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Prologue

[image: ]


ASLAN

Saturday night, and I was standing perfectly still in the middle of chaos — every instinct I had screaming that I didn't belong. But God help me, I loved the adrenaline. It was a stolen taste of freedom, the kind I only let myself feel in small, dangerous doses.

The place looked like something out of an underground mafia film, or a dirty memory someone had tried to bury deep. A massive, decaying warehouse hidden in the middle of nowhere, its walls sweating rust and graffiti and damp. From the outside, the structure was nearly invisible, swallowed by dead trees and overgrown brush. But inside, hell was boiling over.

My hands were buried in the pockets of a black hoodie, the hood pulled low enough to shadow my face, and I watched everything around me while pretending I wasn't completely out of place. My heart beat faster than it should have — not quite fear, but something I couldn't name. As if my senses were being provoked for the very first time. The smell of cigarettes, alcohol, and sweat clung to the air like thick fog. The music — some heavy industrial beat — made the floor vibrate beneath my sneakers. Euphoric screams, loud laughter, and the clink of bottles fought for space in the suffocating heat.

The ring sat dead center, lit by harsh lights hanging from improvised hooks, creating a circle of brightness inside the gloom. Blood-stained ropes bordered the structure, and the canvas looked worn down, torn in places. Above it, the warehouse ceiling stretched high and dark, exposed pipes dripping water even though it wasn't raining outside.

Every kind of person crowded around, animals thirsty for spectacle. Tattooed men, women in dresses too tight, guys in leather jackets with dangerous eyes. I even spotted a few men in suits near the back, by the bar — probably bored businessmen looking for something their black cards couldn't buy downtown.

I was the fifth in a group of university students. The other four were right at home. They laughed too loud, talked too much, gestured like they were already veterans of this underworld. They were the ones who'd convinced me to come out. Told me I needed to live a little, stop being a ghost in a gilded cage. Maybe they were right. Or maybe I was just bored enough with my golden-cage life to risk breaking out.

Leaving the estate and slipping past security had been easier than it should have been. I was getting good at it. My older brother had taught me the tricks — how to distract the guards, which cameras had blind spots, how to use the service gate without triggering an alert. It was almost fun. Almost.

I looked around once more, breathing deep, trying to absorb a universe so far from my own. And I smiled. A mocking smile, heavy with irony. I imagined my father's expression if he knew where I was right now. A Leblanc in the middle of an illegal fight warehouse. It would be enough to give the old man a stroke.

The truth was, I was tired of all that shit. Suffocated by expectations, by a burden I'd never chosen to carry.

One of my friends grabbed my arm.

"Come on, Aslan. Let's get a drink before this starts. This is gonna be the best fucking bachelor party of your life!"

I just followed. I felt a little lost, but also... hypnotized. As if I were watching a new part of myself being born. A part I didn't recognize — and didn't want to repress.

We reached the bar. The bartender was a huge man with a shaved head and a nose that had clearly been broken multiple times. Behind him, rows of dust-coated bottles lined the shelves. My friends ordered whisky, vodka, cachaça, whatever would make them bolder. I ordered a beer. Something light. I needed to stay sober enough to keep watching.

While we drank, a man approached. A wiry type with shrewd eyes and yellowed teeth. He wore a worn leather jacket and reeked of cheap tobacco. He seemed to float between groups, scribbling bets in a battered notebook.

"You boys looking to bet?" he asked, his crooked smile sharpening as he scanned our group with keen eyes. "Tonight's good for it. You look like the type who loves a thrill... and losing money."

My friends laughed, eager. Lucas leaned forward.

"Who's the favorite?" he asked, already pulling his phone from his pocket.

The bookie looked us over with a lingering gaze, like he was deciding how much he could bleed from each wallet.

"Put your money on the Gladiator. It's gonna be a quick fight. The man's a machine. You play this smart, you'll leave here richer."

"Gladiator?" one of my friends repeated. "Respectable name."

Everyone was excited already. They were pulling out cash or scanning QR codes for transfers. The bookie scribbled down the amounts, satisfied.

When it was my turn, he looked at me expectantly.

