” 

Lily couldn’t help but smirk in satisfaction, her pride radiating off her face. “So, you gonna tell your sister your plan or what? Am I gonna have to wait? Eh? C’mon, bro, let me know, okay?”

Frank hesitated as he made his way to the corner of the darkroom, a sneer forming on his lips. He unzipped the bag on the chair, the rip of the zipper reverberating through the dimness of the room. From his bag, he produced a red tin of spray. “All I’m saying is, let’s have a good time. Alex thought Mason was horrible. He’s not even in my league. But I gotta take care of some work stuff right now.”

* * *

In the MMA Octagon cage fight, the fighters were drenched in sweat, and the tension was palpable. It was Frank Wright versus Sammy Bull. Frank easily overpowered Sammy, taking him to the mat and raining down punches until Sammy’s nose was broken. From the outside of the cage, Lily watched her brother and felt the warmth of a big smile spread across her face, accompanied by the sound of her clapping. There was blood everywhere, and the referee kneeled in distress to check on Sammy, who refused to give up, despite all that was going on around him. Sammy let out a yell of agony as Frank applied pressure to his arm, locking it into an arm bar. 

The referee stopped the match, but Frank did not let go. Cops attempted to divide Frank and Sammy when they stumbled into the Octagon’s enclosure. Frank then cruelly broke Sammy’s arm before stepping away, leaving him in excruciating agony. An uproar ensued when Frank was forced backstage, with the audience booing and throwing objects.

* * *

After a scorching red morning, Ashley was doing her driving test. She sped through New York City, talking nonstop with her driving instructor, jerking her car as other angry drivers honked their horns. 

“I’m sure you’ve heard, but Alex is British. You know where the King is from? And the Royals? Have you not been watching TV? He’s the one and only British Invader. He blasts through doors, transcends the boundaries set for him, and vanquished a giant named Chang from China. It was an emotional roller coaster, and my partner made it through… It’s certainly one of the best… I can’t believe I’m getting thinner with red spots.”

The driving instructor, sweat dripping from his brow, anxiously replied, “Make a right here and remember to slow down and pay attention to the road.” The instructor held onto the dashboard with a white-knuckled grip, his heart pounding.

“No worries, I got it covered. Alex is famous around the world and loved in his home country. Eventually, you’ll watch him get inducted into the Hall of Fame, just like his idol!”

The old man who was the driving examiner felt his shoulders tense, wishing Ashley would stop talking and concentrate on the road. He rolled his eyes, and his stomach churned with fear. Suddenly, the driving examiner, who was trembling with fear, pointed and hollered in fright, “Look out!”

Ashley slammed the emergency brake, stopping the car from hitting Rey, who was about to cross the street. The car skidded to a stop right by his feet. Rey’s eyes were on Ashley when he got a chill, and his hot dog dripped ketchup all over his shirt, leaving his mouth hanging open. Ashley and the examiner jumped out of the car without a second thought. Ashley felt frozen in time, and her heart raced with fear.

“Oh my goodness, Rey, you okay? You could have been killed!” Ashley shouted.

“Yes, thanks to you, I almost visited Jesus for a short time,” Rey responded with anger, his heart pounding with terror. Am I still alive? Rey’s eyes unfocused as he silently considered the question in his head.

When Alex saw what was happening, he quickly crossed the street and asked with urgency: “Did she make it?” 

The old man shook his head and gave Alex a look of incredulity; he couldn’t believe Alex had asked such a silly question. His reply was firm, but his voice carried the weight of years. “Pass? We should keep her off the road.”

Ashley’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and she covered her face with her hands, her voice barely audible as she whispered, “I’m not here,” and turned to leave.

Alex smelled something in the air, a sense of dread and foreboding. He realized Rey was shaking with nervousness as he looked at the damp spot that came through from his underpants. 

In an awkward silence, Ashley returned and asked Alex, her voice barely audible, “So, honey, what are we having for lunch?

