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July. For Ben, the summer holidays couldn’t have come soon enough. However, it wasn’t because of the stresses of exams ending nor a yearning for blissful blue skies and the sun-kissed sea. The sixteen-year-old wakes up to the familiar sound of his phone’s alarm. By this time, many of his schoolmates would’ve no doubt happily turned off their alarms upon the dawn of the month. He turns to his side in his bed and blindly uses his hand to search for the phone as his eyes try to adjust to a new day. Finally feeling the cold, metal casing, he turns the alarm off and sits up. 

The room is in near-total darkness and yet the curtains are open. Heading into the bathroom, he turns on the light and immediately looks in the mirror. Moving his wild, shoulder length hair to the side, he checks his nose methodically and pedantically, just as he did every morning since 28th February. To his disappointment, his nose looks completely fine. Upon realising that he’s taken several minutes staring in the mirror, he rushes to get ready for the day. After getting changed, he throws his workout gear into a bag, grabs his keys and quietly leaves the house with his dad still asleep. 

The once warm, friendly young man puts up his hood, cloaking the cold, almost hostile look on his face. Amidst the empty, cobblestone streets, he wearily makes his way to his destination and hopes that he bumps into no one he knows, even this early in the morning. The sounds of the soothing sea sweeping in and out is drowned out by the playlist of upbeat music he is skipping through on his earphones. Try as he might, he can’t find the perfect song to raise his mood. He makes his way uphill, up the steep, near-unforgiving path to the highest point of Tipton-on-Sea. He promises himself that, one day, the climb won’t leave him breathless. Pausing for a moment, he looks out across his home as it’s cloaked in darkness, save for the streetlamps and sporadic, square-shaped lights from windows dotting the town like grounded stars fallen from the night sky. The sea itself is uneventful, as if it is sleeping along with the majority of the townsfolk. The only sign of any small point of interest, for Ben at least, is the small specks of land illuminated by the specks of light coming from the lighthouse. For most people, staring out at the sheer, picturesque view is well worth the climb. But for Ben... Ben only stares at the horizon because for this one, fleeting moment, he feels like he’s on top of the world. He promises himself that he’ll do what it takes to feel like that for more than a mere second. 

He turns his attention back to the task at hand, walking up the road to the only building with its lights on and doors open: Titans-on-Sea Gym. This small-town gym, surprisingly, was open 24/7. The reason of its all-day access is unknown to him, but he is just grateful that he can go in when there was likely to be no one else there.  Given the freedom, Ben would’ve spent as much time as possible here, but school, exam preps, his job at the newsagent and newfound introverted persona denied him this luxury. A home gym wasn’t a possibility either, as his dad argued that the equipment was too expensive to end up potentially gathering dust before long. After taking out his membership card from his hoodie and showing it to the surprised member of staff at the reception desk, he walks towards the changing room without saying so much as a word to the startled man. He enters the changing room and sits down at the furthest corner before placing his phone down on the bench to put on instructional videos on how to use various gym machines. He spends multiple minutes weaving together a near-unstructured and nonsensical training regime based on all the information he’s seen through the unaffiliated videos. Taking a keen interest in boxing, he favours training around his arm strength, deciding to start off with the punching bag as soon as he’s ready.

After getting changed and exiting the changing room, Ben tries once more to find the perfect song for his session. He approaches the somewhat worn punching bag unfocused as he continues to cycle through playlists to no avail. But then, as he stands in front of the inanimate target, a thunderous electric guitar plays, serenading his ears and getting his blood pumping. Although he doesn’t recognise the song, no doubt because he’s not a massive rock/metal fan, he has no doubts that he’s found the song he’s been searching for. He stares at the punching bag and through his mind he plasters the face of a certain old friend across the surface of the bag. Enticed by the song, he begins to strike. In his mind, his lightning-fast punches pummel the face into a bloody pulp. The longer the song plays, the more satisfied he feels. Unfortunately for Ben, inexperience rears its ugly head; he is forced to stop in his tracks as fatigue creeps up on him. Reality sets in and shows Ben the extent of his damage: the punching bag looks barely any different to before he confronted it. He turns around and finds the receptionist standing a few feet away, arms crossed and shaking his head.

“You’re going to break something if you keep punching that way, and it won’t be the bag,” the receptionist says.

