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      I watch as Larry Lindner melts some cunt’s eyeballs out of her head.

      I’m at home, folding laundry and sipping whiskey as the new clash plays on the big screen. I could be at the arena right now, watching The Boogey-Man Championships live with everyone else, but fuck that. I don’t need to bump into Larry in the hallways and hear him brag about how he’s the champion, he’s the best, blah blah blah. I mean, he’s good, and I have to admit I’m a little jealous of the shit he can do.

      This bitch thinks she can hide from him in the bathroom, but then there he comes, Larry “The Snapper,” floating through the fucking walls. She screams in confusion and agony as Larry works his magic, and it is magic. At first, she feels a warmth in her optic nerves, which grows into unbearable heat. Her eyeballs begin to swell and throb, then finally pop like zits. Molten blood and goo melts down her cheeks. She screams real good.

      Larry sits on the toilet, his legs crossed, twiddling his thumbs.

      “What’s the matter?” he asks. “Can’t believe your eyes?”

      The audience in the arena bursts into laughter and applause.

      I roll my eyes, down the rest of my drink, and continue with my laundry. Bastard. I can’t do shit like that. He made one guy think insects were all over him and let the fucker scratch himself to death. He turned this one bitch’s tongue into a snake which of course proceeded to bite her to death. He can fly, walk through walls, fuck with reality. And he’s a smartass with a flair for dramatics who’s evil and sadistic and excels at torture. And his fucking head has been flayed of all skin, and iron bear-trap teeth are bolted onto his jaws.

      I’m just big and strong.

      Stop it, Marvin, don’t get down on yourself. I’m not just big and strong, I’m seven feet tall-three hundred and fifty pounds-big and strong. And my face is a gnarled mess thanks to my botched suicide attempt years ago after murdering my family. My whole mouth has been reconstructed and my nose is just gone. So I am a very big, very strong and very ugly redneck who loves to murder and inflict pain. And I like to think that I bring a certain style and flare to what I do. I’ve got charm and personality. I should be champion!

      Larry follows his mortified victim as she stumbles into her bathtub. Screaming for help, she flails wildly as her empty eye sockets continue to ooze. Larry chuckles, holding up his hand and making a motion like sprinkling spices. At his psychic command, Larry’s victim convulses. Looks like she needs to take a big shit. But a turd isn’t what comes out of her. At first it looks like she shits out a bunch of black oil, but the mass is moving. When they cut in closer I can see it’s fucking cockroaches.

      Big and small, brown and black, lots and lots of cockroaches.

      And they’re not just coming out of her asshole, it’s clear that these fuckers are bursting from every orifice they can find. Soon her screams are silenced as she starts barfing live cockroaches and choking on them. Roaches gushing out of her cunt. Roaches ripping through her belly button. Her nose. Her ears. They scuttle and slither out of her vacant orbital sockets, and her body spasms as the sea of creepy crawlies tear her apart from the inside out. It’s actually quite beautiful.

      Larry stands up and takes a bow. The crowd goes wild.

      Fuck. How am I supposed to compete with that?

      I mean, I have to admit, that gave me a little chubby. That was good. Fuck. But whatever, I’m Marvin fucking Brumlow. The biggest and the baddest, baby. I’ll figure something out. But in the meantime, as much as I fucking hunger to dethrone that skinny bastard and put the belt around my waist, I have other concerns. Suspicions. Something is not right and I don’t fucking know what it is.

      So I started profiling my former victims in my free time. Which is pretty much all the time when I’m not doing my thang. I’ve gone through the dossiers of the victims from my first two clashes again and again. I’ve realized they don’t tell me very much. For each target, there is one photo and a one-page description. Just a few paragraphs and that’s it. Where they’re from, what they do, what they like… I don’t know what I’m looking for. Something. Something more.

      Why? I don’t know. Back when I was alive, before I was executed and sent to Hell and turned into a superstar killing machine, I would prey on my victims with zero regard. Some teenage runaway at a truck stop? Dead. Some asshole who cut me off in traffic? Dead. Some nice yuppie being friendly and respectful and giving me no reason to wish him harm? Dead. I never gave a shit about any of them. Never checked their IDs, never dug into their lives, never needed more.