* * *

As Lily looked in the mirror, she was taken back in time to her teenage years, her reflection a reminder of old memories. She could feel a deep inner transformation occurring within her heart as she began to change her habits. She felt a pang of remorse as she remembered the things she had done.

* * *

A young teenage Lily was at a disco party in Sheffield, England, and she heard the thumping bass of the music as she noticed a teenage girl with glasses sitting near to her. Lily approached her, her heels clicking against the ground.

“You by yourself?” Young Lily’s voice was filled with curiosity as she asked her question.

“Yeah, looks like it. By the way, Phoebe’s the name.”

“What’s up, Phoebe? I’m Lily. Hey, can I get you a drink? What do you say? "

The shy girl gave a small, timid smile and uttered, “Of course.”

At the bar, Lily paid for two bottles of Diet Coke, but she sneaked in white powder to Phoebe’s drink, flicking the drink with her middle finger. Lily handed Phoebe her drink, the ice clinking against the glass. 

Phoebe took a sip from her glass, feeling the cool liquid slide down her throat. “Yolks, this drink has a different smell than usual - it doesn’t taste the same.” Phoebe’s eyebrows knitted together, her expression one of puzzlement.

“Oh, it’s a different flavor of Coke.” With a mischievous smirk, Lily continued, “Just enjoy it.”

A little while later, Phoebe hunched over the toilet bowl in the girls’ bathroom, sweating profusely and retching, while Lily stood nearby, smiling and inspecting her nails.

“What was I drinking?” Phoebe spoke, her voice quivering with anticipation.

“Whoops, I might’ve added some coke to your drink.”

Phoebe was so angry that she nearly tore the toilet door off its hinges as she flung it open. “What did you do?”

Lily’s voice shook with surprise. “Hang on, chill. I did it for a laugh.”

“You thought it was HILARIOUS?” Phoebe stomped up to Lily, mad as hell.

“Hey, nobody here wants you; you’re not popular, and your parents don’t have any money. Nobody’s bothered about you.”

Phoebe was livid. “That’s bullshit.”

Lily grew irritated and shoved Phoebe against the wall.

Lily growled out her words in a rage. “Listen, if I were in your shoes, I wouldn’t test me, ya know?”

A horrified Phoebe nodded tenderly in agreement as Lily slowly licked Phoebe’s face as she closed her eyes tightly. 

* * *

Back to the present, as Alex walked into the Bridget Wrestling Academy, he heard cheering and the thud of bodies hitting mats. He saw Ashley and Elizabeth Conway, a.k.a. Riot Cage, sparring in the ring, the dull thud of their hands against each other echoing in the air. Alex’s ears filled with the roar of the crowd as he remembered his London homecoming tag team match, and he couldn’t believe the sight before him.

“Ashley, what the hell?” Alex asked with his jaw dropped and his eyes wide, arms outstretched.

“What?” Ashley asked, pausing the training.

“We gotta chat.”

Ashley let out a long, aching groan as she jumped out of the ring, and Alex was quick to follow, yanking her arm as he tried to pull her away.

“Ashley, what’re you thinking? What’s going on? That’s Riot Cage, right? Her and Mason Carter made our lives a living hell. Listen to what she said about your mom and think back to that one night in Texas. How could you forget it all?”

Ashley groaned and ran her fingers through her hair in annoyance. “Alex, I understand your concern, but please try to be understanding. We’ve both been through a lot and deserve some slack. Plus, it was you who said it’s not about what’s wrong with you; it’s about what happened to you, right?

Alex released a deep breath, his eyes rolling in annoyance. “I suppose so.”

“Except she’s not Riot Cage anymore, and since Rob’s not here, I need someone like Elizabeth to help me teach the other students because she’s a fitness trainer now.” 

Alex’s face was red with anger as he crossed his arms tightly and listened to Ashley.

“Hear me out, Alex; you can’t ignore what happened, and I’m aware of that, but you need to understand that she had a bunch of trials that made her mad before. Her awful experiences in school and being shamed for her weight still haunt her, causing her to have mental health issues.” 