Ben doesn’t say a word as he walks away. He decides to try his battered hand at another exercise. He heads over to one of the rowing machines, a simple enough exercise in his eyes and so one that shouldn’t draw the attention of the meddling employee. He sits down and tries out the different settings before settling on one that feels right. Although not as exciting or fulfilling as punching, he is content with the exercise for the time being. As he begins to find his flow, he looks out the window and sees that the sun is rising. There’s no doubt in his mind that the gym will be drip-fed with people soon, so he quickens his pace on the rowing machine in hopes of making the most of his time alone. He is proven correct as a contingent of large, tired yet in-shape men enter the gym and greets the lone member of staff. He pauses for a moment to carefully observe the group, hoping they don’t approach him and ask him to move. Luckily, the group head straight into the changing room save for one, distinct man perhaps in his early 50s and roughly a foot shorter than the others. The receptionist unlocks and opens a door that Ben unknowingly walked passed earlier. The cold draft coming from the room reaches Ben, leaving him with a chill running through his bones, and yet...the chill seems to have no effect on the mysterious man standing directly in front of the newly opened room. Surprisingly, the man turns around and glances at Ben, greeting the teenager with a cordial nod before entering the room. 

Ben tries to refocus on his workout. He does well until the group of men leave the changing room and make their way to meet with the older man. He feels like he should leave the gym... but his curiosity overrides his fear. Attempting to be sly, He removes his earphones and feigns studying the other machines in order to get closer to the room and eavesdrop on the group. The gym’s sole member of staff is busy doing paperwork at the reception desk but Ben takes no chances. Luckily for him, the task was made even easier thanks to the gym not blasting music out of every speaker. 

Closing in, he looks through the door’s window and sees that the room is a dedicated wrestling area, complete with a ring, small ringside area and walls decorated with belts, awards and other accolades from bygone eras. Growing up, Ben was never a massive wrestling fan, but he would happily partake in discussions with his schoolmates, particularly nervous new students, when the occasion rose. He sees the mysterious man standing alone in the ring, observing the others as they warm-up at ringside. The entire group looks to be flawless in their routine, but Ben sees the older man shaking his head and lambasting some of the men.

Once the warm-up appears to be done, he sees the older man speaking to the others like a teacher at the front of their class. One of the men gets into the ring where the older man proceeds to pick him up with as much ease as picking up a feather. Ben is so in awe with what he sees that he doesn’t see the shadow from behind encroaching his view. Sounds of footsteps go from faded and distant to thunderous and adjacent. 

“Get out of my way, kid!” a booming, Scottish voice commands.

Ben turns around to see a teenager, certainly no older than nineteen, towering over his near six-foot frame. Ben looks up at the irate, desperate teen and hesitates. His younger self would’ve no doubt apologised and moved out of the way, but that version of Ben was long gone. He continues to block the door, folds his arms and says nothing to the teenager. Surprised, the towering teenager inches towards him. Ben backs towards the door ever so slightly as he begins to regret his actions. Suddenly, the door flings open.

“Justin! Why the hell are you late?”

Ben turns around to find the older man verbally chopping down the giant.

“Mr. Matharu! This little shit wouldn’t budge!” Justin replies.

“Your constipation problems don’t concern me! Get your arse in here now or get out!”

Justin barges passed Ben, who stands his ground as best he can. Impressed by this feat of bravery, Mr. Matharu asks, “What’s your name, kid?”

Ben takes a moment to think about whether to answer. Not wanting to make the same mistake twice, he clears his throat and simply answers, “Ben.”

“Ben, ay? Well Ben, what are you doing at the gym this early?”

Ben doesn’t answer.

“Let me guess: personal reasons. Am I right?” Mr. Matharu continues. “You’ve been wronged and now you’re trying to solve it by getting stronger?”

Surprised by how accurate Mr. Matharu’s guess is, Ben can’t help but quietly answer, “Yes.”

Mr. Matharu grins. “I’ve got to admit, you impressed me when you stood up to Justin. He’s no pushover. How old are you?”

Ben once again thinks before answering. He wanted to avoid any and all interactions but his curiosity once again overpowers his cautionary instinct. “Sixteen.”

“Sixteen? Well, it’s a good thing Justin didn’t break your jaw like he did the last guy that confronted him. But anyway, from what I gather, you need some help throwing punches.” 

Now completely perplexed, Ben tries to ask Mr. Matharu how he knows... but Mr. Matharu cuts him off.

“Come on in, kid. I want to show you something.” 

Ben, somewhat reluctantly, steps into the room and takes a good look around him. He is enamoured by this hidden spectacle at five in the morning: sparring partners working intensely to either outdo or support each other, rigorous exercises that he had never seen before and, perhaps most importantly to Ben, punching bags being pummelled and destroyed as if all of life’s problems were confined within them.

