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In a slum where shadows cast long and jagged webs, good and evil blur into a single, unrelenting pulse—neither pure nor wholly corrupt, but a fractured mirror of the human soul. Poverty here is no mere absence of wealth; it’s a living beast, clawing at the desperate, shaping fists from empty hands, while classism etches its cruel lines between the tin-roofed shacks and the gold-ringed fingers of power. Simba rises from this mire, a bottle collector haunted by blood-soaked memories of his murdered parents, stumbling into a gang’s grip—first as a pawn, then as a force wielding a strange, searing strength. With Lila, a spark of light too bright for the filth she treads, and a crew forged in loyalty and loss, he chases a ledger to topple the slum’s corrupt kings. But the fight twists inward—love crumbles to ash, guilt chains him, and a blaze meant to end him might instead reveal him. What is justice when steel rusts and heroes bleed? What is redemption when the poor are prey and the powerful prey on hope? Simba is a raw, unflinching descent into a broken city’s heart, where survival demands fire, and the line between monster and savior burns away in the dust.
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Epigraph

“He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.”

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil 
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Chapter 1: Nightmare’s Echo 
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The room, a canvas of fractured reality, shimmered and dissolved— a cruel trick of memory mingled with clammy perspiration. Simba's breath rattled in his chest, a desperate, ragged sound, as he lurched upright. The thin, worn mattress, his meager sanctuary, groaned beneath him like the mournful sound of a weary beast’s death throes. His trembling, clammy hands clawed at the damp, twisted sheet that clung to his legs like a shroud. It offered little protection against the biting chill of the slum and even less comfort, its threadbare texture a constant reminder of his desolate existence. The thick, stagnant air reeked of rust and the lingering stench of yesterday's rain, seeping through the cracked window like an unwelcome guest. He blinked hard, desperate to dispel the lingering tendrils of the nightmare. Still, it clung to him, a viscous, oily residue on his soul.

Then, the sound— a phantom echo— began its insidious return: laughter. His father's deep, resonant chuckle, once a sound that warmed their tiny, cramped living room, had become a cruel mockery. It was the kind of laugh that made his father’s belly jiggle beneath the faded green shirt he wore religiously every Sunday. His mother’s lighter, more melodic giggle would follow, her head thrown back in unrestrained joy as she sat cross-legged on the worn rug, a bowl of popcorn precariously balanced on her lap. Simba, a gangly, awkward sixteen-year-old, sprawled beside them, the television blaring some ancient comedy rerun, its canned laughter creating a comforting backdrop to their domestic bliss. The details, etched into his memory with painful clarity, were as vivid as if they had just happened: his ill-fitting, hand-me-down jeans; the sneakers with a gaping hole in the toe, patched with layers of duct tape, a testament to their modest life. They were middle-income, perhaps, but their life was filled with a warmth that now seemed impossibly distant.

"Pass the salt, kid," his father had said, a grin stretching across his face, his eyes still fixed on the screen. He didn't even glance over, his confidence in his son's aim absolute. With a lazy flick of his wrist, Simba tossed the salt shaker in a perfect arc, and his father caught it with effortless grace. "Nice arm. Maybe you'll pitch for the pros one day."

"Only if they start paying in popcorn," Simba had retorted, a playful grin mirroring his father's. His mother's laughter, a cascade of pure joy, filled the room, her eyes crinkling at the corners as a testament to her happiness.

Then came the abrupt, jarring intrusion: the knock. It was sharp and insistent, like the relentless hammering of a nail into tin. Simba snapped his head toward the door, the canned laughter from the television suddenly sounding tinny and distant, a hollow echo in the suddenly charged atmosphere. His mother rose, brushing invisible crumbs from her skirt, her smile faltering as she crossed the room. "Who's that at this hour?" she murmured, more to herself than to them, a flicker of unease in her voice.

His father's grin lingered, his eyes still glued to the screen. "Probably Mrs. Okoth with another petition. Tell her we're broke, love."

That vast, unguarded smile was the last happy image Simba would have of his father. Then the door swung open, and their world shattered irrevocably.