His words came out with a cutting edge. “I couldn’t give two hoots.”

Ashley paused and looked at Alex with a disgusted expression, her mouth turned down in a sneer before Ashley snapped back her response. “Elizabeth was constantly ridiculed and tormented at school, yet no one wanted to hear her side of the story. Even you know that every story has two sides, and no one should pass judgment without listening to both. It’s not fair to blame her for the psychological distress she’s endured, so why don’t you give her a break? On top of that, she needs money, and we need more training and help.”

Elizabeth’s voice echoed through the room as she shouted. “Hey, Ashley, get your ass back into this ring. Could you lend me a hand?” Riot cast a suspicious look in Alex’s direction. “What’s up, Mr. British Invader? Haven’t seen you in forever!”

Alex glanced Elizabeth’s way, murmuring, “You can definitely say that again, Elizabeth.” Alex then leaned over to Ashley, whispering, “Them skull tattoo on her arms doesn’t paint this place in a good light.”

“Alex, I’m telling you, you can trust me. She’s gone through a change. The things she’s been through made her feel like she was all alone – nobody was listening. That was the heart of it.” Ashley breathed in deeply, the smell of sweat and leather filling her nostrils, and decided to re-enter the ring and resume her training.

The sight of Elizabeth and Ashley working together filled Alex with despair, and he quickly made his way out of the building. Ashley’s expression was full of sorrow as Alex marched out of the building, his footsteps echoing his fury.

* * *

Warden Henry Burton was in his office in the North Yard Prison, the sound of typing keys filling the air, when a gentle knock sounded from his office door.

Henry’s deep voice boomed, “Yes, come in!”

The guard stepped into Henry’s office with a resounding thud of his boots. “I believe you requested my presence, sir?”

“Ah, Mike Carlton, would you be so kind as to tell me how long you have served me?”

“Been around for over ten years, sir.”

“Whoa, Mikey, it’s been forever! You’ve been a reliable employee of mine for a long time. Axel Cleaver’s paperwork is here on my desk. He’s a giant. Rumor has it this seven-foot-two giant from Mexico town can’t talk English. They said he have killed two schoolgirls and a man by using only his hands. My knight in shining armor. Do you find him intimidating, Mike?”

Mike gasped in shock, wondering what had possessed him to ask such a question, while the answer swirled around inside his mind. “Sir, he’s a force to be reckoned with. I’ve taken precautions to make sure he’s in a different cell, underground from the other inmates, so they don’t get hurt.”

Henry reclined in his chair, a satisfied expression on his face as he crossed his arms. “Excellent, excellent - which is why you are one of my most valued employees in this prison and a captain, as you have proven yourself to be very intelligent.”

“Thank you! Does that mean I got a raise?” Mike raised his eyebrows and smiled.

Henry’s laugh was light and airy, like a gentle summer breeze. “I want you to bring Axel to this office. I want to see this force with my own eyes, close up.” 

Mike furrowed his brow and stared at his boss, confusion clouding his face. “Sir, I must strongly urge you to avoid meeting this person, as he is an extremely dangerous individual.”

Henry rose to his feet, and his voice was firm. “Don’t even think about telling me what to do, Mike. You’re here to do what I say, right?”

Mike’s shoulders slumped, his head bowed, with a face of worry, and he inhaled deeply. “My apologies, sir.”

“You can take off now. You are dismissed, Captain.”

As Mike was about to depart, he rotated and inquired, “Sir, one more thing, can we replace Dwayne Astral’s glasses since they’re broken?”

“Oh, use some tape on them or something,” Henry said and waved Mike away.

“Yes, sir.”

The door closed behind Mike, and Henry held up Axel’s photo, grinning. “You’ll be my puppet, big guy.” 

* * *

As Mike walked down the hall, footsteps echoing through the corridor, he encountered another warden with bleached blond hair with an arrogant attitude named Simon Clark. 

“Hey, Simon, nice to meet you; you have something to tell me about the old man. What happened?”

