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            They say love conquers all. They're wrong. Love conquers nothing. It simply makes you willing to fight battles you cannot win, against enemies you cannot defeat, for stakes that doom you either way.

— Damien Cross, Journal Entry #89

Freedom is an illusion we tell ourselves to make cages bearable. We say 'I could leave if I wanted' while never testing whether the door is actually locked. Because deep down, we know.

— Amaya Volkov, Diary Entry, March 15th, 2023

 

The second attempt is always the hardest. The first attempt, you have hope. The second attempt? You still believe you can win, but you've seen failure. You know what losing feels like. And that knowledge poisons everything.

— The Keeper of Hours
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PROLOGUE
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"They say love conquers all. They're wrong. Love conquers nothing. It simply makes you willing to fight battles you cannot win, against enemies you cannot defeat, for stakes that doom you either way. And the cruelest part? You fight anyway. Because surrender feels like betrayal. Because giving up means admitting that some things matter more than love. And if love doesn't matter most, what's the point of anything?" — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #89

"Freedom is an illusion we tell ourselves to make cages bearable. We say 'I could leave if I wanted' while never testing whether the door is actually locked. Because deep down, we know. We know the door is bolted, the windows barred, the walls too high to climb. And knowing that—truly knowing it—would break something fundamental. So we pretend. We tell ourselves pretty lies about choice and agency and control. Until someone comes along who actually tries the door. Then the illusion shatters. And you realize you've been a prisoner all along." — Amaya Volkov, Diary Entry, March 15th, 2023

"The second attempt is always the hardest. The first attempt, you have hope. Naive, stupid hope that burns bright and blind. The third attempt and beyond, you have resignation. Acceptance that you're trapped in a cycle. But the second attempt? You still believe you can win, but you've seen failure. You know what's at stake. You know what losing feels like. And that knowledge poisons everything. Makes you cautious when you should be bold. Makes you second-guess when you should trust instinct. The second attempt is where most people give up. Where they decide some battles aren't worth fighting." — The Keeper of Hours

"Running away is not cowardice. Sometimes it's the bravest thing you can do—admitting that the fight is unwinnable, that staying means death, that survival requires retreat. But there's a catch: you can only run if you have somewhere to go. And most of us? We're running from something without running toward anything. Just movement for movement's sake. Hoping distance will solve what courage couldn't. It won't. The things that chase us are never left behind. They follow. They wait. They find us wherever we hide. Because the real prison isn't a place. It's who we are. And you can't run from yourself." — Marcus Cross, three weeks before his death
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CHAPTER 1: The Foundation of Lies
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January 2nd, 2023 - 7:47 AM - Volkov Properties Headquarters

Damien arrived exactly on time. Not early—that suggested desperation. Not late—that suggested disrespect. Exactly 7:47 AM as specified in Elena Rostova's email.

Security knew him this time. Waved him through without the invasive search. Gave him a temporary ID badge that would grant access to engineering spaces but nothing else.

Elena met him in the lobby. She looked like she hadn't slept, which probably meant she hadn't. Workaholics recognized their own kind.

Elena: "Mr. Cross. Good. We have a lot to cover. The ground-penetrating radar team arrives tomorrow. We need to establish survey parameters, grid spacing, penetration depth requirements. You'll work from conference room 12-B. It's been set up with computers, modeling software, everything you requested."

Damien: "Thank you. I appreciate—"

Elena: "Don't thank me. Prove your concept works. That's the only appreciation I want. Follow me."

She walked fast. Damien struggled to keep up while taking in the building. Expensive art on walls. Marble floors. Everything designed to intimidate and impress.

Conference room 12-B was smaller than where he'd met Viktor. But well-equipped. Two large monitors. Workstation with high-end graphics card. Software licenses for structural analysis, finite element modeling, computational design.

Elena: "You'll report to me daily. 5 PM meetings to discuss progress. If you need anything—equipment, materials, personnel—request through me. Do not contact Mr. Volkov directly. He doesn't involve himself in technical details. Clear?"

Damien: "Clear. But I will need to present findings at some point—"

Elena: "When your work is presentation-ready, I'll schedule it. Until then, you work. You calculate. You prove your concept. Questions?"

Damien: "Just one. Why are you skeptical? My proposal was sound."

Elena: "Your proposal was interesting. Sound remains to be proven. I've worked in structural engineering for thirty-two years. I've seen brilliant ideas fail in implementation. I've watched confident young engineers discover that reality doesn't match their models. So yes, I'm skeptical. Prove me wrong."

Damien: "I intend to."

She almost smiled. "Good. Now get to work."

She left. Damien sat in the expensive chair, looking at the expensive equipment, thinking about the expensive gamble he was making.

This timeline was already different from the first two. In the original, he'd met Amaya in September, fallen in love in November, lost her in January. In the second attempt, he'd tried to save her immediately and failed catastrophically.

Now it was January and he hadn't even met her. Was deliberately avoiding her while building foundations—literal and figurative—for a relationship her father might tolerate.

But delay had costs. Every day he spent working for Viktor was a day Amaya suffered alone. Every week that passed was time she spent trapped, controlled, slowly losing hope.

He pulled out his phone. Googled "Amaya Volkov" just to see if she existed in public records yet.

A few results. Society page mentions from charity events. Photos of her standing next to Viktor, smiling that practiced smile Damien now recognized as armor. One article mentioned she'd been enrolled at Ashmont University studying literature but had taken a leave of absence for "personal reasons."

That matched what she'd told him in the original timeline. But seeing it confirmed—seeing proof that her suffering was consistent across attempts—hurt in a way he hadn't expected.

Damien (to himself): "Hold on. I'm coming. Just not yet."

He opened the structural analysis software and got to work.

January 15th, 2023 - The Survey Begins

The ground-penetrating radar team was professional. Efficient. They set up a grid covering the entire Volkov Tower site—two acres of empty land in the Heights, surrounded by chain-link fence and security.

Damien supervised. Watched them make passes with the GPR equipment. Saw the data accumulate. Waveforms showing reflections from buried structures. Hyperbolic signatures of steel reinforcement. Void spaces where basements had collapsed.

It was beautiful, in a technical sense. Like seeing through the earth's skin to its skeleton.

Elena (watching from the site trailer): "How long for full analysis?"

Damien: "Raw data collection finishes in three days. Processing and modeling takes another three weeks. I need to convert all this into a 3D subsurface map accurate to within six inches."

Elena: "Can you do that?"

Damien: "Yes. But I'll need help. The data processing is intensive. I can't do it alone and meet your timeline."

Elena: "I'll assign two junior engineers to assist you. But you lead the analysis. This is your concept. You own it."

Damien: "Understood."

He spent sixteen-hour days processing radar data. The junior engineers—David and Sarah, both recent graduates—were competent but lacked vision. They saw numbers. Damien saw structure. Saw patterns in the chaos of buried ruins.

By February 3rd, he had something worth showing. A complete 3D model of everything beneath the site. Old factory foundations. Collapsed tunnels. Steel I-beams slowly corroding in anaerobic soil. Concrete chunks settling into voids.

It was worse than expected. More complex. More chaotic. Previous engineers hadn't been wrong to give up—conventional solutions wouldn't work here.

But Damien's approach wasn't conventional.

He ran optimization algorithms. Let the computer design foundation elements that threaded through the ruins like roots through rocky soil. Adaptive geometry that worked with existing structures instead of fighting them.
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