A scream, raw and visceral, tore through the house, his mother's voice distorted by terror. Three figures, dark and menacing, surged into the room, their black hoods pulled low, their eyes glinting like shards of obsidian in the dim light. One clutched a pistol, the barrel swinging wildly—a weapon of chaos. Another held a machete, its rust-stained blade glinting with a malevolent sharpness. The third, his voice rough as gravel, barked orders, his words a venomous intrusion into their peaceful existence: "Move, move, where's the cash?"

Simba's feet froze, rooted to the worn rug, his body paralyzed by a fear he had never known. His father lunged to his feet, a protective instinct overriding his fear, shoving the popcorn bowl aside, its contents scattering across the floor like a macabre confetti. "Get out!" he roared, his voice filled with desperate defiance, placing himself between the intruders and his family. "We don't have anything!"

The machete man swung a swift, brutal arc. A wet, sickening thud, a grunt of pain—his father staggered, a dark stain blooming on his shirt, spreading like a malignant flower. Simba's throat locked, a scream trapped behind his teeth, a silent testament to his horror. His mother dropped to her knees beside her husband, her hands pressing against his chest, her fingers quickly stained crimson. "No, no, please!" she sobbed, her voice breaking into shards of despair.

The pistol man loomed over her, the gun trembling in his grip, his eyes cold and devoid of humanity. "The safe, lady! Where's the damn safe?" She shook her head, tears streaming down her face, her words incoherent with fear. "We don't—we don't have one—"

A deafening crack split the air, the sound echoing through the small apartment, a sharp, violent punctuation to their lives. Simba's ears rang, his vision narrowing, his father's body slumping to the floor, blood pooling beneath him, thick and dark. His mother's scream was abruptly cut short, replaced by a gurgling sound, a horrifying testament to her final moments. The robbers turned toward Simba, their boots thudding closer. Still, his legs remained rooted to the spot, fear pinning him like a macabre specimen.

"Kid's useless," the gravel-voiced man snapped, his words cold and dismissive. "Finish it quick."

The gun rose, the cold metal kissing Simba's forehead, a chilling premonition of his impending death. His breath hitched, a scream clawing its way free—"No!"—and then darkness engulfed him, a merciful oblivion.

When he regained consciousness, the room was eerily still, the silence broke only by the faint hum of the television, its static casting grey, ghostly shadows across the floor. His parents lay crumpled, their blood streaking the rug like spilt paint, a stark and horrifying tableau. The robbers lay sprawled beside them, their bodies limp, their weapons scattered, their violence extinguished. Dead. All dead. Simba's hands shook, slick with something warm and viscous—blood, not his own. His mind blanked a high-pitched whine filling his skull, a symphony of trauma. He succumbed to the darkness again, the world fading into a void.

Simba gasped, the present reality snapping into focus, the peeling walls of his cramped apartment starkly contrasting the vivid memories. His heart hammered against his ribs, sweat soaking his threadbare shirt, a testament to the lingering terror. He swung his legs off the bed, his bare feet landing on the cold concrete floor, a jarring reminder of his harsh reality. The nightmare clung to him, a spectral presence in his ribs, but he forced it down, a practised dismissal. Same dream, same ending—except for the missing piece, the blank space where the events following his blackout should have been. Just the blood. Always the blood.

He stumbled to the rusted sink in the corner, splashing cold water on his face. It dripped down his chin, mixing with the sweat, as he stared into the cracked mirror, his reflection a gaunt and haunted visage. Twenty-eight years old, not sixteen. He had a standard build, no longer the scrawny youth, but not muscled either, his dark eyes hollowed by years of hardship. Orphaned at sixteen, bounced between indifferent relatives who eventually cast him out, deeming him "unruly." No college, no family, just the brutal reality of survival.

The cheap plastic clock on the wall, a scavenged relic, ticked to 5:50 AM. Time to move. He grabbed his bottle-collecting bag, a patched sack slung over his shoulder, and stepped out into the slum's pre-dawn chaos. The air hit him like a physical blow—diesel fumes, the stench of rotting trash, the distant wail of a siren, a constant reminder of the city's harsh underbelly. Shanties leaned against each other, their tin roofs glinting faintly in the nascent light. Gang tags, a tapestry of territorial markings, scarred the walls, a stark warning to those who dared to stray.