"What about you, prince? Gonna sit this one out?"

I tilted my head, letting the hood fall back slightly. Our eyes met. I was suspicious, but curious.

"Who's the Gladiator's opponent?" I asked.

The man smiled, like he found my question amusing.

"Local kid. Been making some noise, but he's not in the Gladiator's league. Apollo, they call him." He shrugged. "Just Apollo."

Apollo.

The name hit different. Sharp. Clean. Like something that didn't belong in this place — and yet belonged here more than anyone else.

Without a word, I pulled a small wad of cash from my pocket. Crumpled bills, folded in haste. I held it out to the bookie.

"I want to bet on him," I said, firm. "On Apollo."

For a moment, the man stared at me, surprised. Then he smiled like he knew something I didn't.

"Brave, huh?" he murmured, scribbling in his notebook. "Let's see if luck's on your side, rich boy."

I'd barely finished handing over the money and taken a pull of the beer — warm and bitter, tasting like rust mixed with stale detergent — when everything around me plunged into darkness.

The warehouse lights cut out with a sharp snap, leaving the place in total blackness for a second that stretched like a held breath. The silence, for an instant, seemed as dense as the suffocating heat inside.

Then came the sound.

A violent explosion of heavy music and brutal bass flooded the air, too loud, as if the floor itself were vibrating beneath my feet. I almost raised my hands to my ears, but I caught myself, frowning against the impact. In front of me, my friends started screaming like teenagers at their first rock concert. They jumped, whistled, threw their arms up like they'd bet their souls on this fight. Most of us were only twenty-four.

I stayed still.

Not from lack of feeling, but from something I didn't yet understand. A strange, hot sensation, sliding through my insides. My gaze wandered, exploring everything — faces distorted by excitement, the gleam of cups under flickering lights, the smell of adrenaline that had become almost tangible.

And then, the ring lit up.

Harsh white lights focused dead center of the arena, as if a spotlight had opened the gates of the underworld. The rest of the warehouse remained drowned in shadow, creating the effect of a macabre stage where nothing mattered except what happened in the center.

A man stepped into the ring. The announcer.

He wore a suit too tight for this environment and held a microphone with a theatrical enthusiasm that bordered on pathetic. But it worked. The crowd answered with roars of excitement.

"Ladies and gentlemen!" he shouted, his amplified voice echoing between the stained walls. "Tonight we have blood, sweat, and glory! Are you ready for the most anticipated fight of the night?!"

The warehouse exploded. Screams, whistles, applause. Cups pounding. A savage chorus.

"Give it up for the giant! The undefeated! The predator of the streets... our eternal champion... GLADIAAAAATOR!"

A deafening siren cut through the noise for a few seconds as a new light flared at the opposite end of the warehouse.

And then he appeared.

The Gladiator.

He was a monster. There was no other word for it. Over six and a half feet tall, arms like tree trunks, a neck as thick as a normal man's thigh. His skin gleamed with sweat, dried blood marking his shoulder and shins. He moved like he couldn't feel pain, like violence was just another mundane part of his routine.

The crowd went delirious.

I didn't. I only watched. Cold. Distant. Nothing about that man fascinated me. He was exactly what everyone expected to find here. Obvious strength. Guaranteed spectacle.

But then, something shifted in the air.

The announcer raised the microphone again, his energy dropping. The excitement in his voice lowered, as if he were about to announce a name most of them didn't want to hear.

"And now... the challenger... tonight's underdog... he's fast, he's bold, he... still has much to prove. Give it up for... APOLLO."

Sparse applause. Few and far between. A rain of boos answered the announcement. Whistles of contempt. Mocking laughter. The crowd was here for blood — not hope.

It was then that a new light turned on. Only this time, in my direction. I was hit directly by one of the spotlights. The brightness exploded in my eyes, forcing me to raise my arm to shield my face. The contrast between the warehouse darkness and that aggressive light blinded me for an instant. I blinked repeatedly, my eyes burning.

And then... I felt it.

A body passing inches from mine.

When I lowered my arm and turned my head, he was there.

Apollo.