Simon shrugged. “How would I know? As far as I know, a few prisoners got their hands on the little old rat. Maybe he deserved it after what he said about my uncle. You know, blood is thinker than water. You should know, Mikey!”

“Hey, listen, you bastard, don’t piss me off. It’s not his or anyone’s fault that your uncle was a dirty wrestling promoter.” 

In a tense moment, Simon replied: “Well, like I said, Mikey, I don’t know what happened to him. Maybe next time he’ll think twice before opening his mouth wide.”

“Mm, well, he was brutally attacked. He is on life support at Prince Royal Hospital, Clark! He’d better pull through this because I’m not going to be the one to answer to Burton,” Mike said, raising an eyebrow as he walked away. 

* * *

Ashley was working at the Coffee House Club, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafting through the air as she poured steaming cups for customers at their table. Ashley felt her eyelids drooping with exhaustion, and she could barely keep her eyes open. Unknowingly, she slipped, and the hot coffee spilling on the table was almost too much for one of the customers, as it nearly burned them.

She watched in disbelief as the guest angrily waved her off, their chair scraping against the floor as they stood up and prepared to leave. “Oh, forget it, I’ll go somewhere else. Crazy bitch,” the customer muttered.

“What’s that?” Ashley asked.

The customer stomped out of the coffee shop, the slam of the coffee carafe still echoing in her ears.

Later in the day, Ashley was still bustling around the restaurant, carrying plates of food to two different tables. But she gave the wrong meals to the wrong customers. 

One of the enraged customers gnashed their teeth. “Yo, I asked for chicken and waffles, not mac and cheese!”

The customer’s voice echoed through the restaurant, asking, “Hey, lady, where’s my mac and cheese?” 

Ashley’s boss, Jenny, had seen enough; with a wave of her arm, she motioned for Ashley to come into the back. “C’mon, Ashley, we’ve had like tons of complaints; what’s wrong?” 

“Jenny, my bad, I’m really trying. I’m so sleepy and doing all I can. With me juggling this job and the wrestling school, I’m so busy. Plus, I have a baby at home.”

“Ashley, come on, we’ve been friends for ages. I don’t want to let you go, but two jobs is too much.”

“I see what you mean. I’m on the same page, too much for me. Appreciate your understanding.”

“Ashley, thanks for your help.”

Ashley untied her apron, the strings slipping through her fingers, and handed it to Jenny before glancing around one last time and walking away.

Jenny’s voice rose to a yell. “Hey, Ashley, you want to keep being friends?”

Ashley turned around, her face lighting up with a smile. “Yeah, definitely.” 

Ashley and Jenny’s faces lit up with joy at the happy ending.

* * *

Inside Frank’s grand house, he was poring over cut-out pictures from a newspaper of the British Invader and Ashley’s glorious triumph over Riot Cage and Mason Carter from London, England.

“Ha, look at you both, all cheering that the end of a year of hell is over. Not in the slightest. Mason and Riot didn’t do the job, but we got it covered.”

Frank then picked up a private photo of Ashley and inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of the photo. “Ashley, you smell incredible. You are the one I want to be with for eternity.” Frank’s tongue sloppily slithered up the picture before he erupted with an ear-piercing cackle.

* * *

Alex drove his motorbike to the Dhruv store and was met with the sight of boarded-up windows, the wood creaking in the wind. Alex slowly removed his helmet, feeling its weight in his hands. “What? What’s going on here?”

He stepped up to the store door, expecting it to open, only to find it firmly locked, the metal cold and unyielding beneath his fingertips. Dhruv stepped from behind the corner, his suitcases weighing him down, tears blurring his vision as he trudged along, head bowed in despair.

“Dhruv? What’s going on? What’s up with the boards over the windows and door being locked?

“Ah, Alex, she bankrupted me and left me. She took away all the money, and poof, she was gone. She left me totally broke.” 

“Whoa, hold up, who did?” Alex spoke with a perplexed expression.

“Charlotte, you know, the one with the posh British accent. I should have heard the warning bells that she was only interested in my bank account. I need to get back on track, don’t you think? I have to start over from the ground up. But I’m not sure how to yet.”