“Impressed?” Mr. Matharu asks. “Everyone in this room shares a bond. All, at one time or another, angry young men who tried their best to make it on their own with half-baked plans to get stronger. All had a wrong they wanted to set right... all knew a face they needed to punch. Sound familiar?”

Ben breaks out a smile, the first one in many months.

“Step into the ring, kid.”

Ben doesn’t hesitate this time. He awkwardly slides through the ropes as Mr. Matharu stands on the apron and steps in.

“You’re too young for this type of training.” Mr. Matharu confirms. “But, if you’re up for it, I will make you a fitness programme to build up your foundation. Normally I charge for the privilege, but I need a ring announcer for our upcoming shows in Tipton-on-Sea...”

“Speaking isn’t my strong point.” Ben interrupts.

“Trust me, it soon will be.” Mr. Matharu grins. “Work as my ring announcer and I’ll give you the programme for free. And to sweeten the deal, once you turn eighteen, I’ll give you the opportunity to begin training as a professional wrestler.” Mr. Matharu extends his hand out.

Ben looks down at the wrestlers training intensely, and feels like he’s on top of the world. “It’s a deal.” he answers, shaking Mr. Matharu’s hand.
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Five Years...But Who’s Counting?

Sammy casually walks down the narrow, cobbled streets of Tipton-on-Sea. Having just eaten his sausage roll from the local bakery, a reward to himself after completing his jogging routine around town, the twenty-year-old now makes his way to work at the lifeguard headquarters. Ever since he became qualified to teach scuba diving lessons, he fell into the habit of ‘heading to work early’, although he would actually spend the extra time in the bakery and strolling around town during the warmer months. The only place he avoids is the cliffs, particularly the benches overlooking the ocean. Even still, Sammy is happy; he has his dream job in a place he loves to live in... but he can’t stop feeling that it should be better, had a certain incident over five years ago not happened. 

There were no lessons planned for today. Instead, Sammy needed to do an equipment check for the upcoming scuba dives at sea. This task, albeit extremely important, is undeniably tedious, especially as Mr. Murphy insists that the equipment be double and triple checked before being put back into storage. Sammy never complains though, in fact, sometimes he sees it as a well needed break after any difficult lessons at the swimming baths or in the sea. As he is still young and relatively inexperienced as a teacher, he is still figuring out how to be authoritative without being despised by his students.

Right on time, Sammy enters the lifeguard headquarters. As always, he checks the local bulletin board for anything of interest, it’s the usual job vacancies, rooms for rent and missing cats. Sammy takes out his phone and takes a photo of the missing cat posters, making a mental note to look out for the cats on the way home. As he puts his phone way, he spots Mr. Murphy walking down the hallway, holding an A3 poster. “Afternoon, Mr. Murphy. What have you got there?”

“Good afternoon, Sammy. This poster arrived this morning. I’ve only just found the right time to put it up.” Mr. Murphy takes a few safety pins from the board and proceeds to hang up the poster. It’s bright, circus-like colour palette and half-naked, intense looking men and women plastered over leaves no doubt that the poster is advertising a wrestling show. The bold, bright yet cheap-looking title reads: SCW presents: Brotherhood Bloodbath. In the centre is the obvious star of the show; a smiling, young man with a caption underneath that reads: including the return of the hometown hero, ‘The Youngest Veteran’ Ben Breeg!

Sammy’s demeanour completely changes. This is the first time he’s seen any semblance of his former friend in five years. “Ben’s a bloody wrestler now?”

“Yeah,” Mr. Murphy sighs, “from what I gather, he’s made a lot of fans on the south coast recently.”

“Then why wasn’t he on the posters the last time wrestling was in town?” Sammy ask, “I’m sure I would’ve spotted him the last time there was a show... whenever that was.”

“The last show here was about a year ago.” Mr. Murphy answers. “Apparently, Ben never wanted to come back to Tipton-on-Sea once he started to wrestle but someone convinced him that now was the time to do it.”

“How do you know all this?”

“The guy who delivered the poster wouldn’t stop talking. I’m not sure if he works for the company or is just a massive fan but... he told me how great of a ring announcer Ben was before becoming a wrestler and how quickly he learnt to wrestle as soon he was old enough to train. Because of all that, he’s now one of SCW’s top stars despite being only twenty.”

“Well, that explains why he’s called ‘The Youngest Veteran’ I guess.” Sammy sighs as he stares at the poster.