Simba tightened his grip on the bag, his knuckles white. It was another day of scraping by, another day of pretending the past didn't claw at him from the depths of his soul. He trudged into the chaos, the nightmare's echo fading but never truly gone, a constant companion in his desolate existence.
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Chapter 2: Streets of Survival 
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The slum woke slow and ugly, a beast shaking off sleep. Simba wove through narrow alleys, the crunch of gravel under his worn sneakers blending with the hum of early risers—vendors hawking stale bread, kids kicking a deflated ball, a drunk slumped against a wall muttering curses. His bottle bag swung light on his shoulder, empty for now. The work wasn’t glamorous—digging through trash heaps, dodging rats, haggling for a few coins per haul—but it kept him fed. Barely.

The air carried a mix of rancid fish, sweat, and the sharp tang of smoke from a distant fire. Life here clung to people like second skin—thick, unshakable, woven with hunger and desperation. Simba ducked under a sagging clothesline, the damp stench of unwashed fabric brushing his nose, and headed for the market strip. Stalls lined the cracked pavement, their owners eyeing him warily, their faces a blend of indifference and thinly veiled contempt.

“Move it, beggar,” a gruff vendor snapped, his voice thick with tobacco. The man waved a meaty hand, shooing Simba like a fly. “Or I’ll sell you to the dogs.”

Simba kept his head down, muttering, “Dogs’d spit me back out.” The vendor snorted but let him pass. No point in a fight—not over words, not when his stomach growled louder than his pride.

He knelt by a pile of refuse near a butcher’s stall, fishing out a cracked beer bottle and a soda can, dented but salvageable. The coins he’d earn wouldn’t buy much—a loaf of bread, maybe some tea if he haggled—but it was something. Hunger had a way of making a man endure indignities he never thought he’d stomach. After his parents died, after his uncles fought over the scraps of their estate and left him with nothing, this was what he had. No degree, no connections, just the streets and his hands.

A shadow fell over him, heavy boots scuffing the dirt. Simba tensed, glancing up. Two gang enforcers loomed—tall, wiry, with tattoos curling up their arms like snakes. One chewed a toothpick, the other cradled a pistol under his jacket, barely hidden. Their presence was a reminder: nothing in the slum was free. Even breathing felt taxed.

“Rent’s due, trash rat,” Toothpick said, smirking. “You got anything worth taking today?”

Simba stood slow, keeping his hands loose. “Just bottles. Take ‘em if you want.” He nodded at the bag, voice flat. No use begging—they’d beat him for fun if he did.

Pistol Man laughed, a sharp bark. “Bottles? What’s next, you gonna pay us in prayers?” He stepped closer, breath sour with cheap liquor. “Maybe we’ll take your shoes instead. Those soles still got some tread.”

Simba’s jaw tightened, but he stayed still. “Take what you want. I’ll walk barefoot.” He’d done it before—blisters were better than a bullet.

Toothpick spat, the glob landing near Simba’s foot. “Not worth the hassle. Keep scavenging, rat. We’ll catch you when you’ve got something real.” They sauntered off, laughing, their boots kicking up dust.

Simba exhaled, shoulders slumping. The slum was a web—gangs at the center, cops on the payroll, everyone else tangled and bleeding. He’d seen the deals go down: drugs swapped in alleys, guns rented to desperate thieves, bribes stuffed into police pockets. He stayed out of it, head down, surviving. But the web didn’t care—it caught you anyway.

He worked the strip for hours, the sun climbing high, heat baking the trash into a sour stew. His bag grew heavy—cans, bottles, a cracked jug he’d haggle for. Enough for a meal, maybe two if he stretched it. By late afternoon, his shirt clung to his back, sweat stinging the cuts on his knuckles from sharp edges. He turned toward the recycler’s shack, ready to cash out, when a sound stopped him cold.

A muffled cry, sharp and scared, from an alley to his right. Simba froze, bag slipping in his grip. A woman’s voice—pleading, cut off by a low growl. He peered down the shadowed gap between shanties. Two figures pinned a third against the wall—a woman, her skirt torn, eyes wide with terror. One thug held her arms, the other fumbled with his belt, grinning like a jackal.

