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The Venice Beach boardwalk smelled like fried dough and urine and the overcooked dreams of a thousand men, which was just the way Troy Ironwood wanted it. He lumbered across the concrete with a battered suitcase in one meaty hand and a fistful of American expectation in the other. A three-hundred-pound white gorilla in a fire-engine-red tank top, tight enough to tourniquet his biceps and make the local wildlife nervous. The armpits were already dark with sweat, and the twin rivers of SPF 15 sluicing down his deltoids did nothing to cut the glare of his Central European sunburn. If anything, it turned him into a walking crime scene, an alarming study in steak tartare with a blond buzz cut.

Troy didn’t care. Troy was here. And he was going to become legend.

California air. Salt and trash. Screams from the amusement rides and the sweet, wet sizzle of bacon-wrapped hot dogs in sidewalk steam trays. Troy inhaled it all, nostrils flaring, pupils dilating. He stopped midstride, shifted the suitcase to his left, and flexed just to see who was watching. Answer: everyone. At least in a ten-meter radius. A preteen TikTok squad shrieked into their phones and tripped over a lime green scooter. A sun-scorched street magician scowled at the newcomer, as if Troy’s mere presence threw off the tides of his own hustle. Elderly retirees took one look and decided today was not the day to try the famous funnel cake.

He stopped at a mural: hyperrealistic, six stories tall, a painting of a bodybuilder hoisting the Pacific over his head. Troy squinted, comparing his profile to the hero on the wall. He nodded in approval, then spat with satisfaction onto the pavement.

“Is ze good, ya?” he asked the nearest bystander, a wheezing man-child with a t-shirt that read ‘BODY POSITIVITY 4 ALL.’ “You take photo? For my Instagram?”

The man stared. “Dude, you’re like... three people.”

Troy beamed, his teeth like a line of tiny white urinals. “Is for motivatzion! You vant arms like dis, you come train. Troy Ironvood. Venice Beach! Remember name.”

He banged the suitcase on the ground and unclipped a speaker from its battered side. There was no attempt at subtlety—he turned it to full blast, dialing up some Eastern European trance so relentless it nearly knocked a row of pigeons off the power line. He set his feet, performed a warm-up pec dance, and then launched straight into the show.

“Come vit me if you vant to lift!” Troy bellowed. He struck a double-biceps, the veins in his arms fat and purple as bratwursts. Some tourist tried to sneak a photo. Troy caught them and winked. “You like? I do autograph. For your fitness journey, ya?”

“Bro, are you on steroids?” someone yelled.

“Only on leg day,” Troy shot back, and now even the magician was laughing. Good. Laughter was contagious, but so was greatness.

The sweat ran off him in greasy rivers, pooling in his cleft and around the waistband of his ultra-short shorts. Each pose—crab, vacuum, classic “most muscular”—was accompanied by a guttural growl and a string of motivational slogans so mangled by accent that the crowd had to pause to parse the meaning. “Discipline is ze breakfast of zampions!” “Pain is weakness pissing self!” “If you zleep, you lose, only baby zleep!”

Every once in a while, Troy would glance over at the bodybuilder mural, just to keep the pump honest. His own version was bigger, meatier, a living, grunting rebuke to both gravity and good taste.

After the third pose sequence, he uncapped a protein shaker, set it at his feet, and called out: “You donate, I pose harder! For ze American Dream!”

There were plenty of coins. A few bills. Some kid even lobbed a Fun Size Snickers, which Troy caught midair and crushed between his thumb and forefinger, then snorted up like a war crime.

A family of German tourists tried to talk to him, and Troy responded in a hybrid of Austrian and midwestern English that made the father blanch and the mother blush. He offered to let their youngest child punch his stomach as hard as possible. The kid did, bounced off, and Troy roared, “Future world champion! Is in ze blood.”

The yoga moms power-walked by and did not break stride. Troy liked them, too. Hard core. Nice glutes. He complimented them as they passed, genuinely, and a couple of them gave him a look that was somewhere between amused and aroused. Or maybe just scared.

After forty minutes, Troy’s skin was screaming and his legs were jelly, but the crowd had grown: a ring of phone-cams, some live streaming, some recording for later. A few young wannabees challenged him to an on-the-spot pose-off. Troy accepted, then obliterated their self-esteem with a casual “side chest” that sent one boy into a giggling meltdown.