He emerged from the shadows behind me, as if hell had birthed him in that exact moment just to confront me.

I collided with him — chest to chest — and though the impact was light, it seemed to knock the air from my lungs. Instinctively, I stepped back, surprised, almost embarrassed to have crossed the wrong path.

He didn't ask permission.

He wore nothing but low, tight red boxing shorts. His hands were wrapped in white tape halfway up his forearms, white like dirty snow. And over his shoulders, an open dark hoodie that hid absolutely nothing of a body carved from stone.

Defined muscle. Bronzed, sweaty skin. Veins bulging in his arms. A line of tattoo disappearing beneath the waistband of his shorts.

But it was his face that truly struck me.

Hard features. Marked jawline. Stubble. And eyes... dark brown eyes that cut through me like silent blades. He didn't look at me. He read me.

The tension was real.

My body reacted before my mind could catch up. My stomach flipped, my lungs locked. Everything about him was contained violence, like he was a millimeter from detonating — and yet, in the silence of that stare, there was something pulling at me like an undertow. The electricity between us was so dense I felt my chest burn.

Then he spoke.

"Get out of the way."

The voice was low, rough, impatient. Like muffled thunder.

My feet hesitated, but I moved. He passed by me like I was nothing. Like the moment that had just happened... meant nothing at all.

But it did.

At least to me.

As he walked toward the ring, every muscle in his body contracted with lethal precision. The boos didn't touch him. The cheers didn't interest him. He was pure presence, pure living flesh — and I knew, right there, in that instant, that something inside me had shifted.
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Chapter 01 — The Cage
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The smell reached me first.

Stale sweat, cheap tobacco, blood gone brown. It saturated the basement like a second skin, pressing against my lungs with every breath. Moisture bled down the peeling walls, and the low ceiling with its flickering fluorescents threw shadows that twisted and crawled, alive and wrong. Every corner of the place looked one breath away from collapse — and still, there I was. Again.

I sat on a rusted iron bench, my back against the rough wall of the makeshift locker room, and felt my body thrum. My muscles ached, mapped with old bruises, scars that had healed badly, memories I refused to name. The pain was constant. And familiar. A kind of home.

I wrapped my hands on autopilot. Pulled the knots tight with calm, contained fury, the same concentration a man uses when packing dynamite. Every taut revolution was a sentence: Don't think. Just hit.

"Ten minutes," Jimin growled from the doorway, his voice fraying. "You're the main event, Apollo. Don't fuck me over."

I didn't answer. I knew the tone, the demand. They only remembered you were human when you were on the ground bleeding, or standing over someone who was. I yanked the last wrap harder, feeling my fingers pulse.

Another fighter passed me. I caught a muttered fragment — machine, animal. I'd heard every variation. Monster. Demon. Psychopath. None of it ever mattered. Here, at least, they respected me. No one asked why I never went to college. No one wanted my life story. They only wanted blood.

And I knew exactly how to give it to them.

The crowd noise beyond the walls began to swell. Vibration. Shouting. Glass chiming against glass. The warehouse seemed to gain consciousness, hungry, ready to devour whoever stepped into the arena. The microphone crackled. The announcer's voice sliced the air like a blade:

"And now... the challenger... tonight's underdog... he's fast, he's bold, he... still has so much to prove. Give it up for... APOLO!"

The response was a mixture of boos and applause. I expected nothing else. I wasn't here to be loved.

I spat on the floor. Stood up.

The wraps held solid. Shoulders set. Body hot. My soul... well, I'd abandoned that years ago. I moved through the narrow corridor where the stench grew thicker, denser. Body heat, crowd sweat, the pounding of makeshift drums. It felt like a pagan ritual.

And I was the sacrifice.

The moment I pushed through the black curtain, the light hit me like a fist to the face. I blinked but kept walking, no hesitation. I felt the eyes — some starving, others full of hatred. All of them thirsty.

The Gladiator was already in the ring. A mountain of a man, well over six and a half feet, tattoos stretching across broad shoulders, eyes injected and furious, a bull ready to bust through the fence. I knew him. I'd watched him fight before. He was strong. Violent. Confident.