“So, what are you going to do?”

Sammy hesitates before answering, “I’m going to check on the equipment.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.” Mr. Murphy responds.

Sammy silently walks into the storage room and gently closes the door. Hoping that the tedious task will distract his wondering mind for once, he meticulously checks every mask, every tube, every pressure gauge, every air container, everything. But despite his best efforts, he can’t stop thinking about the fact that Ben is finally coming home. Upon finishing the inspections, Sammy rewards himself by finally losing himself in his mind. For five years, Sammy has tried hard to suppress the memory of the rift between him and his former best friend, seeing it as something best left in the past once the gateway to adulthood opened up. For most of those five years, he did well. Although he would purposefully avoid the places they would hang out as they were growing up, Sammy managed to set his sights on the present and future, or at least he thought so. But with knowledge comes opportunity, with opportunity there also comes fear, something Sammy knows all too well. 

Sammy’s perpetual thoughts are thankfully broken by Mr. Murphy’s entrance into the storage room, no doubt seeing where Sammy was. “You okay?” Mr. Murphy asks.

“I’m fine.” Sammy responds. 

‘I’m fine’, the universal, subconscious code of ‘I’m not doing well but I don’t want to talk about it’ is not lost on Mr. Murphy. Instead of forcing the issue, he tells Sammy, “There’s a cup of tea on the reception desk. Make sure it doesn’t go cold before you go home. Oh, and I’m going to teach your lesson at the pool on Saturday evening. You have holiday time that you haven’t used up. So, I’ve booked it for you.”

“Er... thanks.” Sammy replies. As Mr. Murphy leaves, Sammy stands up and stretches his arms, legs and back before heading out of the storage room. Mr. Murphy is nowhere to be seen, though this wasn’t unusual when office work had to be done. Sammy goes over to the reception desk and picks up his lukewarm cup of tea. As he begins drinking, he goes over to the wrestling poster once again and checks the date. Lo and behold, the start time was 6pm on Saturday. Sammy rolls his eyes and gives a brief smile. Although he never likes other people making his decisions for him, this time was different. “Saturday night at the Town Hall it is, then.” he says to himself before walking out of the Lifeguard Headquarters and into a beautiful, golden evening.

Sammy decides to take a detour to the town hall on the way home, unsure as to whether its box office is open this late in the day. As soon as he approaches the centre of town, he notices that the box office is indeed open. The young woman at the desk is none other than Rose, one of Sammy’s old secondary school friends.

“Oh! Hi, Sammy!” Rose gleefully says. 

“Hi, Rose.” Sammy replies with a smile. “How’s the new dog settling in?”

“Sheba? She’s doing well, thanks! She has a lot of energy but that’s puppies for you! Erm...have you decided if you wanted to get another cat?”

“Nah, I’m not going to. It just doesn’t feel like the right time.” 

“I understand.” Rose solemnly says. “I still think about Rover from time to time.” 

“Yeah, I’m the same with Ozzy.” Sammy answers as he reminisces for a few seconds. Upon coming back to the here and now, he asks, “Can I have...”

Rose interrupts, “Woah, woah, wait a sec. Let me guess...you want a ticket to see the South Coast Wrestling show on Saturday?”

“Yep, got it in one!” Sammy confirms, his false confidence is just as easy to read through as his plans. As he takes out his bank card, he notices a pass in a lanyard being pushed towards him.

Surprised, Sammy asks, “Er...what’s this?”

“A special pass to the front row. Take it, it’s on me.” Rose says, her previously cheerful voice suddenly became a lot more serious.

Sammy sighs, “I can afford a ticket. I don’t need mate’s rates or special treatment.”

“Listen, Sammy. I got this as soon as I could and kept it for you. We both know why you want to go to the show and I want to help you out. Take it.” Rose takes the pass and holds it up towards Sammy.

Sammy looks hesitantly at Rose before asking, “How much? I’m not going to take it for free.”

Rose playfully smiles and says, “Don’t leave the show without talking to Ben!”

Begrudgingly, Sammy takes the pass before saying goodbye to Rose. 