“Dis is how you grow,” Troy said, mopping his brow with the hem of his shorts. “First you zuffer, then you conquer. Venice Beach. I am king now, ya?”

Someone called out, “Show us the quads!” So he did, hiked the shorts up even further, skin pale as an undercooked sausage, the muscle striped with deep, angry stretch marks. Troy let them snap pictures. Why not? This was free advertising.

A street vendor, maybe Colombian, maybe Armenian, tried to hawk him a homemade energy drink. “All organic, amigo. Blueberry flavor, yes?”

Troy sniffed the cup, took a cautious sip, and shrugged. “Is like rat piss, but not bad. Good for veins.” He poured the rest over his head, which sent the tourists into a spasm of applause.

The breakdancer from two kiosks over sidled up and asked, sotto voce, “You got permit for this shit, bro?”

Troy blinked. “Permit? You mean, like permission? I have permission from God and Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger.” He pointed at the mural. “Is all ze permission I need.”

The breakdancer snickered. “Good answer, bro. But the cops are tightasses here.”

Troy grinned. “I eat tightass for breakfast. You see?” And flexed his glutes so hard they almost ripped through the shorts.

The breakdancer limped away, shaking his head in admiration, and Troy got back to work.

A woman with a film crew—some kind of influencer—asked if he’d be in her TikTok. Troy agreed instantly, performed a clean single-arm curl with her on his shoulder, and delivered his best line yet: “I will pump you up, but also your social media engagement.”

The director snorted. “That’s gold, baby. Who are you?”

Troy straightened, squared his shoulders. “I am Troy Ironvood. Next Mr. Olympia. Next American action superstar. You see? Is ze destiny.”

He held the pose until the camera cut. Then, with a practiced flourish, he struck a final, full-body flex, every vein and striation lit up for maximum carnage. Someone’s grandmother fainted, but her family caught her before she hit the deck.

The applause was genuine, even if some of it was nervous. Troy bowed. Deep. Then uncapped his shaker and passed it through the crowd. More coins, even a couple business cards.

As the performance wound down, he stood for a moment at the edge of the sand, watching the neon sunset bleed into the Pacific. He peeled off his tank top, rung it out into the gutter, and looked down at the thrumming, raw-red real estate of his chest.

“Is home now,” Troy muttered, voice tender for the first time all day. “I am come home.”

He stashed the tank in his suitcase, turned down the speaker, and started toward the ragged row of palm trees where the boardwalk ended and, allegedly, his future began.

Counting his change took both hands. Mostly quarters and nickels, sticky from sunscreen and street nacho residue, but still more money than he’d ever made in a single hour back home. Troy Ironwood bulged down the block with his suitcase in tow, speaker still thumping at chest level. The setting sun roasted his neck and made the air taste like battery acid and tequila. Paradise.

Venice Beach nightlife mutated as day faded: hawkers, drunks, ex-pro wrestlers now hawking personalized workout plans for five bucks a pop. Troy nodded to the streetfolk as he passed, part of the brotherhood of the day’s hustle. His destination glowed in the twilight, a sign that said STAR LITE MOTEL with half the letters blown out, so it read only: S__R L TE. There was a novelty to American decay, the way buildings held onto dignity long after their souls had been eaten by mildew.

A Camry with four missing hubcaps wheeled out of the lot and nearly clipped him. Troy slammed a fist on the trunk, grinned at the panicked driver, and hollered: “IS ONLY MUSCLE, DO NOT FEAR!” The car peeled off, and a thin cloud of vape smoke hung in the air like an exhaled apology.

The reception office looked like an abandoned post office crossed with a methadone clinic. Troy swung open the glass door, which announced itself with a bell so weak it sounded sarcastic. The desk was bulletproof glass, covered in yellowing lotto tickets, and behind it sat a man who resembled a rotting sweet potato with a hangover. He wore a Lakers hat and had two days’ stubble and the permanent squint of a guy who’d long ago lost the ability to be surprised.

“You got a reservation?” the man grunted, not looking up from his racing form.

Troy squared his chest, flooding the vestibule with a terrifying sense of hope. “I am Troy Ironvood. Is first day in America. Need room, please.”

“Yeah, well, so does everybody. Cash or card.”