Simba’s gut twisted. He took a step away, then another. Not his fight. Not his problem. He’d seen worse—girls snatched, men gutted, bodies left to rot. You didn’t survive by playing hero. But her cry echoed again, softer, broken, and something snapped in him. His parents’ screams flashed—his mother’s sob, his father’s roar. He couldn’t move then. He could now.

He dropped the bag, heart hammering, and turned back. His legs shook as he crept toward the alley, breath shallow. The thugs didn’t notice him, too busy with their prey. Simba swallowed, throat dry, and forced his voice out. “Hey...” It came out a rasp, barely audible. He clenched his fists, mastering the fear, and tried again. “Stop. Leave her now!”

The belt man spun, eyes narrowing. “What’s that, beggar?” He stepped forward, cracking his knuckles. The other tightened his grip on the woman, smirking. “Crawl back to your trash, hero.”

Simba’s pulse roared, but he held his ground, torn clothes flapping in the faint breeze. “Let her go,” he said, louder, voice trembling but firm. “Now.”

Belt Man laughed, pulling a knife from his waistband, the blade catching the dim light. “You wanna die for her? Fine by me.” He lunged, and Simba braced himself, fear and fury colliding in his chest.

The world blurred—his heartbeat deafening, time thick like molasses. The knife arced toward him, but something in him snapped. His foot shifted, body moving before his mind caught up. The blade grazed his arm, pain flashing white-hot, but he didn’t fall. Instead, his fist shot out—wild, desperate—and caught Belt Man in the jaw. The thug staggered, more out of surprise than pain.

The second man shoved the woman aside, reaching for a gun. Simba kicked, aiming low, catching the thug’s shin. He buckled, cursing, but his hand still closed around the grip. Simba swung again, this time at the gun hand, knocking it aside just as the shot fired—a deafening crack in the tight alley.

Belt Man recovered, snarling. “You’re dead.” He charged again, but the woman—freed now—grabbed a discarded bottle and smashed it against his head. He crumpled, groaning. The other thug, seeing his partner down, bolted, gun clattering to the ground as he ran.

Simba panted, sweat stinging his eyes. The woman stared at him, chest heaving, then whispered, “Thank you.”

He swallowed, nodding. His arm throbbed where the knife had kissed skin, but he ignored it. Sirens wailed in the distance—someone had heard the shot. Time to go.

He grabbed his bag and turned, ready to disappear, but the woman touched his sleeve. “Wait... what’s your name?”

Simba hesitated. “Just a guy picking bottles.” Then he slipped into the shadows, the nightmare’s echo chasing him down the alley, the taste of fear and something else—something dangerous—burning on his tongue.
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Chapter 3: The Choice 

[image: ]


The woman’s cry lingered in Simba’s ears, a jagged shard of sound that wouldn’t let go. He stood at the alley’s mouth, his bottle bag limp at his feet, the day’s haul glinting dully in the fading light—cans and bottles he’d scraped from the slum’s guts. His hands trembled, slick with sweat, as he stared into the shadowed gap between the shanties. Two thugs pinned her there, their laughter low and cruel, her skirt tearing under rough hands. He’d walked away once already, two steps toward the recycler’s shack, toward safety. Not his fight. Not his blood to spill.

But his feet stalled. The air thickened, heavy with diesel and rot, pressing against his chest like a fist. His mother’s scream flashed—high, desperate, cut off by a gunshot. His father’s roar, bold until it wasn’t. He’d been sixteen then, frozen, useless, watching them die. The slum didn’t forgive weakness, but it didn’t reward goodness either. You survived by looking away, by letting the web snare someone else. He’d learned that lesson raw—uncles kicking him out, streets chewing him up, every day a fight for crumbs. Heroism was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

“Please...” Her voice broke through again, softer now, a plea swallowed by the thug’s growl—“Shut it, bitch.” Simba’s gut twisted, a knot of acid and shame. She wasn’t his mother, wasn’t his fight, but her fear mirrored that night—helpless, cornered, begging for a mercy that never came. He clenched his fists, nails biting into his palms. Walk away, he told himself. You’ve got nothing—no strength, no weapon, just torn clothes and a bag of trash. They’ll gut you and leave you bleeding.