I felt nothing.

Not fear. Not rage. Not even anticipation. Just the usual hollow. The same sense of being present without belonging. Intact on the outside, ruins within.

I was ready to climb in when the light shifted. A spotlight caught me from behind, throwing my shadow long across the floor. In its path, something moved. Someone.

A rich kid.

Tall, dark hoodie, the hood sliding low over his eyes. He turned just as I advanced — and we collided. Chest to chest. Not hard, but enough that I felt the tension arc between our bodies. Brief. But it stopped me dead.

His eyes.

Blue. Clear.

In a place where nothing was clean.

For one second — just one — the world went silent. No betting calls, no drumbeats, no screams. Only us. He smelled like money. Like comfort. But his eyes... they were restless. Curious. Dangerously curious. My jaw locked. My blood ran hotter. The kid didn't look away. Didn't step back. And that infuriated me more than it should have.

"Get out of the way," I snarled, low and sharp.

He moved, hesitant, like he didn't want to. But he did.

I kept walking. Didn't look back. Tried not to give a damn. But the ghost of his body against mine still vibrated in my closed fists. Right then, I wanted nothing more than to get inside that cage, destroy someone's face, and forget that a pair of blue eyes had made me pause half a second too long.

I readied myself at the edge of the cage. Adjusted my mouthguard. Breathed deep. And let the beast inside me rise. Across the chain-link, the Gladiator waited. Tall, inked, eyes red with either rage or something chemical. I felt nothing. No fear, no hate, no urgency. Just another night. Another chance to silence the voices.

You're a disappointment!

You'll never be worthy of this family!

You're a worm!

They came every time. Knives whetted by repetition. I'd learned to let them cut just deep enough to remind me why I stepped into this fucking cage.

I breathed in.

Bit down.

And entered like a man walking into his own house — because deep down, it was the only place I still felt real.

The ref was saying something. Rules. Respect. Safety.

No one cared.

The gong sounded.

And I unchained myself.

The first punch was a test.

He laughed. Spun his fists, taunting me. Thought I was just muscle and reputation. Another pretty nightmare looking for attention. He was wrong. I came at him like a dog slipped from its leash. A right straight detonated against his chin, and I watched surprise distort his face. Before he could recover, I stuck to him like a shadow. Pressed him against the fence. Elbow to the temple. Kick to the leg. Liver, rib, rib again.

Every strike was more than impact. It was an answer.

The crowd roared like thunder, but I heard none of it. Only my blood. Only my breath. Only the old voices that wouldn't stop hunting me:

You're a mistake!

You should've been born dead!

Don't ruin our family's name!

He tried to answer. A cross split my lip. I turned my head and smiled. There was something in that smile that frightened people — even me. I grabbed his neck.

Knee.

Knee.

Knee.

Belly.

Chest.

Chin.

The warehouse screamed. Someone begged for blood. And I obeyed. The past doesn't forgive. But I could beat it until it bled. A hook to the liver folded him. He dropped to his knees and I followed him down. Fists against flesh, against bone, against a face that turned to shapeless meat. It wasn't him anymore. It was my hatred. My mother. My father. Everything that had ever crushed me.

"That's enough, Apollo!" the ref shouted. "Enough!"

But I didn't stop.

You'll never be good enough.

Another blow.

You'll never be anything.

Another.

Until someone hauled me back by force. The ref. I fell onto my back, gasping, my chest heaving like it was trying to tear itself free. The gong sounded, too late. The crowd detonated. But I wasn't smiling. I just leaned against the fence, sitting, eyes lost on the filthy ceiling, searching for a piece of sky that had never been there.

Everything throbbed. Fists, jaw, chest.

But the worst pain was inside.

⌘

The basement emptied like a sated beast after the kill. Shouts dissolved into murmurs. Cigarette smoke drifted lazy through the air. Blood dried along the cage's edge.

I sat alone in a dark corner, perched on an old wooden crate. A dirty towel hung from my shoulder. I rolled a cigarette between hard, calloused fingers. My shoulder ached. My jaw throbbed. But it was good. It was concrete.