Troy unclipped the wad of bills from his gym shorts and fanned out the ones. “I am entrepreneur. New to town. Today I make twenty-eight dollars and, eh...seventy-five cents.” He added the coins with dignity. “Do I get ze ocean view?”

“None of the rooms face the ocean, champ. You get second floor, back side. Quiet.” The manager slid a grimy key across the counter. “Don’t do drugs, don’t make porn, don’t bleed on the mattress.”

Troy laughed, delighted. “Is not problem. I am natty. Only steroid is pure ambition.”

“Good luck, buddy.” The manager was already marking up his racing form. “Don’t break anything.”

Troy set his suitcase down and signed the ledger with immense pride. Then, since he believed in gratitude, he offered a protein bar as a tip. The manager blinked, accepted it with a wary look, and promptly used it as a bookmark.

Second floor meant a concrete staircase, so Troy bounded it in three powerful strides, suitcase swinging behind him like a medieval flail. The corridor stank of bleach and weed and cheap vanilla air freshener. At the end of the hall, a teenager in a stained wife-beater huffed at a vape pen and eyed Troy with the awe and suspicion reserved for circus freaks and undercover cops. Troy shot him finger guns and kept moving.

Room 217. The number hung at a forty-five-degree angle. Troy turned the key, found the door jammed, and set his shoulder to it. The frame gave with a whimper, leaving a Troy-shaped dent in the drywall behind.

Inside: horror. The “suite” was more of a crime scene with a king bed. Walls a desperate yellow. A single lamp next to the window, crawling with bugs. Wallpaper peeled away in thick tongue-shaped strips. The carpet, once beige, was now the color of old hamburger. On the bedspread: a fist-sized scorch mark, surrounded by suspiciously symmetrical brown rings.

Troy’s smile never faded. “Home sweet home,” he said, flexing for no one. Then he dropped the suitcase and set about transforming the dump into a temple.

First, he found the ancient HVAC and cranked it to MAXIMUM. The thing rattled, whined, and spat out a gust of air so cold it could kill a lizard. Troy grinned, pleased.

Second, he sanitized. Two hundred napkins from a Starbucks, plus a tiny travel-sized bottle of Purell. He wiped every surface: TV remote, lamp switch, the handle on the bathroom door. Even the Bible in the drawer got a once-over. “Can never be too careful. Germs is weakness,” he muttered.

Third: unpacking. The contents of his suitcase were precisely organized. First out: three vacuum-sealed canisters of protein powder, in colors that should not exist in nature—neon orange, hot pink, something called “Grape Atomic.” Next: twin dumbbells, handles hand-wrapped in athletic tape. A Tupperware container filled with chicken and steamed broccoli, boiled eggs loose in a Ziploc like organic marbles.

Most precious cargo: an autographed copy of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Encyclopedia of Modern Bodybuilding, battered but revered. And a trinity of posters, rolled tight and rubber-banded, which Troy carefully unspooled and flattened across the bed.

“Is tradition,” he said aloud, to the cracks in the ceiling. He had posters for each of the three commandments: Conan the Barbarian (muscle is power), Predator (survive at all costs), and Terminator (be relentless). He used packing tape to secure each at eye level, taping them directly over the stains and water-damaged drywall. Every few minutes he’d step back and admire his work, arms crossed, nodding with slow, deep approval.

The bathroom, in contrast, was a haunted dollhouse. The mirror was etched with decades of bad shaves and worse ideas. The sink ran brown for a good thirty seconds before grudgingly clearing up. The shower curtain featured cartoon dolphins, most of them peeling or mutilated, but Troy liked the color.

He stacked his supplements on the counter with military precision: creatine, BCAAs, fish oil, a half-dozen vitamins and unmarked pill bottles labeled in Cyrillic. He lined up his toothbrush and shaving kit, even arranged the Q-tips in a perfect little phalanx.

By the time he finished, the room was no less disgusting, but it was now a lair, a muscle-worshipping shrine to willpower and bad taste. Troy stood in the center, surveyed his kingdom, and cracked his neck.

A moment’s pause. He dug into his Tupperware, snarfed down two chicken breasts without chewing, and chased it with an unholy sludge of Grape Atomic protein. He burped, checked the echo, then flopped onto the bed. The springs groaned but held.