He took another step back, gravel crunching under his sneakers, the sound loud in his ears. The recycler’s shack was close—ten minutes, coins in hand, bread in his belly by nightfall. Simple. Safe. But the cry came again, fainter, and his father’s words echoed, unbidden—“Never take their money, Simba. It’s blood dressed as gold.” His dad had lived that, died for it, refusing some dirty deal the papers never explained. Simba had hated him for it once—honesty didn’t fill an empty stomach. But now, that stubborn streak burned in him too, a spark he couldn’t snuff out.

“Damn it,” he muttered, voice hoarse. He dropped the bag fully, its clatter swallowed by the slum’s hum—kids shouting, a radio crackling, the distant bark of a stray dog. His legs moved before his mind caught up, shaky steps turning him back toward the alley. Fear clawed his throat, bitter and sharp, but he swallowed it down. He wasn’t strong—not like the gang enforcers with their tattoos and guns—but he couldn’t unhear her. Couldn’t unsee his parents’ blood pooling on the rug.

The alley loomed, a tunnel of tin walls and sagging roofs, the air thick with piss and mold. Simba crept closer, heart slamming against his ribs. The woman thrashed, her arms pinned by a wiry thug with a shaved head and a scar slicing his cheek. The other—bigger, belt undone—grinned as he tugged at her skirt, his knife glinting on his hip. “Hold her still,” Belt Man snapped, voice thick with glee. “She’s feisty.”

Scarface tightened his grip, chuckling. “Feisty’s fine. Breaks faster that way.” The woman’s eyes—wide, brown, brimming with terror—locked on Simba for a split second as he stepped into view. She didn’t scream again, her breath hitching, but that look hit him like a punch. Help me.

Simba’s mouth went dry. He opened it, forcing sound out, but it came weak, a rasp lost in the alley’s echo. “Hey...” The thugs didn’t flinch, didn’t hear. His hands balled tighter, knuckles whitening. He was no hero—just a bottle collector, a nobody in torn clothes, his frame average, his strength nothing special. They’d kill him, laugh about it later over cheap beer. But his feet wouldn’t retreat, rooted now, like they’d been that night in the living room.

He sucked in a breath, chest burning, and tried again. “Stop.” Louder this time, trembling but audible. “Leave her now!” The words scraped his throat, raw and unpracticed, but they carried.

Belt Man spun, his grin twisting into a sneer. “What’s that, beggar?” He straightened, hand hovering near the knife, eyes raking Simba up and down—tattered shirt, patched pants, dirt-streaked face. “You lost, trash rat?”

Scarface turned too, keeping one hand on the woman’s wrist, his smirk widening. “Crawl back to your heap, hero. This ain’t your business.”

Simba’s pulse roared, drowning the slum’s noise. His legs shook, begging to run, but he locked them in place. “Let her go,” he said, voice steadier now, though it cracked at the edges. “I said now.”

Belt Man laughed, a sharp, barking sound that bounced off the tin walls. “You hear this guy?” He stepped forward, pulling the knife free, its blade dull but wicked. “You wanna die for her? Some slum whore you don’t even know?” He twirled the weapon, casual, like it was a toy. “Last chance, rat. Walk away.”

Simba’s mind screamed the same—walk away, live, eat tonight. He had no plan, no power, just a stupid, stubborn spark he couldn’t douse. The woman’s eyes flickered to him again, not pleading now, just watching, like she knew he’d fail. Maybe he would. Maybe he’d bleed out here, another body for the rats. But he thought of his father, stepping in front of that machete, his mother shielding him even as she fell. They’d died for something—family, honor, each other. What did he have? Nothing. Except this.

“I’m not walking,” he said, quieter but firm, stepping closer. His hands hung loose, useless, but he raised his chin. “Let her go, or—”

“Or what?” Scarface cut in, shoving the woman against the wall harder, her gasp sharp in the air. “You gonna cry us to death?” He laughed, nodding to Belt Man. “Finish him. He’s wasting time.”