“Oh man, what are you gonna do now?”

Dhruv sat down on the edge of the sidewalk and heard cars rushing by in the distance. “What can I do? I gotta go back to my home in New Delhi, India. I got my flight money from family over there, luckily. I’m jetting off from JFK tonight. My cab driver should be here any second now.”

“Oh, Dhruv,” Alex replied. He settled himself down beside Dhruv, the city humming in the background, and continued. “Why didn’t you come to me for a helping hand? We’re buddies! We’ve known each other for a while now.”

“With the baby, you didn’t need my problems, and you’re just wrestling for the independents now. I get that you don’t make as much money as you used to since you’re not the world champ.” Dhruv slowly turned around, taking in the sight of the store, and continued. “This building has a lot of great memories for me. Memories that will never be forgotten.” Dhruv gently looked at Alex and leaned in, wrapping his arms warmly around him. “Gonna miss you, pal.”

Alex had a lump in his throat as he realized his long-time friend was going to be gone soon. “Look after yourself, yeah? Ya get me?”

“You bet. Make sure your baby’s taken care of.”

The bright yellow taxicab pulled up to the curb. Alex and Dhruv quickly rose to their feet, their shoes scuffing against the sidewalk. The driver loaded Dhruv’s suitcases into the trunk, the weight of them pulling at his arms. Alex watched Dhruv fade away as the taxi drove away, the roar of the engine fading into the distance.

Alex slowly raised his right hand as he waves, his voice quivering with sadness as he softly said, “Goodbye, my friend.”

* * *

In the North Yard Prison, Henry was sitting in his office when he heard fists pounding on the door. “Step right in. The door’s open.”

While escorting Axel into the office, the prison officers firmly gripped his handcuffed wrists and ankles. Henry rose to his feet, his shirt fabric stretching across his broad shoulders as his hands planted firmly on his hips. Henry’s mouth dropped open in awe of the sight before him. A livid look spread across his face as he glared at the guards, his fists clenched in anger. “I don’t know what the hell to say; just look at him. He is a guest, not a wild animal. He needs to be freed from all those chains. I feel so humiliated by this.”

“But, sir…” Mike whispered nervously as he moved forward.

“Cut the siring. Take them off, Captain, and that’s an order.”

As the prison guards carefully removed each rattling chain from Axel, their hands trembled slightly on their tasers, their eyes darting around warily. Henry’s voice boomed through the office as he commanded the guards to leave immediately.

“Sir, you should be aware that this guy is a danger, ”Mike cautioned.

Henry’s voice shook the room, and his eyes seethed with anger. “Mikey, it’s time to set aside your stubbornness and walk away.”

Henry and Axel’s eyes followed the guards as they silently stepped out of the office, the only sound the heavy thud of the door closing.

Henry’s embarrassment was palpable as he looked up at Axel, his face flushed. The aura of wickedness that emanated from Axel mesmerized Henry. “My apologies. That was incredibly humiliating. I feel terrible about it.”

Henry stepped a few feet away from Axel and ran his gaze up and down his body. The size of this man overwhelmed him when he saw him in person, towering over him. “Holy cow, you’re the monster I’ve always been after. You will be my instrument of destruction.”

Axel grabbed hold of Henry’s throat. His face turned red. 

“Freedom, freedom,” Henry choked out.

Henry coughed, and Axel released his grip. Axel took a seat. 

Henry sat on the edge of his desk. “You’ve got a powerful grip; that’s what I require. Hey, we can take over the North Yard if we work together. I got some guards who owe me a favor. You know what I’m saying? Guards that won’t pay attention if you go wrong. I want you to teach these criminals what hard time is all about, even if you must slaughter them with your own bare hands. The North Yard Prison is now your backyard; you are my new wrecking force of destruction.” 

Axel and Henry’s laughter echoed off the walls, twisted with malice.

* * *

At Bryant Park, the hustle and bustle of Manhattan’s Town Square was in full swing
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