As soon as he gets home, Sammy goes to his room and takes a crash course on South Coast Wrestling. Having little to no prior knowledge of wrestling, and even less interest before today, Sammy haphazardly ploughs through videos of SCW so he knows what to expect at the show. A flicking through of a dozen five second clips on his phone gives him a basic understanding of what SCW shows are like: small town halls and holiday parks, sometimes with more wrestlers than fans, not exactly the glitz and glamour the poster promised. Sammy stumbles upon a full match from around two years ago featuring Ben announcing the competitors. Sammy is quick to realise a respectable increase in the number of people watching the show as Ben talks, no doubt due to Ben taking the time to talk with the audience (particularly children) and having quick, witty retort to the louder, drunker members of the audience. Seeing Ben show his old warm and welcoming side, Sammy can’t help but smile. But the smile fades as Sammy remembers what became of Ben towards the end of their friendship. Saturday couldn’t come soon enough.

​
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Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting

Saturday came too soon. Over the last couple of days, Sammy spent his free time trying and failing to decide on what to say to Ben. He was so focused on this goal that he even forgot to buy a sausage roll from the bakery on the way to the town hall. As Sammy approaches the building, it’s easy to see that Tipton-on-Sea is busier than usual, even for a sunny, hot Saturday evening in early August. Everyone around him seems to be walking in the same direction like moths to the flame, although hopefully no one will get burned tonight.

“Sammy! Is that you?” A voice calls from somewhere in the sea of people.

Sammy looks around to try and find the voice. He sees someone moving against the flow of people, it’s Mr. Jones, the fisherman.

“Ah, I thought it was you!” Mr. Jones says. “I’m glad I’ve finally got the time to talk to you. How you been?”

“I’m alright, thanks.” Sammy answers warmly, “How’s the new boat?”

“Unsinkable the third?” Mr. Jones answers. “She’s not so new anymore; she’s nearly two years old now.”

Sammy pauses for a moment to think before saying, “I’ve got to ask, why did you call your boat ‘Unsinkable the third’?”

Without hesitation, Mr. Jones answers, “Because third time’s the charm.”

Sammy stares blankly at Mr. Jones before saying, “Wait... what happened to the second...”

“So... you going to watch the SCW show?” Mr. Jones quickly interrupts.

“Yeah, I saw a poster of it so I thought I’d see what it’s all about.”

“Ah, so you know Ben’s finally coming home. He’s really made a name for himself in SCW, you know? I bet he can’t wait to see you after being away for so long.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Sammy sighs.

“Well, I wish I could stay longer, but I’m going to try and get a drink with some mates before it gets too busy.” Mr. Jones pats Sammy on the shoulder before concluding, “Take care, enjoy the show.”

As Mr. Jones walks away, Sammy can see that the queues at the entrance are starting to grow. He checks his phone and sees that there’s fifteen minutes before the show begins. Just as he’s about to join the back of one of the numerous lines, Sammy feels a pair of hands tugging on his right arm.

“There you are! I’ve been looking for you for hours!” Rose exclaims.

“Hours? What do you mean hours?” Sammy asks.

“Didn’t you read your pass?” Rose asks as she rolls her eyes. “Anyone with a pass gets early entry so they can avoid massive queues like this!”

“Like I told you: I don’t need any special treatment.”

“You seriously need to learn to accept a gift!” Rose playfully tells Sammy as she still has her hands wrapped around his arm. “Now, come with me. You can use the staff entrance.”

Sammy, although embarrassed, wisely goes with Rose so they don’t cause a scene. As they make their way to the staff entrance, Sammy notices a group of his old classmates standing in the queue adjacent to him. None of them greet him, instead, they only greet Rose.

Once inside, Rose closes and locks the door and says, “Try to ignore them, mate. They don’t really understand what happened between you and Ben. Just focus on trying to talk to him, okay?”

Sammy sighs and asks, “Are you going to watch the show?”

“I’ll try to watch as much as I can, but I’m working right now. Anyway, let’s go and find your seat.” 

Sammy follows Rose down a narrow corridor. Upon reaching the main hall, Sammy is taken aback by the scale of the bustling crowd. He sees neighbours, friends and even some of his students, no doubt only coming to the show to see Ben’s homecoming. Rose shows Sammy to his seat, a ringside chair slap-bang in the centre on the right side of a modest wrestlers’ entrance. Rose waves goodbye to Sammy and gets back to work. There are no barriers separating the fans from the wrestlers, although there are security guards darted strategically around the hall. In his immediate facility, Sammy is flanked on his left by an older gentleman dressed in a nice suit writing notes in what appears to be Japanese. On the right is a far more talkative man dressed head-to-toe in SCW merchandise.

“Ah! I was worried that I’d have no one to talk to!” The living SCW advertisement introduces himself as he offers a handshake. “The name’s Mark. What’s yours?”

“Er... I’m Sammy.”