Belt Man lunged, knife flashing low, aiming for Simba’s gut. Instinct kicked in—Simba stumbled back, the blade slicing air an inch from his shirt. Fear turned to fire, hot and wild, and he swung a fist, clumsy but desperate. It grazed Belt Man’s jaw, barely a tap, but the thug snarled, enraged. “You little shit!”

The knife came again, faster, and Simba ducked, tripping over a crate. He hit the ground hard, gravel biting his palms, breath ragged. Scarface let go of the woman—she bolted, skirt flapping as she vanished around the corner—and turned on Simba too, cracking his knuckles. “Hold him,” Belt Man growled, wiping his jaw. “I’ll carve him slow.”

Scarface hauled Simba up by the collar, his grip iron, slamming him against the wall. Pain spiked through Simba’s spine, stars bursting in his vision. He thrashed, weak, outmatched, but alive—for now. Belt Man loomed close, knife pressed to Simba’s throat, the cold edge nicking skin. “Should’ve walked, hero,” he hissed, breath sour with liquor. “Now you’re meat.”

Simba’s mind blanked, terror drowning thought, but a flicker of defiance burned through. “Do it,” he spat, voice shaking but loud. “I’m not begging.”

Belt Man’s eyes narrowed, the knife digging deeper—then Scarface swung, a fist crashing into Simba’s ribs. Air fled his lungs, pain exploding, and he crumpled, the world tilting. Blows rained down—fists, boots, a blur of hate—and he curled tight, tasting blood, hearing his own gasps. The woman was gone. She’d made it. That was something.

Darkness crept in, heavy and thick, as the thugs’ laughter faded. Simba’s last thought was bitter, small—he’d tried. For once, he’d tried.
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Chapter 4: Bruised Awakening 
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Pain woke him first—a dull, throbbing ache that pulsed from his ribs to his skull, like someone had taken a hammer to his bones and kept swinging. Simba groaned, the sound scraping his throat raw, and cracked his eyes open. The world tilted, blurry, smeared with gray light and the sour stink of wet trash. He lay crumpled on the alley’s edge, half-propped against a rusted oil drum, gravel digging into his palms. Blood crusted his lip, sticky and metallic, and his shirt—already torn—hung in tatters, soaked with sweat and something darker.

He shifted, wincing as a sharp stab lanced his side. Broken ribs, maybe. Definitely bruised. His left eye swelled half-shut, the skin tight and hot, and his knuckles throbbed, scraped raw from that one wild swing he’d landed. The thugs had done a number on him—boots and fists, a blur of hate after the woman bolted. She’d gotten away. That was the last thing he remembered before the dark took him, her skirt flapping as she vanished around the corner. Worth it? He didn’t know. Didn’t feel like a hero now, just a fool bleeding in the dirt.

The slum buzzed around him, indifferent. A kid darted past, kicking a tin can, his bare feet slapping the ground. A woman haggling over wilted vegetables didn’t spare him a glance—another body by the road wasn’t news here. Simba coughed, tasting copper, and pushed himself up, slow, every muscle screaming. His bottle bag was gone—stolen or scattered, his day’s work wiped out. No coins, no bread tonight. Poverty didn’t pause for bravery; it kicked you harder when you fell.

He leaned against the drum, catching his breath, the air thick with diesel and decay. The alley loomed behind him, empty now, its tin walls scarred with gang tags—crude skulls, coiled snakes, warnings to the weak. He’d grown up in this web, orphaned at sixteen, bounced from uncles who’d rather fight over his parents’ scraps than feed him. No college, no trade, just bottles and trash heaps. A nobody. A “trash rat,” like the thug had spat. Class dug its claws deep here—the gangs ruled, the cops took bribes, and people like him were just meat to grind up.

“Stupid,” he muttered, voice a rasp. Stupid to step in, stupid to think he could change anything. His father’s ghost flickered—blood on the rug, that stubborn stand against the robbers. Simba had hated him for dying, for leaving him to this, but now he’d gone and done the same damn thing. Thrown himself at a wall he couldn’t break. Identity split him in two—part of him wanted to survive, to crawl back to his shack and lick his wounds; the other part, the dumb part, burned with something he couldn’t name. Not yet.