      Now everything’s different.

      Now I’m famous and it’s making me paranoid. And since I’m rich and have nothing to lose, I’m going to see where this rabbit hole takes me. In the meantime, my general afterlife plans remain the same: Get the belt, make increasingly more money, live like a king. If David Black is trying to screw me over somehow or set me up, I’ll find out and make him pay through the ass. Burn the fucking BMC to the ground. Whatever he’s up to, whatever they’re not telling me, I’m gonna find out. I’m waiting on a very important delivery tonight, something that will hopefully shed some light.

      I turn off the TV and toss the remote onto my two king-size beds pushed together setup. Can’t stand to look at Larry’s ugly mug anymore. Finishing off my drink, I glance around at my luxury apartment and nod in satisfaction. Well, almost satisfaction. I look at the clock on the wall. Almost eleven. My guest should be here soon.

      I pour another drink and relax, walk around, dance in my flowing silk robe, take a shit. Things continue like this for a while and I’m getting antsy. Where the fuck is this little troll? I do not like being made to wait. As I pace and clench my fists and visualize various methods of horribly murdering my unfortunate delivery boy, I finally hear the bell ring. Ah, good. I buzz him in and wait for my goodies like a dog being served a fat steak.

      There’s one more thing I want to do before my guest arrives, so I go into my bedroom to finish preparing. On my bedside table is a nice wooden box with a brass clasp. I open it up and behold my two new best friends.

      Resting in a green-felt bedding are two custom dental implants, one for each jaw. A stainless steel construction holds together various molded plastics and ceramic teeth, designed specifically to fit into my mouth and fill in the gaps where my natural teeth and jaw bones no longer exist. They cost a small fortune, but I’m fucking rich now, so there you go.

      I pick up the lower prosthetic and click it into place in my mouth. Ah, feels good. Snap the upper piece into position. Nice. Having these babies in makes it so much easier for me to speak and for others to understand me. It also makes me look better, with a proper jaw structure, so now my face doesn’t look quite as much like an old man’s diseased, wrinkly nut sack. I’m still scarred and hideous, but this is a lot better. I look at the mirror and smile. Look at those big, sparkly-white chompers!

      Finally, I hear a knock at the front door.

      There’s my buddy, Snapdragon.

      “Hey, Marvin,” he says.

      He has his usual puffy, uneven mohawk, his coke-bottle glasses, his street urchin, gutterpunk clothes. The little dude smiles nervously.

      “You’re late,” I growl. Man, my voice is just a thing of beauty.

      “S-Sorry. I was at the BMC clash. I came right over.”

      I step aside and let him in.

      “Well?” I ask. “You got it or what?”

      “Uh, well yeah. Sort of…” he says, pulling off his backpack. “Wow, the new teeth look great, man!”

      “What do you mean, sort of?” Now I’m getting angry.

      “I-I did what you said. I used the travel app and went to Earth, tried to dig up as much information as I could about your former victims.” Snapdragon pulls a very slim manilla folder out of his bag. “Well as you know, I can’t stay on the other side of the veil longer than an hour before I really risk getting detected. So I went in a couple times, tried to find as much as I could, but…”

      “Just get to the point.”

      “Point is there’s not much. With only an hour each time I go in, I can’t exactly go research every single person you killed during one of your clashes. So I picked only a couple, the ones who supposedly lived close by, the ones I might find something on.”

      “And?”

      “And really… nothing. I went to the Westport Main library, looking for newspaper clippings about the murders and victims. According to his dossier, Preston Edgecombe was supposedly from Westport, but I couldn’t find any record of him. Same for Natasha Grant. When I find articles about the killings, the victims are always mentioned as ‘unidentified.’ So I don’t know!”

      I open the folder and there’s nothing but a few scant newspaper clippings.

      “That doesn’ make sense,” I say.