For a second, just a second, the exhaustion threatened to pull him under. The day’s adrenaline evaporated. He saw his own reflection in the black TV screen—a slab of meat, alone in a shithole, flexing for an invisible audience. Maybe it was the jetlag, or the nostalgia, or the sweet tang of American victory. But Troy found his eyes burning.

He scrubbed his face, rolled onto his stomach, and yanked the Arnold bio off the bedside. The inscription was in blue ballpoint: “To Troy—Dream Big. Flex Hard. —A.S.” It was probably fake, but it didn’t matter. Troy traced the letters with a finger, the way a priest might touch a relic.

He read until his eyelids drooped. He dreamed of muscles on top of muscles, and woke twice from dead sleep to check that his posters were still on the wall. Satisfied, Troy finally let the noise of the street lull him to unconsciousness, clutching the book like a talisman.

Tomorrow would be even better. He would wake, eat, pump, pose, and conquer.

It was all there in the encyclopedia, clear as prophecy.

Troy Ironwood woke with the morning, already flexing. He rose out of sleep like a time-lapse of continental drift, every muscle cording and bulging as if his body needed to reestablish physical reality from zero each day. The clock read 7:04. He regarded it as a personal failure to not wake on a round number, but he forgave himself: yesterday was a big day.

The room had not improved overnight. If anything, it looked worse for wear. The remains of last night’s protein shake had hardened in the shaker, forming a cement-like plug. Four empty water bottles lay on the floor, like a trail marking the route from bed to bathroom. The lamp was still on. It had burned a moth to death sometime after 2 a.m. Troy studied the corpse with scientific interest, then crushed it between thumb and forefinger. Protein was protein.

He started the morning routine: a full-body flex, naked except for gold posing shorts that gleamed like a cheap trophy. For a minute he just admired himself in the cracked motel mirror, checking the deltoids and the serratus, then the obliques, the vascularity in his quads. He hit a series of classic poses, holding each until the muscle threatened to cramp.

“Is good, but can be better,” he muttered, voice raspy from dehydration. He bared his teeth in the mirror, did a menacing “Terminator face,” then softened into what he thought was a winning action-hero smile. What he saw: a bloodshot blond head pasted onto a refrigerator full of steak.

He practiced some lines. “I vill be beck.” He said it again, drawing out the “beck” for flavor. “I vill... be beck.” He tried a new one: “Get to ze choppa!” On the first attempt, his voice cracked. On the second, it was perfect, but he forgot to flex and his chest deflated. On the third, he flexed so hard a vein popped in his temple, leaving a faint blue stripe.

He gripped the sink, locked eyes with his reflection. “Is not enough,” he snarled. “Arnold is never tired. Arnold is never weak.” He slapped himself once, twice, then returned to the poses. He moved through a circuit: side chest, double bi, then the dramatic vacuum, sucking his gut in until the abdominal ridges looked like spare ribs.

He had seen the old videos, the posing routines at Olympia. He knew all the moves, the exact pauses, the swagger, the cheeky wink. He worked his way through the whole routine, sweating like a butcher even though the air conditioner rattled out clouds of frost.

At random intervals, he’d stop to practice catchphrases, as if he was auditioning for the biggest role in the universe.

“Hasta la vista, baby.” He grinned, tried a finger gun, hated it, did it again.

“You’ve been terminated!” He shot both arms out like a man ejecting a seatbelt. In the mirror, it looked deranged. He tried again, slower. “You. Have. Been. Terminated.” Better.

The routine went on for half an hour, with Troy alternating between high-decibel one-liners and ultraviolent bodybuilding. Sometimes the two overlapped, like when he dropped into a crab pose and screamed, “THIS IS WHAT YOU BECOME, WHEN YOU STOP BEING A LOSER!” at his own reflection.

By 8 a.m. he was lightheaded from the effort. He staggered to the minifridge, poured a mound of protein powder into a glass, added tap water, and chugged the resulting sludge without blinking. It left a purple mustache on his upper lip. He dabbed it away with the back of his hand, then used the mirror as a training partner.

“Okay. Reset. You are Troy. You are star.” He raised his chin, stared through his own face to the next dimension.

“I am Troy Ironvood,” he intoned. “I am here to be champion. Is in the blood. Is in the destiny.” The words rang hollow at first, so he tried them in three different Arnold voices: movie Arnold, politician Arnold, and a version of Arnold that sounded like he was halfway through a stroke. None quite worked, so he defaulted to his own.