Footsteps crunched closer, heavy and deliberate. Simba tensed, head snapping up, pain flaring as he braced for round two. Three figures emerged from the dusk—tall, broad, shadows stretching long across the gravel. Gang muscle, no question. Tattoos snaked up their arms, and one cradled a pistol under his jacket, the grip peeking out. Simba’s stomach dropped. The thugs must’ve called backup—finish the job, dump him somewhere the rats’d find him first.

“Get up,” the lead one barked, voice low, clipped. He was older, grizzled, a scar running from ear to jaw. “Now.”

Simba swallowed, throat dry as ash. “Can’t pay you,” he croaked, forcing the words out. “Bag’s gone. Take what’s left—I’m done.” He spread his hands, empty, blood-streaked, a weak surrender.

Scarjaw didn’t move, just stared, eyes hard and unreadable. “Not here to rob you, kid. Boss wants a word.” He jerked his head toward a black van idling at the alley’s end, its engine a low growl.

Simba blinked, confusion cutting through the haze. “Boss?” His mind raced—gangs didn’t talk, they took. He’d crossed someone, sure, but a summons? “I don’t run with anyone. You’ve got the wrong guy.”

The second thug—younger, wiry, a gold chain glinting at his neck—snorted. “Don’t play dumb. You stuck your neck out. She saw.” He nodded toward the alley, and Simba’s gut twisted. The woman. This was about her.

“Move it,” Scarjaw said, stepping closer, his shadow swallowing Simba’s. “Or we drag you. Your call.”

Simba’s legs shook as he stood, leaning hard on the drum, pain spiking with every breath. No choice—he couldn’t fight, couldn’t run. He nodded, stiff, and they flanked him, herding him toward the van. The third thug slid the door open, revealing a dark interior, the faint scent of leather cutting through the slum’s stink. Simba climbed in, clumsy, collapsing onto a bench seat. The door slammed shut, the sound final, and the van lurched forward.

The ride was short, silent, the men watching him like hawks. Simba’s head throbbed, questions piling up—whose boss? Why him? The van stopped outside a squat concrete building, its windows boarded, a gang tag sprayed across the door. Scarjaw hauled him out, grip firm but not rough, and pushed him inside.

The room was dim, lit by a single bulb dangling from the ceiling, casting jagged shadows over crates and rusted pipes. A man stood in the center—mid-thirties, stocky, dressed sharper than the slum allowed, a cheap suit stretched over muscle. Junior Boss, Simba guessed, not top-tier but high enough to matter. Beside him stood a girl—small, maybe twenty, her dark hair pulled back, eyes sharp and steady. She wore a faded jacket over a skirt, practical but clean, a cut above the alley’s filth. Her gaze locked on Simba, and something flickered there—recognition, maybe. Gratitude?

“You’re the one,” she said, voice soft but firm, stepping forward. The Junior Boss raised a hand, stopping her, but she didn’t flinch. “He’s the one who helped me.”

Simba’s breath caught. Her voice—low, scared, pleading—matched the alley’s cry. The woman he’d saved. His swollen eye squinted, taking her in. Not a slum rat, not quite—too poised, too clean. Gang blood, then. Someone’s daughter, someone big.

Junior Boss turned, sizing Simba up, his lip curling slightly. “This? This is your hero?” He laughed, short and dry, the sound echoing off the walls. “Looks like he took more than he gave.”

“He gave enough,” she shot back, crossing her arms. “They’d have—” She stopped, jaw tightening, and Simba saw the bruise blooming on her wrist, faint but real. Forbidden, his mind whispered—her kind didn’t mix with his. Class carved that line deep.

“Name’s Lila,” she said, softer, meeting his eyes again. “And you didn’t have to do that.”

Simba shrugged, wincing as his ribs protested. “Didn’t have to not do it either,” he muttered, voice rough, blood still tacky on his chin. She almost smiled, a flicker, and it warmed something in him he couldn’t place.