Mark has a starstruck look in his eyes, something that made Sammy increasingly cautious. “THE...Sammy?” Mark asks. “Your Ben’s old friend, right?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Sammy poorly lies.

“It is you!” Mark exclaims. “Oh man, this is going to be a good show.”

Sammy, unsure whether Mark was talking in regards to him or simply changing the subject, decides not to continue the conversation. In his mind, however, he questions himself as to how this stranger knows that he and Ben have history.

In the ring, a man in a winter coat with a black waistcoat and white shirt with red tie underneath steps into the ring. His attire is certainly questionable given the time of the year, but somehow, he doesn’t break a sweat. Speaking into a microphone, he says, “Ladies and gentlemen of Tipton-on-Sea. My name is Mr. Matharu and I am the owner of South Coast Wrestling.” As he continues to talk, Mr. Matharu paces around the ring, ensuring that he looks out at as much of the audience as possible. “I want to thank you all for coming out tonight to fill the town hall to capacity.”

Mark begins to politely applaud. Sammy sees this and reluctantly applauds as well.

Mr. Matharu continues, “I’m proud to announce that, thanks to all of you, Brotherhood Bloodbath in Tipton-on-Sea is on course for setting a new attendance record for any SCW show, with a predicted attendance of...”

“We want Ben!” A voice from the audience booms. The rest of the audience, bar Sammy and the man in the suit, cheers so loudly that it shakes the town hall itself.

Somehow, Mr. Matharu pinpoints the source of the interruption. Looking out on the front row of the opposite side of the ring from Sammy, Mr. Matharu says, “And you will get Ben. But before his main event match, we have other incredible matches for you. So please give all the wrestlers a warm welcome I know only Tipton-on-Sea can give.” Mr. Matharu steps out of the ring as Mark cheers once again. The rest of the audience once again cheers straight after, all except Sammy and the man in the suit.

“What’s wrong?” Mark says to Sammy. “You look like you don’t want to be here.”

“I’m just taking it all in.” Sammy solemnly replies.

“Oh, you haven’t been to an SCW show before, have you?” 

“I haven’t been to any wrestling shows before.”

“Even better!” Mark exclaimed. “I’ll try my best to bring you up to speed! Think of me as your one-man, own personal commentary team!”

“Thanks.” Sammy says disingenuously.

A girl with a microphone in one hand and a piece of paper in the other steps into the ring, must be around sixteen-seventeen years old, clearly nervous.

“That’s Abbie.” Mark explains, “She took over Ben’s ring announcer role once Ben fully transitioned into a wrestler. Man, she looks nervous. Must be because of the size of the crowd.”

Abbie tentatively announces, “Er... the opening match is scheduled for one... fall...”

Mark and a small portion of the crowd echo, “One fall!”

This response seems to have calmed Abbie down somewhat as shown by the short smile on her face.

All of a sudden, a song begins to play that Sammy doesn’t recognise.

“Ah! Jump by Van Halen!” Mark says and he rubs his hands, “That can only mean one thing...”

Abbie announces, “Introducing first: from This side of the Pond and weighing in at 10 stone... Tadpole!”

Tadpole goes through the curtain and enters the hall. As he makes his way to the ring, he high-fives anyone he can in the first a second rows. A smattering of applause and cheers grows as Mark once again leads the crowd. Tadpole is wearing a black mask with lime green threads bordering the gaps around the eyes and mouth. He has matching black wrestling tights with ‘TAD’ stitched down the right leg and ‘POLE’ down the left in lime green. Shiny, lime green wrestling boots complete his look. Upon entering the ring, Tadpole stands on the middle rope in the closest corner of the ring, acknowledging the crowd by raising his arms and smiling.

Mark tells Sammy, “Tadpole is a beloved veteran in SCW. He uses a lot of Lucha Libre moves, which he learnt from his time in Mexico. It involves lots of high-flying, athletic offence to wow crowds and defeat opponents bigger than him. He’ll be using the turnbuckles, the er... corners of ring, a lot during the match.”

Tadpole’s music fades and the crowd settles down. A low, ominous humming sound begins to play. As it continues, Abbie looks at the paper she is holding in her hand and announces, “And his opponent, from Kyoto, Japan, making his SCW debut...” she hesitates before concluding, “this is Shuten-dōji!”

A man draped in a long, black cloak and wearing a dark red Oni mask enters the hall through the curtain. He slowly and methodically walks to the ring as he’s met with silence from the perplexed, perhaps even scared, audience. He walks up the stairs gracefully and steps onto the ring apron as his music tingles the spines of all in attendance. He points to the referee and then to the rope, signalling that he wants the referee to hold the ropes open for him. The referee does so without hesitation, no doubt doing so to avoid a brutal punishment.