For the next fifteen minutes, Troy alternated between intense, slow-motion facial expressions and growled lines. “I vill CRUSH you.” “You are a baby, I AM A GOD.” “Come to Venice, they said. It will be easy, they said. HA!”

Every failure doubled his determination. He glared, scowled, smirked, and flashed deranged, rictus grins. Occasionally he’d get lost, forget what he was doing, then snap himself back into character with a full-body shudder.

Around 8:30, a thump came from the room next door. Troy paused, frozen in a lopsided front-lat-spread. Another thump, followed by an angry, sleep-deprived “Keep it DOWN, you maniac!”

Troy burst out laughing. “Sorry, is practice! For movies!”

There was a string of muffled curses, none of which Troy understood, so he flexed even harder in the mirror and shouted: “You’ll be asking for my autograph soon, asshole!”

It felt great. He hit one last pose, held it for a solid sixty seconds, then dropped his arms in triumph.

The blue vein in his forehead throbbed dangerously, but he didn’t care. He was ready. If the world wanted muscle, if America wanted a hero, he would give them more than they could handle.

He turned from the mirror, grabbed his battered Arnold book, and faced the day.

With every step, he could feel destiny getting closer. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon, the name Troy Ironwood would be etched onto the walls of Venice Beach—and maybe, if he flexed hard enough, onto history itself.
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​Chapter 2: Rejection Row
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The city was awake and buzzing, the streets bristling with hope and exhaust fumes, but Troy Ironwood had never felt more alone than he did in the hour before his big break. He prowled his motel room in gold posing shorts and nothing else, the fabric so tight it made his quads look like overinflated sausages ready to pop. He massaged a dollop of coconut oil into his chest, working it between the deep, angry rivers of last night’s sunburn, and checked himself in the cracked mirror for any signs of softness. None. Good. Troy believed in being hard.

He snorted a pre-workout dry, savoring the bitter burn as it gummed his mouth, then washed it down with a protein shake the color of blue antifreeze. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand and checked the mirror again. No vein left behind. He snapped his waistband, flexed a side chest, and practiced the script he’d recited a thousand times:

“I am Troy Ironvood, and I vill be your next American superstar.” He said it with a mouthful of teeth, voice pitched low and dangerous, like a cross between a Bond villain and the guy who bench-pressed your dad.

He rotated through a rapid-fire medley of iconic lines, each one punctuated by a pose or an explosive air punch: “You’ve been terminated!”—boom, double bi. “Hasta la vista, baby.”—wink, then pec pop. “Come with me if you vant to lift!”—squat into a crab.

He stopped, panting. The vein in his forehead throbbed with victory. A little spit flecked the mirror.

Troy was ready. The world, less so.

It was only a mile to the casting office, but he insisted on walking, both to pump up the legs and to be seen. He wanted his name to precede him. And if his name failed, his lats would finish the job.

He strolled up Venice, suitcase in one hand, plastic shaker in the other, boots slapping the pavement. Heads turned and did not turn back. A pair of college girls gawked from a weed dispensary window; Troy grinned, did a casual ab crunch, and yelled, “Body is temple—no THC, just T-N-A!” They giggled like hostages, then ducked for cover.

At the bus stop, a man with no teeth and a pair of pants that had given up decades ago pointed and laughed. “You some kind of superhero, bro?”

Troy did not break stride. “I am not ‘some kind’—I am ze BEST kind.” He delivered this over his shoulder, then added: “You remember name: Troy Ironvood. Is important for future trivia.”

A pigeon tried to land on his shoulder; Troy shrugged it off. Only gains rode for free.

The office was a squat box with mirrored glass and a sign that read “Skyway Talent Group—Suite 110.” The building looked like an orthodontist’s clinic, or maybe a low-rent crematorium, which was fitting because Troy had every intention of incinerating the competition.

Inside, the waiting room had all the ambience of a pediatric dentist: a plastic ficus, a rack of six-month-old Variety magazines, chairs arranged in geometric cruelty. A TV in the corner played an endless loop of Jeep commercials at half volume, but nothing could muffle the tension radiating from the assembled hopefuls.

Troy Ironwood was not the first to arrive, but he was the only one you could see from orbit.