Junior Boss clapped his hands, sharp, cutting the moment. “Enough chit-chat. You’re alive, kid, and she’s breathing because of it. That’s worth something.” He leaned closer, suit creaking, his breath sharp with tobacco. “Work for me. Low rank, nothing fancy—errands, muscle when I need it. Puts food on your table, beats digging through trash.”

Simba’s head spun, pain and shock tangling. A job? From this? He glanced at Lila—her eyes steady, urging—and back to the boss. “I don’t—” he started, then stopped. He didn’t kill, didn’t rob, but hunger gnawed his gut, and the slum didn’t care about morals. His parents’ ghosts tugged—honesty had killed them, left him here. Maybe survival trumped pride.

“What’s the catch?” he asked, voice low, wary.

Junior Boss grinned, teeth yellowed. “No catch. You’re in, or you’re out. Choose quick—I don’t waste time.”

Simba’s ribs ached, his pride stung, but his stomach growled louder. Lila watched, silent, her presence a pull he couldn’t shake. He nodded, slow, a deal struck in blood and dirt. “I’m in.”

“Good,” Junior Boss said, turning away. “Clean him up, Lila. He starts tomorrow.” He strode off, leaving Simba with her, the bulb swaying overhead.

She stepped closer, hesitant, pulling a rag from her pocket. “You’re a mess,” she said, dabbing at his lip, her touch light. “But... thank you.”

Simba flinched, not from pain, but from the closeness—her scent, faint soap and slum air, a world above his. Forbidden, he thought again, and shoved it down. “Don’t mention it,” he rasped, meeting her gaze, bruised but alive.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5: The Offer
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The bulb flickered overhead, casting Lila’s shadow long and jagged across the concrete floor. Simba sat on a crate, his ribs screaming with every breath, as she pressed the rag to his split lip. Her touch was light, hesitant, but it burned against his skin—too close, too soft for a place like this. The hideout smelled of rust and stale smoke, a far cry from the slum’s open rot, but it was no less a cage. Junior Boss’s footsteps echoed faintly as he disappeared through a side door, leaving them alone under the dim light.

“You’re a mess,” Lila said again, her voice low, steady, like she was talking to a spooked animal. She dabbed at the blood crusting his chin, her fingers brushing his jaw. “But you’ll live.”

Simba flinched, not from the sting, but from her nearness. “Been worse,” he rasped, throat dry as sand. “Takes more than a beating to kill me.” A lie—he felt half-dead, every bruise a reminder of his stupidity. But her eyes, dark and searching, held something he couldn’t dodge. Gratitude, maybe. Something more. He looked away, toward the boarded window, the slum’s hum seeping through the cracks.

She pulled back, folding the rag in her hands, stained red now. “You didn’t have to do it,” she said, quieter. “Back there. Most wouldn’t.”

“Didn’t think about it,” he muttered, shifting on the crate, pain spiking his side. “Just happened.” That wasn’t true—he’d thought plenty, weighed survival against that damn spark he couldn’t snuff out. His parents’ ghosts had tipped the scale, their blood still loud in his head. He’d paid for it, lost his haul, taken a beating. And now this—a gang hideout, a job offer from a man who’d sooner slit his throat than shake his hand.

Lila studied him, her jacket sleeve slipping to reveal that bruise on her wrist, purple and raw. “Still,” she said. “Thanks.” Her lips twitched, not quite a smile, but close enough to knot something in his chest. She was different—cleaner, sharper than the slum’s edges, her skirt pressed despite the tear. Gang blood, sure, but not the kind that rolled in the mud with the rest. Class hung between them like a wall, and Simba felt it press harder with every word she spoke.

The door banged open, Junior Boss striding back in, his suit jacket off now, sleeves rolled to the elbows. “He patched up?” he asked Lila, not looking at Simba, like he was furniture.

“Enough,” she said, stepping back, her warmth fading. “He’s tough.”

“Good.” Junior Boss turned, hands on his hips, his grin all teeth and no kindness. “Let’s talk business, kid. You’re in—low rung, nothing flashy. Errands, deliveries, maybe a lookout gig if you don’t screw up. Pays better than bottles, keeps you fed.” He leaned closer, tobacco breath hot on Simba’s face
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