“I’ve got to admit, I don’t know much about Shuten-dōji.” Mark whispers to Sammy. “But if my knowledge of Japanese wrestling is correct, Tadpole is going to have a lot of bruises.”

Slowly becoming intrigued with the show, thanks in no small part to Shuten-dōji’s entrance, Sammy asks, “What’s the wrestling like over there?”

“Well, Strong Style is the most prevalent over in Japan, mostly because, well, Strong Style originated in Japan. Strong Style focuses on hard-hitting strikes, mixed with submission holds and even martial arts. It’s brutal enough just watching it so imagine what it’s like to be on the receiving end of it.”

“No thanks.” Sammy replies. “My body hurts just hearing what it’s like.”

As Sammy and Mark talk, they watch Shuten-dōji visually command the referee to remove his cloak. His wrestling attire resembles a midnight blue martial arts Gi with the arm sleeves cut off from the shoulder down. On the right leg is a burnt-orange flame stitched on in traditional Japanese art style. Facing Tadpole, Shuten-dōji slowly removes his Oni mask to reveal the devilish smile underneath. He holds the mask outstretched in his right hand towards the referee, who was standing in the top-left corner from Sammy and Mark. The referee quickly takes the mask and gives it to one of the security guards outside the ring. Shuten-dōji then steps to the left and right, his movements resembling a slithering snake ready to pounce on his prey. Tadpole stands rigidly in the middle of the ring. It is unknown to Sammy and the rest of the audience whether Tadpole’s mask is hiding fear or bravery.  The referee steps between the two wrestlers and tells Tadpole to step back before turning around to try to tell Shuten-dōji the same. However, the referee hesitates and elects to just step away and call for the bell. 

“What a tense way to open the show.” Mark whispers as he notices the silence of the audience. 

Sammy remains quiet too as his eyes are glued to the ring. Although he had seen plenty of clips in the run up to the show, nothing could’ve prepared him for the atmosphere being here live.
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Chapter 3:
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Lesson One

The bell rings and both competitors circle the ring a few times. Shuten-dōji locks his eyes on his opponent as he continues to slither from corner to corner as Tadpole paces around on the opposite side. They both stop in opposing corners, lift their hands up to eye level and move to meet in the middle of the ring. Both men begin to grapple and struggle to take advantage.

“Collar-and-elbow tie-up.” Mark whispers. “Probably the best way to test your opponent’s strength at the start of a match.”

After a few seconds, Shuten-dōji manages to overpower Tadpole and pushes him away. Tadpole falls on his back and rolls backwards to the bottom-right corner of the ring. Shuten-dōji looks down on his fallen opponent and laughs maniacally.  

Tadpole stands back up and quickly grapples Shuten-dōji in another collar-and-elbow tie-up. This time, Tadpole manages to move his left arm over the back of his opponent’s head and grip his left hand with his right.

“A headlock? Tadpole must be testing Shuten-dōji, surely.” Mark comments.

Shuten-dōji, strangely, puts both his hands behind his own back. He uses his head to force Tadpole to walk backwards towards the ropes. He then places his right hand on Tadpole’s back and pushes him forward, forcing Tadpole to release the headlock and run. Tadpole manages to turn his back to the ropes on the left side of the ring before bouncing into it. Tadpole runs back towards Shuten-dōji, who drops face down on the mat. Tadpole steps over as he continues to run and hits the ropes on the right side. Shuten-dōji quickly stands up and bends his back forward towards Tadpole. He manages to lift Tadpole, hurling his opponent’s legs up in the air before standing up straight and boasting to the crowd. 

Unbeknownst to Shuten-dōji, Tadpole managed to land on his feet. Tadpole continues to run back into the ropes on the left side of the ring, bounces back-first and runs full speed towards his vain opponent. Tadpole extends his right arm out and grabs the back of Shuten-dōji’s head. Using his momentum, Tadpole then jumps forwards, lifting his legs up as he’s still holding his opponent’s head. Shuten-dōji’s head is driven into the mat as Tadpole’s athleticism is met with a splattering of applause from the audience.

“Wait, what just happened?” Sammy asks as he tries to comprehend what he just saw.

“Dropdown and back body drop attempt by Shuten-dōji, which Tadpole managed to counter and allow him to perform a bulldog.” Mark answers. “Don’t worry about being confused. Lucha Libre can become so quick that your brain can’t process what your eyes see. But the more you watch, the easier it will be to take it all in.”