I inhaled like a man surfacing from a shipwreck.

"Man, you destroyed that guy," one of the bookies said, laughing as he passed. "What a fucking show."

I didn't look up.

Show.

That's what they wanted from me. Blood, fury, silence. I was the attraction no one actually wanted to know.

Then I heard a sound that didn't belong down here. Laughter, but not the usual kind — rough, drunk, torn. This was light. Carefree. The laughter of people who'd never had to fight for a single thing. I lifted my eyes. A group of boys clustered near the makeshift bar. Blazers too tight, sneakers too white, teeth too perfect.

One of them — hair artfully messy, like a runway stylist had arranged it — wore a scarf. A fucking scarf, in the middle of this suffocating heat.

They laughed loud. One mimicked a punch, dramatizing, while another cradled a glass of some cocktail that had no business existing in a place like this. They didn't match the warehouse, the stench, the grime.

And yet, there they were. Bored rich kids playing at danger. I'd seen their type my whole life. They came for the thrill, placed bets like it was a game, got dirty for one night. Then they went back clean to their penthouses, their armored cars, their Swiss mineral water.

But when I saw the fourth face... my body reacted.

He stood slightly apart from the others, leaning against the wall near the bar. Hood down. Dark sweatshirt. But even from this distance, even without a clear view, I knew it was him. The kid from the entrance. The one I'd collided with.

Direct stare. A silent burn in his eyes.

That goddamn half-second when everything had stopped.

He wasn't laughing. Wasn't shouting. Just watching. Like he was... thinking.

Why are you here, rich boy?

Why do you look at me like you see something beyond the cage?

I dragged again, feeling the smoke scrape my throat. But it was something else burning inside me. And I hated it.

"That one's lost," someone murmured beside me, chuckling. "First time. Bet big on you. Probably shitting money right now."

I didn't answer.

Just took a slow pull, letting smoke leak from the corners of my mouth. The pretty boy was still there, slightly separated from his friends. Trying to keep up, pretending he fit in, but it was obvious — he didn't belong here. Couldn't even hide it.

There was something in his eyes. A strange, focused attention. Like he was trying to decode what the hell he was doing in the middle of this chaos. And somewhere beneath that, maybe he knew he shouldn't have come.

Here, a mistake cost you a tooth. Or your life.

I crushed the cigarette under my boot. Stood up. I was about to leave — like always. Cut through the side, past the scrap yard, vanish into the South End alleys. But before I turned down the corridor... I passed near them and, maybe by accident, maybe not, brushed his shoulder. The contact was quick but direct. Hot skin. Sudden tension. He turned, surprised.

Our eyes met for a second. Beautiful. Like he still believed the world was fair. A prince in a kingdom of mud.

I frowned, not breaking stride.

"Watch your step, prince," I spat, without looking back.

I felt his gaze burning into my back, like he was trying to understand what had just happened. Like that second had stretched longer than it should have.

And then... as if the universe decided to cut in:

Siren.

First, distant. Then footsteps, running, screaming.

"Police!" someone bellowed.

The warehouse turned to chaos.

Bettors shoved, knocking over chairs, cups, bottles. The bar became a war zone. Everyone running. Smoke in the air. Bodies colliding, trampling, shouting.

And the rich boy...

He lost his friends. I watched him look around, searching for someone. Trying to figure out which way to run. Eyes wide, hands shaking. A deer in headlights.

I could have left. I should have. I knew the choreography. There was always a way out. Side stairs. Fake lock. Camouflaged basement. I had the keys around my neck, the route in my blood. But I stopped. He was standing in the middle of the smoke, coughing, stumbling. The pepper spray beginning to work.

And I couldn't explain why. But I took two steps back.

Fuck me.

"Get up," I snarled.

He looked at me, confused. Eyes lighter now, magnified by fear.

"What?"

"Get the fuck up! You wanna get arrested? Or killed?"

I grabbed his arm. Hard. Nearly wrenched it from the socket. He stumbled but came. We ran between crates, columns, bodies. I dragged him like he was a problem I couldn't drop — except I didn't let go.