      “You’re telling me! When I was in Preston Edgecombe’s home town, I went to the library, the town hall. Nothing. Couldn’t find his name anywhere. I did find this one missing person clipping but it’s from another county and the name is all wrong. Look,” he points out the clipping, a short article headed by a blurry black and white photo of a young man with long hair. “See? Brian Cobb. Age twenty-seven. Disappeared without a trace. Looks a lot like Preston, doesn’t it?”

      It does resemble my favorite yuppie kill from that first clash, but the stats are all wrong. Preston was only eighteen, if memory serves, and he definitely wasn’t from Westport. He was not twenty-seven years old with long hippie hair and a scruffy goatee. The man described in the article was basically a bum. A small-time criminal, drifter, occasionally working some menial job, no family to speak of. He’d disappeared, a brief missing person’s report had been filed… and promptly forgotten. Nobody cared.

      Nope, this was not my boy. Not Preston with his rich parents, clean-shaven style, fancy car, house on a lake, and white sweater tied around his fucking shoulders. This does not help me at all. No new information on Preston or anyone else.

      Snapdragon clears his throat and holds out a trembling hand.

      I glare at him and growl.

      “Hey man,” he says, “don’t shoot the messenger.”

      Wouldn’t dream of it. Don’t want to get blood on my new rug.

      “You kep’ me waitin’ for this?” I grab him by the lapels of his shitty jacket and lift him off the floor. His little chicken legs flail and kick.

      “M-Marvin, please! I did what you said! I went in, I did the research! I-I can always do more! I can keep looking, keep digging! You want me to…?”

      I deflate and lower him to the floor. He’s telling the truth. Damn it. Now I have more questions than answers. And now I have Snapdragon looking up at me with his poor, pathetic, puppy dog-eyes. I did promise him a treat. So I reach into my pocket and pull out a wad of cash wrapped in a rubber band.

      My little friend trembles as he holds out his hand, not sure if I’m going to pay him or rip his arm off. Honestly, I’m considering doing both just for a bit of novelty and fun. But Snapdragon has proven useful and I may need his services in the future. So I hand him the money.

      “Keep diggin’,” I say and push him out the door.
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      Jim and I sit across from David Black.

      I’m casual-cool today, donning a red and white Adidas track suit and a fat gold chain around my neck. Oh, and my new chompers, of course. Still barefoot, but oh well, just call me a Hobbit, I guess. Jim has chosen to wear the baggiest and most obnoxiously colorful shirt he could find, tucking it into black slacks, and accenting the whole look with one of those skinny ties. His greasy-black hair is pulled into a messy ponytail and, as always, he’s chewing gum. Grape today, from the smell of it. Ugh.

      Mr. Black sits at his desk in a simple black t-shirt and jeans. He taps his fingers on the desk, swiveling back and forth as he waits for Jim to finish reading my new contract. Line by line, my sleazy manager pores over the document, humming to himself as he chews, smack smack smack. Read faster, Jim.

      Standing behind Mr. Black and lined up in front of the windows are four large security guards in black suits. Not as big as me, of course, but that goes without saying. Guess after our last meeting in here, when I murdered famed French footwear designer Henri Pantouffleé, Mr. Black is taking no chances with me. Not like these cunts could stop me anyway if I wanted to do something.

      Maybe he knows I’m on to him. Or am I? I mean, I know something fishy is going on, but I don’t know what, or who’s responsible. Right now, I’m just soaking up information, keeping my eyes and ears open. I’m going to get to the bottom of this, and if Mr. Fancy-ass president of the BMC has been fucking me somehow, he’s gonna get it in the ass sideways. I’ll burn the whole fucking thing to the ground.

      Jim finishes reading and clears his throat.

      “Better?” Mr. Black asks.

      “Not enough,” Jim says, tossing the stapled document back onto the desk between them. “Not what we asked for. Come on, Dave.” At the president’s irritated expression, Jim drops his casual tone. “I mean, David. Uh, Mr. Black. Sir.”

      “You wanted more money, there’s more money,” Mr. Black says, his polished, bald head gleaming. “You’re asking for the sun and the moon. Not gonna happen.”