He stomped in, all pecs and enthusiasm, and let the door slam behind him. Conversation froze. A child actor, eight or nine, stopped mid-Tic Tac and nearly swallowed the rest. Three women in blazers tried not to look directly at Troy’s crotch, which only made it more obvious they’d been doing just that. Even the old guy in the Hawaiian shirt, probably waiting to audition for “alcoholic neighbor #3,” did a visible double-take.

At the reception desk sat a woman in her late twenties with perfect eyeliner and zero patience. She wore a white blouse that looked freshly laundered and a face that said it was not paid enough to process whatever genetic experiment had just thundered into the room.

Troy cleared his throat, deep and guttural, and set the suitcase down with a thunk.

“Hello! I am here for ze—” he squinted at the sign-in sheet “—Hollywood Action Star, open call. I am Troy Ironvood, from Austria, but soon from everywhere.”

The receptionist’s fingers hesitated on the keyboard. “You... you’re here to audition?” Her tone was half challenge, half 911 dispatch.

“Ya! You see, is in body, is in face. All natural, no surgery. You like?” He flexed an arm, the bicep nearly eclipsing his jaw.

She eyed the clipboard, then Troy, then the clipboard again, as if trying to determine whether this was some kind of hidden camera prank. “Can I get your headshot and resume?”

Troy grinned. He’d prepared for this. He reached into the suitcase and produced an 8x10 glossy from Gold’s Gym, taken the day before. In the photo, he wore the same gold shorts, the same smile, and nothing else.

The receptionist took it, fingers grazing the lamination with reluctant awe. She looked at the resume stapled behind. It read:

TROY IRONVOOD

Occupation: Future Superstar

Skills: Strength, Fitness, Killing with Kindness, Flexibility (Physical AND Emotional)

Specialty: Heavy Weaponry, One-Liners, Being Intimidating

References: Arnold Schwarzenegger (if needed, ask later)

She let out a tiny, involuntary laugh and typed his name into the system. “You can have a seat, Mr. Ironvood. We’re a little behind today.”

He nodded, grand, then surveyed the waiting area. Troy selected a seat in the exact center, not because it was open, but because it was the axis of attention. As he sat, the chair groaned beneath him; the child actor edged away, leaving a one-chair buffer.

Troy patted the kid on the head. “Is good you are here! Everyone starts small. You eat your chicken and do your pushups, you can be like me someday.” The kid nodded, then clutched his mother’s arm with silent terror.

He scanned the rest of the room. Every other man there looked like a regular guy who paid too much for gym memberships and still lost the battle to carbs. Troy exhaled, not disappointed so much as bemused.

He stretched his arms overhead, nearly knocking a framed photo of a Jeep Grand Cherokee off the wall. He apologized, then did it again, because symmetry was important.

One of the blazer women caught his eye, did a tiny smile, then went back to her phone. Troy admired her form—excellent glutes, good delts, probably squat. He made a mental note to compliment her after the audition.

He sat with arms crossed, legs wide, radiating self-esteem. Every few minutes he’d flex a different muscle group, just to keep loose. The other actors tried to pretend this was normal, but failed. A casting assistant in skinny jeans darted out of the inner office, called a name, and a woman in gym clothes shuffled up, averting her gaze from Troy like he was a malfunctioning billboard.

Time dragged. The magazines were all about shows Troy had never watched and celebrities he considered too soft to matter. He glanced at the TV; some action movie ad played, and he sneered at the star’s biceps. Child’s play. Maybe in America that was enough, but in the Ironvood family you needed at least one visible vein per appendage, or they sent you back to the bread line.

His stomach gurgled. He dug in his suitcase, retrieved a handful of boiled eggs, and started eating them whole. He offered one to the kid, who declined. He offered one to the Hawaiian shirt guy, who accepted, then looked embarrassed for the rest of the meal.

At exactly 10:13, the casting assistant returned, surveyed the waiting area, and did a barely perceptible wince when he saw Troy’s entire presence.

“Mr. Ironvood?” he called, voice wobbling a little.

Troy leapt up, eggshell still on his tongue. “Yes! Is time? I am ready.” He pounded his chest, then snapped his fingers at the kid. “Remember: pain is gain, but only if you recover.”

He marched to the audition door, shaking hands with the receptionist on the way. Her grip was limp, but she smiled in spite of herself.