Behind us, police voices:

"Everybody on the ground! Identify yourselves!"

I turned down a dark, suffocating corridor where smoke gave way to mold and damp.

The kid was still panting.

"Where are we going?" he asked.

"Shut up. Just run."

"I just... I got separated. My friends—"

"I don't care. I should've left your ass back there."

"Then why didn't you?"

I stopped. Looked at him.

Sweaty. Terrified. But still wearing that fucking arrogant look. Like he thought this was a simulation. Like he still owned the world.

"Because you'd block everyone else's escape," I said. "And I hate useless people in my way."

He swallowed hard.

We ran a few more meters to the grate. I pulled the iron lid from the floor. Went down first, rust flooding my nostrils. Gestured for him to follow.

"Go. Now."

He hesitated. Stared at the hole like I'd asked him to jump into an abyss.

"You're serious?"

"This isn't a guided tour of the Paris catacombs, pretty boy. Move."

He climbed down. I sealed the lid above us. The sound of the world outside vanished. Silence. Almost absolute. Only our breathing, water dripping somewhere, the muffled echo of sirens in the distance. The rich kid sat on the cold floor, back against the wall. His eyes still roamed, struggling to process what the hell had just happened.

I lit another cigarette and studied him. He looked even more out of place down here. Even more wrong. And still beautiful. The kind of beauty that irritated. Soft, symmetrical, protected. Like everything in his life had probably been.

"What's your name?" I asked, just to kill the silence.

He took a moment. Swallowed dry.

"Aslan."

Of course it was.

I rolled my eyes and inhaled.

"Sounds like someone who drinks coffee with silver spoons."

"And you?"

I hesitated.

"Apollo."

He smiled. Even fucked up, sweaty, and exhausted, he smiled.

"Beautiful name."

"Shut up."

Silence again, but not empty. It was weighted, tense, like whatever came next would determine everything that followed. Then I spoke, dry and stripped bare:

"You don't belong in this world, Aslan. This place... it eats people like you alive."

He looked at me.

And asked, simple:

"And you?"

I dragged slow.

Released the smoke, tasting iron.

"I was born for it."
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Chapter 02 — Surviving Isn't Living
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The alarm never woke me.

Pain did.

It was a broken biological clock — the raw throb between my ribs, my jaw pulling tight, skin stretched thin over bruises. Every part of my body remembered what I'd done the night before. Again.

I woke with a low sound, half groan, half rage, and pressed my hand to my side where the purple bloomed hot beneath the skin.

Morning light cut through the crooked blinds in dusty stripes. The ceiling fan turned slow, making a god-awful racket and moving no air at all. I sat on the edge of the mattress in nothing but my briefs, feet flat against cold concrete. The bed frame creaked, old as everything else in the place. I scrubbed my face, trying to scrape away sleep and the taste of dried blood.

My briefs were too tight, like always. Morning wood strained against the fabric, insistent. I didn't bother with it. Just another detail in the routine — like the cuts, the aches, the silence.

I grabbed my phone from the floor. Cracked screen. Ignored notifications. No new messages. No missed calls. Only that digital emptiness reminding me that outside the fixed monthly transfer I was obligated to send, no one waited for me anywhere.

I stood slowly, my body heavy. Walked to the bathroom no bigger than a closet. The bulb flickered before it caught, revealing mold-eaten tile and a fogged mirror.

I looked at myself the way I was: naked from the waist up, broad shoulders mapped with scars and ink. I knew I was good-looking. I'd been told enough times that it had stopped meaning anything. Tattoos, muscle, deep-set eyes, the stubble of not bothering to shave. The kind of face that drew attention even when I didn't want it.

But I didn't see anything beautiful there.

Only exhaustion.

Only survival.

I pissed with my jaw set, washed my face, let the water run down my chest until it lost itself at my stomach. The towel behind the door was damp and smelled like cigarettes. I dried off anyway.

Back in the main room, the light was stronger now. The heat was climbing. I went to the sink in the "kitchen" — if you could call that corner a kitchen. Turned the tap, cupped water into my mouth, swallowed dry. No coffee. No bread. My stomach growled, and I told it to shut up with my thoughts.