      “We just want⁠—”

      “You want to make more than Larry Lindner makes,” Mr. Black finishes for him. “Not gonna happen. Larry is our champion, our biggest draw.”

      “Well, Marvin should be the⁠—”

      “I should be the champion,” I say, cutting Jim off. “I’m more popula’ than Snappa’ now. I killed more people in my last clash than him. I ain’ relyin’ on stupid gimmicks or magic powers, neither. I’m all-American meat n’ potatas, baby. I’m the real deal and people know that.”

      “You’ve also only had two clashes. Tommy Torture and Bonecrusher have both been here longer than you. What about their title shot? You don’t just become the BMC champion right away like that. You have to earn it.”

      “And how exactly do I do that?” I ask. “It’s not like this is a sport with clearly defined rules.”

      “Who sells out every single show?” Black asks. “Who gets us the highest pay-per-view numbers? Whose merchandise sells the best? Who consistently kills every single one of his targets with amazing panache and creativity? That would be Larry ‘The Snapper’ Lindner, got it? When you’ve been here as long as him, and you never fail in taking out a target, and your numbers are better than his, then we’ll talk. Meantime, you’re living in the lap of fucking luxury; nice clothes, got yourself some nice, new teeth. You’ve got it made. Be happy with that.”

      “Still don’t have a pair of shoes that fit me.”

      “You’re on your own with that one now, Marvin. You want some custom shoes made, I think you can afford it,” Mr. Black says, exasperated. “Meantime, here are the targets for your next clash,” he says, tossing a folder onto the desk for me.

      Jim snatches it up first, doing his due diligence as manager and scanning through the folder quickly. He mumbles, “Mm hm, mm hm” and smacks away at his gum as he reads. His expression sours and he looks up at the bossman, confused.

      “This is an urban setting,” Jim says. “Marvin is a rural kind of killer.”

      I snatch the folder away from Jim and begin to read. It’s true, I’m always best in the country or other places where there aren’t too many people. I need to be able to hide behind trees and bushes. Put me in an urban setting and I stand out like a sore fucking thumb.

      “Look at the date,” Mr. Black says with a smile.

      I scan the pages and find it.

      “October 31st?” I say.

      “That’s right! We’re sending you in on Halloween night! Our darling little victims are all going to a costume dance party. And guess who will blend right in with all the vampires and werewolves and ghouls?”

      I grunt and keep reading. I flip through the dossiers of victims, noting that there are only six of them this time. I’m confused.

      “Only six?”

      “What?” Jim chimes in, leaning to look at the folder in my hands. “Last time we had eight, right?”

      “So what?” Mr. Black says. “He can always pick off some other random victims who pop up along the way. He always does.”

      Jim and I share a look. I shrug.

      “So,” Mr. Black asks, “do we have a deal?”

      

      Jim and I ride the elevator back down to the parking garage.

      Some poor, random schmuck is in here with us, some wormy, mid-level exec type of cunt. He’s got himself pressed as far into the corner as possible. Jim pops a new piece of gum and zealously begins to chew. Smack smack smack. I wonder what he does with his gum when he eats actual food? Does he sleep with gum in his mouth?

      I open up the dossier file and flip through it again.

      “Don’t worry, man,” Jim smacks. “I won’t let that shark screw you over. The contract is solid. Let’s just bide our time, play our cards right. Just keep kickin’ ass, we’ll get you that belt. Me, I got my eye on this little bungalow up in Babylon Hills. Get me some nice clothes, maybe that new Astin Martin… Yeah, baby.”

      I grumble, still focused on the dossier.

      “What’s up?” Jim asks.

      “Somethin’s just not… I don’ know.”

      I want to tell Jim everything, voice my suspicions. But what is it that I even suspect? And what if Jim is in on it? Shit, anyone could be in on it. This is David Black, I’m sure he has eyes and ears everywhere. Even in an elevator. I remember that Jim and I are not alone and turn to look at our suited companion in the corner.
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