Tadpole stands up as Shuten-dōji covers his face with his hand. Tadpole then grabs his opponents head to try and lift him to his feet.

Shuten-dōji, as soon as he’s up on one knee, quickly rakes the eyes of Tadpole. The referee thinks about berating the debuting, aggressive wrestler but instead decides to give him a polite telling off. Shuten-dōji naturally laughs off the pathetic attempt at officiating, but the audience seems somewhat sympathetic as none boo or jeer; no doubt because no one in attendance would ever want to be in the ring with such a fearsome, formidable man. As Tadpole tries to shield his eyes with his hand, Shuten-dōji performs multiple knee strikes across the chest of Tadpole. With each strike, Tadpole crumples up like a worthless piece of paper and eventually falls to the ground. The ruthless Kyoto native then targets Tadpole’s head and delivers another vicious volley of knee strikes. An eerie silence falls over the hall as this brutal attack continues.

The referee is forced to intervene. He pushes Shuten-dōji away before even thinking about the potential repercussions. However, to the surprise of the audience,  Shuten-dōji puts his hands up, steps away and even apologises. The referee kneels down and checks on Tadpole, who had been lying, almost motionless, due to the excessive knee strikes. Tadpole nods his head after the referee asks him something that Sammy couldn’t hear. At a guess, the referee must’ve asked Tadpole something along the lines of: ‘Can you continue the match?’

Tadpole attempts to stand up despite still being clearly dazed. Shuten-dōji answers by slowly walking towards his helpless opponent and hits him with another knee strike across the chest. Tadpole crumbles again and the referee begins to berate Shuten-dōji and tells him to back away. A chorus of boos slowly manifests from the audience as they show their displeasure at a man being kicked when he’s down. Even Sammy can’t help but get involved with the booing.

“I’ve never seen Tadpole being brutalised like this... and I’ve seen almost all of his matches in SCW.” Mark tells Sammy.

“I’m amazed he still wants to continue the match.” Sammy replies.

“Well, he didn’t get to be a well-respected wrestling veteran by giving up matches. But this is certainly different.” Mark says.

Shuten-dōji grabs Tadpole’s head and forces him to his feet. Tadpole is unwillingly guided to back into the top-left turnbuckle. From there, Shuten-dōji drapes Tadpoles arms across the top ropes on either side of the turnbuckle. Sammy, Mark and those around them can see Tadpole’s chest glowing red, creating an unwilling target. Silence resumes in anticipation of what Shuten-dōji is going to do next. BANG. It sounds like a gunshot, but in reality, Shuten-dōji smacks Tadpole’s chest, dead centre. The audience gasp and wince in unison, some even place their hands across their own chest, including Mark.

Grimacing, Mark asks Sammy, “Damn, a knife-edge chop, did you feel that?”

“Yeah.” Sammy answers as he brings his shoulders together. He looks as if he’s shrivelling up like a prune “It feels like my heart stopped for a moment.”

Before Tadpole crumbles to the ground, Shuten-dōji grapples him and brings him towards the middle of the ring. Shuten-dōji takes Tadpole’s left arm and drapes it around his neck. He then drapes his own arm around Tadpoles neck. After briefly bending his knees, Shuten-dōji lifts Tadpole up over his head and crashes him down to the mat back-first. Tadpole arches his back and begins to cough continuously as the referee checks on him once again.

“A vertical suplex, a standard move that shows the raw strength and technique of a wrestler.” Mark explains.

“Looks like it takes the wind out of your lungs too.” Sammy adds.

“Yep, it certainly is a tactical and brutal move at this point of the match.” Mark concludes.

Tadpole attempts to sit up but Shuten-dōji allows him no respite. A hard, thunderous kick strikes Tadpoles back, his body seemingly petrifies as he turns over onto his hands and knees. He struggles to crawl to the ropes as Shuten-dōji watches gleefully. Just as Tadpole grabs the bottom rope with his right hand,  Shuten-dōji stomps his back repeatedly like a ravenous beast with an unsatiable appetite for violence. Tadpole lies motionless on the mat as Shuten-dōji gloats to the audience. Mark tries to get a ‘Tadpole’ chant going in an attempt to get the audience to do the same. A smattering of the crowd joins him to try and encourage Tadpole but everyone else, Sammy included, remain silenced by the sheer brutality of the beating Shuten-dōji is inflicting.
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