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            There is a moment in every man's descent when he crosses a line he swore he'd never cross. And once that line is crossed, there's no going back. You can't unknow what you're capable of. Can't unbecome what necessity made you." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #127

 

The third attempt is where hope dies and calculation begins. This is the attempt that damns you. Not because you fail—but because you succeed partially. You get what you want through methods you despise. The third attempt is where heroes become villains." — The Keeper of Hours

 

My father once told me that violence is the universal language. That power speaks it fluently. I thought he was wrong. But watching Damien descend into the same brutality my father embodies, I realize: violence isn't a choice. It's gravity. And we all fall eventually." — Amaya Volkov, Diary Entry

 

I killed my first man when I was seventeen. Self-defense, they said. But I remember his eyes. The surprise. The fear. My son—if he'd lived—I would have taught him this: violence is easy. Restraint is hard. Any fool can kill. But living with killing? That takes something most men don't have." — Marcus Cross, unsent letter
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​PROLOGUE

[image: ]




"There is a moment in every man's descent when he crosses a line he swore he'd never cross. When desperation calculates that morality is a luxury he can no longer afford. When love curdles into something darker—not hate, but its twisted cousin: the willingness to destroy everything rather than lose the one thing that matters. That moment doesn't announce itself. There's no ceremony. No warning. Just a quiet internal shift. And suddenly, the man who swore he'd never kill is holding a gun. The man who believed in justice is planning murder. The man who thought he was good discovers he was only good until tested." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #127

"My father once told me that violence is the universal language. That power speaks it fluently. That men who reject it are either cowards or fools. I thought he was wrong. Thought civilization had evolved beyond might-makes-right. But watching Damien descend into the same brutality my father embodies, I realize: violence isn't a choice. It's gravity. And we all fall eventually. The only question is how far." — Amaya Volkov, Diary Entry, Date Unknown

"The third attempt is where hope dies and calculation begins. You're no longer trying to win through virtue or cleverness. You're trying to win through force. Through elimination of obstacles. Through becoming exactly what you're fighting against. This is the attempt that damns you. Not because you fail—you've already failed twice. But because you succeed partially. You get what you want through methods you despise. And you have to live with that knowledge forever." — The Keeper of Hours

"I killed my first man when I was seventeen. Self-defense, they said. Justifiable, they said. But I remember his eyes. The surprise. The fear. The moment life became death. That memory never leaves you. It changes how you see the world. Every person becomes potentially your victim or your killer. Every conflict becomes life-or-death. You lose the ability to see nuance. Everything is war." — Marcus Cross, in a letter written three days before his death, never sent
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​CHAPTER 1: The Descent Begins
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April 15th, 2023 - 3:47 AM - Damien's Apartment (Timeline #4)

Damien woke gasping. The familiar sensation of time travel—like being pulled through water while simultaneously drowning. His younger body again. Lungs working properly. Ribs intact. Face unbroken.

He checked his phone. April 15th, 2023. Two months after he'd started working for Viktor in the previous timeline. One month before the escape attempt that failed.

But this wasn't that timeline. This was a new one. A blank slate. Another chance.

Damien (to the empty room): "Attempt number four. Fourth try. Fourth chance to get it right."

He pulled out his journal—the one that traveled with him through timelines, somehow always in his possession when he woke. Flipped to a new page. Started writing.

Timeline #4 - Strategy: Eliminate the obstacle

Previous attempts failed because I tried to work around Viktor. Earn his approval. Escape his reach. Both failed. So this time: direct approach. Remove Viktor from the equation entirely.

Hypothesis: Amaya can't be free while her father lives. His power. His control. His resources. They're the cage. Destroy the cage, free the prisoner.

Method: Assassination. Make it look natural. Heart attack. Stroke. Something believable for a man in his late fifties with high stress.

Challenges:


	Access - Viktor is protected. Security. Guards. Surveillance.

	Method - Needs to be untraceable. Autopsy-proof.

	Timing - Needs to happen before Amaya breaks. Before Nikolai. Before forced marriage.

	Morality - I'm planning murder. Premeditated. Calculated. Can I live with that?



He stared at the last line. Morality. Once upon a time, that would have stopped him. The Damien from the original timeline—the one who'd never used the watch—would be horrified. Murder? Killing a man in cold blood? Unthinkable.

But that Damien had watched Amaya die three times across three timelines. Had been beaten nearly to death twice. Had watched their unborn child erased from existence. Had learned that playing by rules only worked when everyone played by rules. And Viktor Volkov didn't believe in rules. Only power.

Damien: "Morality is a luxury. And I can't afford luxury anymore."

He closed the journal. Started planning. If he was going to do this—really do this—he needed to be smart. Careful. Leave no evidence. No connection back to him.

First: research. Viktor's schedule. Security patterns. Medical history. Vulnerabilities. Second: method. Something undetectable. Something that would be written off as natural causes. Third: execution. One chance. No mistakes. No hesitation.

He spent the next three days researching. Viktor Volkov had survived this long because he was paranoid. Security checked his food. Tasted his drinks. Screened everyone who got close. The man didn't trust anyone.

But everyone had patterns. Habits. Vulnerabilities.

Viktor went to the same gym three times per week. Private facility. But still semi-public. Locker rooms. Steam room. Opportunities.

He had a standing appointment with a physical therapist every Thursday. Old football injury. Bad knee. Needed massage and manipulation to keep it functional.

He met with lawyers every Monday at 2 PM. Same conference room. Same people.
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