I pulled a black shirt from the drying rack and pulled it on. It clung to my still-damp skin. I grabbed my phone again, opened the job site.

Delivery driver. Cleaning assistant. Grocery cashier.

All shit pay. All soul-sucking.

I laughed, humorless.

"Commission bullshit... to starve to death."

I tossed the phone onto the worn-out couch. Then I caught my reflection in the wardrobe mirror. I stopped and stared. My eyes were sunken, not from lack of sleep, but from too much living. Too much life. Too much weight.

You're the last of our family. The only one with a chance to do everything right.

That's what my mother used to say.

And I was the first to fuck it all up.

I left home at eighteen, after finding out I was going to be a father. The woman I'd slept with once — a desperate attempt to look like more of a man in front of my father — showed up pregnant.

And my parents? Kicked me out like I was trash.

That's how it started.

The phone notification pulled me from the memory. I grabbed it with my chest already tightening. It was a feeling I knew well — a blade that cut before it touched.

Message from Rebeca. Ethan's mother.

Ethan had a crisis. Didn't sleep. Didn't eat. Won't stop rocking. He needs you.

No good morning. No period at the end.

I closed my eyes for a second. Breathed deep.

Ethan. My seven-year-old son. Autistic. Level three. Sensitive to everything — sound, touch, light. Rare words. Long silences. A gaze that avoided the world. But he was mine. He was why I fought. Literally. Why I stepped into that cage every week and let someone try to kill me. Why I sweated, bled, accepted exhaustion, contempt, fear.

He didn't say "Daddy."

But when he placed his hand on my face and held my eyes for three straight seconds... That was worth more than any fucking diploma my parents wanted framed on a wall.

My body still hurt. But nothing that would keep me from him. I could be broken. I could be alone. But whenever the world collapsed, I was the ground Ethan could stand on. And as fucked as I was... I would never let my son fall. I wanted to be for him the family I'd never had.

Because my family was shit.

I sighed deep. Felt my chest rise and fall with effort, like something inside me was fighting not to detonate. I hated remembering these things. Hated these memories like you hate the taste of something bitter that keeps coming back even after you spit it out. They didn't make me stronger. They only left me angry. An old, deep rage with no name and no end.

I brought my hands to my face, then to my neck, trying to push away the weight gathering there. My eyes didn't leave the mirror. I stared at myself like I was looking for a flaw. A crack. But all I saw was this: a marked body, a tired face, and the kind of silence that only exists in people who've lost too much. Rich kids had stable careers, framed diplomas, well-dressed children, Sunday barbecues. I had pain scattered across my body, a cold bed, and this fury that dragged me out of the house every single day.

I pressed my forehead to the cold glass. Closed my eyes. And for an instant, I saw Ethan. The memory of my son was a shaft of light in the rust of the world. I thought about the way he lined his books up in a row, the way he furrowed his brow when noise bothered him. I thought about the sound of his laughter, muffled, more like a shy breath — but to me, the most precious thing in existence. Ethan was everything. The only part of my life that made any sense.

Traffic noise rose from the street like a summons, pulling me back to reality. I stepped away from the mirror, pulled on the training shorts from the floor, and laced up my worn sneakers. I grabbed my stained backpack from the corner of the room and, by rote, shoved a sweaty towel and a nearly empty bottle of gel inside. I zipped it shut with a sharp tug and I was ready. Ready for another day exactly like all the others: tired, loud, and miserable.

Outside, the sun was already punishing the city. Heat rose from the asphalt like steam from a pot left on the burner too long. I walked the cracked sidewalks, dodging potholes and honking horns, until I reached the gym — an aluminum shed corroded by time, a crooked sign hanging from a rusted wire. In faded letters, it read: PHOENIX — Combat and Functional Training Center.

The facade was a promise of everything inside: brutality, sweat, survival. No lit mirrors for selfies, no pop music leaking from the windows. Only the muffled sound of bodies colliding, the dense stench of expired disinfectant, and the metallic taste of effort in the air.

I walked in
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