The audition room was smaller than Troy expected, but more intimidating. The walls were gunmetal gray, the carpet so thin it hurt to look at, and the fluorescent lights hummed like a high-tension wire. A camera on a tripod pointed at a piece of masking tape on the floor marked “X.”

Behind a folding table sat a woman in black: angular face, hair pulled so tight it could have drawn blood. Her lips were painted the color of arterial spray, and she wore chunky glasses with a lanyard that said, “MARLA STERN—Casting Director.” Her hands clutched the clipboard like it was a flotation device and she’d already lost the life raft.

Troy stopped at the “X.” He saluted. “I am Troy Ironvood. From Austria, but soon from everywhere. Thank you for opportunity, Miss Stern.”

Marla blinked. Once, twice, then composed herself. “Thank you for coming in, Mr. Iron...wood. Please have a seat.”

“I prefer to stand, if is okay. Legs stay pumped.”

She blinked again, then nodded. “Sure. Please face the camera. We’ll begin with a slate—just say your name and where you’re from.”

Troy faced the lens, bared his teeth in a smile so wide it made his cheekbones creak. “Troy Ironvood. From Graz, Austria. Next stop: Hollywood.”

Marla tapped a note. “Great. Now, when you’re ready, please read the sides. Start at the top.”

He nodded, took the paper, and began.

“I vill crush you,” he growled, voice thick with intent. “You are like tiny bug beneath my boot.” He paused, checked the line. “No one out-flexes Troy Ironvood.” He stared down the lens, flexed both biceps, then ad-libbed: “Unless is world record, then maybe.”

Marla scribbled faster. Her poker face was slipping; the corners of her mouth twitched like she was fighting back either laughter or a seizure.

Troy powered through the scene, never once breaking character, except to occasionally check his reflection in the camera lens. He acted with everything: hands, arms, pecs, even the glutes got a cameo. By the third line, he was sweating, not from nerves but from the sheer density of mass in such a small room.

“Very intense,” Marla managed, without meeting his eyes. “Let’s try that again, but... less yelling.”

Troy nodded. “Understood. Is like predator in jungle—silent, but deadly.” He crouched, arms out, stalking the invisible prey in the air between him and Marla. Then he delivered the line in a low whisper: “I vill crush you.” He smiled. “Better?”

Marla’s lips pressed together so tight they almost vanished. “Yes. Very good. Can you do an American accent?”

Troy nodded. “Yes! I have been practicing.” He cleared his throat, then said, “I will crush you. You are a... bug... under my boot. No one out-flexes Troy Ironwood, unless is... world... record.” The vowels were still misshapen, but there was a grim determination to it.

“Thank you,” Marla said. “Now, any special skills?”

Troy did not wait. He flexed, did a rapid-fire sequence of bodybuilding poses, then lifted the folding chair with one hand and spun it overhead. Marla ducked involuntarily, as if the chair might fly free and decapitate her. Troy set it down gently, smiled, and waited for more.

The camera was still running. Marla looked like she was reconsidering every life choice that led to this moment.

“Anything else?” she asked, voice soft.

Troy brightened. “I can do splits.” He dropped to the floor, legs at a perfect ninety degrees. The seam of his shorts threatened to give, but held out of respect. He snapped back up, chest glistening, and gave a thumbs up to the camera.

Marla wrote something in her notebook. “Thank you, Mr. Ironwo—Troy. We’ll be in touch.”

Troy bowed, deep. “Thank you for ze honor. You will not regret. You see.”

He turned to leave, ducked the tripod, and strode out, radiant with confidence.

The waiting room had emptied, except for the receptionist, who pretended not to be watching. Troy gave her a high-five, then left the building, stepping into the LA sunlight like it belonged to him.

He exhaled, flexed, and smiled.

Soon, he thought. Soon everyone would know the name Troy Ironvood.

But first: chicken and a nap.

It started going wrong the moment Marla Stern tried to assert control.

She’d seen plenty of gym freaks before, usually as bit players or background muscle, but Troy Ironwood was a different breed of livestock. Most came in, flexed, and left shame-faced. This one radiated the unshakeable confidence of someone who’d never been told “no” in any language. Marla braced herself, squared her jaw, and ran through the script.

“Okay, Troy,” she said, voice clipped but cordial, “just a quick slate, please. Name, height, agency if you have one.”

Troy’s face wrinkled in confusion. “You vant to see ze slates?” He peeled down his gold waistband and began flexing his abdominal muscles in a wave, starting at the ribcage and undulating downward, as if his abs had been trained to crawl off his torso and invade the casting director’s personal space. “Is called vacuum. Old-school move. But also I have obliques, look—”

Marla felt her sphincter tighten. “No, just... say your name for the camera.”

“Ah! American custom, I understand.” He straightened, saluted, and bellowed: “I am Troy Ironvood! Height: one meter ninety, weight: hundred fifty-two kilogram, agency: no, but soon! Also single.” He winked at the lens. The camera quivered on its tripod.

Marla scribbled on her clipboard. She’d underlined “NEEDS TRAINING” three times, then crossed it out in favor of “?!?”

“Thank you. Now, stand on the X and we’ll get started.”

Troy approached the taped cross on the carpet, surveyed it with disgust, and stamped on it so hard the camera wobbled again. “Is too easy,” he muttered, then did a short victory dance on the spot. “You see, when you say ‘hit mark,’ you mean... just stand?”

Marla tried not to sigh. “Yes. Just stand.”

She looked over the sides. She’d selected a monologue that was both simple and (she hoped) idiot-proof: an action hero’s final threat, to be delivered menacingly but not, say, shouted at jet engine volume. She explained this to Troy, who nodded gravely, then stared at the script as if it might explode.

“You ready?” she asked, finger poised above the camera remote.

Troy set his jaw. “Is destiny.”

The first line was supposed to be: “You think you can break me? I was born in fire.”

Troy stared at the page, mouth working, and then pronounced: “You sink you can break me. I vas born in fire.”

Not perfect, but it was the best take Marla had gotten all week.

He squared his chest, let the line reverberate, then moved to the next: “I don’t run from pain. I run towards it.”

This came out as: “I do not run from pain. I run toward. I am pain’s father, and also mother.” He beamed. Improvising, she realized, was not a strength.

Marla interrupted, gently: “Let’s stick to what’s on the page, please.”

Troy nodded, then lost his place and started over, louder. “You sink you can break me! I was born in fire. I do not run from pain—I break pain, like this!” And he punched the air with such violence that it cracked.

Marla saw disaster looming, but she soldiered on. “Okay, now the last line: ‘I’ll be back.’ Classic callback.”

Troy blinked, grinned, and said, “All be bag.”

Marla stifled a laugh, then shook her head. “Try again. I’ll. Be. Back.”

“I... will... be... bag.”

She pressed her palms together, inhaled, and counted to three. “That’s great, thank you. Now, sometimes we like to see ‘special skills’ for these roles. Do you have any?”

Troy’s entire skeleton seemed to vibrate. “Ya, I show.” Before she could intervene, he launched into a rapid-fire routine of bodybuilding poses: most muscular, rear double biceps, lat spread so extreme his back blotted out the camera’s field of view. He did not stop at flexing; he began narrating.

“This is ‘front double bi’—see how vein pop? Is real. No Photoshop.” He leaned in, forehead slick with perspiration. “This is ‘crab’—very dangerous in some cultures. You like?”

Marla did not like, but she kept writing. Her pen had snapped its tip, but she refused to be cowed.

Troy, encouraged by the lack of screaming, moved to “vacuum pose.” He exhaled everything from his lungs, sucked in the gut until the abdominal ridges looked like tectonic plates, then leaned so close to the lens his breath fogged it.

Marla tried, valiantly, to interject. “That’s impressive, but—”

Troy wasn’t finished. “You want split? I do split.” He dropped to the floor in a full Russian split, grunting with satisfaction. The seams in his shorts strained audibly, but, as before, the gold held strong.

Marla glanced at the camera monitor, where Troy’s legs resembled twin tree trunks erupting from a failed carpet. She wondered if there was a legal minimum for audition footage, or if she could delete it and claim “corrupt file.”

She tried to regain order. “Thank you. Maybe now just stand, relax, and let’s try the scene again—but with less volume?”

Troy nodded, rose with a single, fluid movement, and tried to “relax.” The muscle twitched under the skin, like a sea creature changing color. Marla could see that “relaxing” was not something he’d done since the day he was born.

She queued up the lines again.

“You think you can break
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