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            There's a special kind of hell reserved for those who compromise their principles for love. The golden cage you built for someone else has trapped you instead." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #301

"Power doesn't corrupt. It reveals. It just strips away the pretense and shows you who someone really is when the stakes are high enough." — Amaya Volkov, Diary Entry

"The fourth attempt is where you sell your soul. You've tried violence. You've tried escape. You've tried exposure. All failed. So you try the opposite: integration. The fourth attempt is where heroes die and politicians are born." — The Keeper of Hours
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PROLOGUE
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There's a special kind of hell reserved for those who compromise their principles for love. You tell yourself it's temporary. That you'll become what they need you to be, just long enough to earn their trust, and then you'll reveal your true self. But the mask becomes the face. The performance becomes the person. And one day you wake up and realize: you've become exactly what you pretended to be. The corruption wasn't sudden. It was gradual. A thousand small compromises. Each one justifiable. Each one necessary. Until you look in the mirror and see a stranger. Someone you would have hated at the beginning. But by then, it's too late. The golden cage you built for someone else has trapped you instead." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #301

"My father always said that power doesn't corrupt. It reveals. That the person you become when you have power is who you always were, just hidden. I used to think he was wrong. Used to believe people could have power and stay good. Then I watched Damien transform. Watched him become my father's protégé. His successor. His mirror image. And I realized: Dad was right. Power doesn't corrupt. It just strips away the pretense. Shows you who someone really is when the stakes are high enough." — Amaya Volkov, Diary Entry, November 2024

"The fourth attempt is where you sell your soul. You've tried violence. You've tried escape. You've tried exposure. All failed. So you try the opposite: integration. You become part of the system you're trying to destroy. Tell yourself it's strategic. Infiltration. Long game. But strategies have a way of becoming reality. You play the role so long you forget it's a role. And by the time you remember, you've already done things you can't take back. Become someone you can't unbecome. The fourth attempt is where heroes die and politicians are born." — The Keeper of Hours

"I built an empire from nothing. Started with violence, evolved to business, ended with legitimacy. That's the path. And every man who walks it tells himself the same lie: 'I'm different. I'll keep my soul. I won't become what I'm fighting.' But the path doesn't care about your intentions. It only cares about results. And results require compromise. Sacrifice. Darkness. By the end, everyone who walks the path becomes me. That's not corruption. That's just gravity." — Viktor Volkov, in a rare moment of honesty

"The worst part isn't becoming the monster. It's the moment you realize you enjoy it. When evicting a family feels efficient rather than cruel. When manipulation feels clever rather than evil. When you look at your reflection and think 'this works' instead of 'who am I?' That's when you know: you're not pretending anymore. You've arrived." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #447
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CHAPTER 1: The New Approach
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September 1st, 2020 - Timeline #6 - Age 19

Damien woke in his old bedroom at his mother's house. Nineteen years old. His father had been dead for four years. The grief was still fresh in this body. The responsibilities still new.

But Damien's mind held knowledge from five previous timelines. Twenty-three subjective years of experience compressed into a nineteen-year-old body.

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

Timeline #6. Age 19. Starting point: two years before I'd normally meet Viktor.

Goal: Become indispensable to him. Not as an engineer he hires. But as a protégé he grooms. Someone he sees as a successor. Someone he trusts completely.

This requires:

Success beyond my age. Viktor respects achievement.

Ruthlessness. He needs to see I'm willing to make hard choices.

Loyalty. Demonstrated repeatedly. Until he believes it's genuine.

Strategic thinking. He values chess players, not pawns.

Step 1: Accelerate my education. Two years to get through engineering degree. Possible if I test out of basics, take maximum course loads, leverage previous timeline knowledge. Step 2: Create a business success. Something Viktor notices. Something that proves I'm more than just smart—I'm dangerous in the way he respects. Step 3: Manufacture an introduction. Make him come to me, not the other way around.

The Keeper said I needed to remove myself from Amaya's equation in Timeline #7. But first, I need to test one more hypothesis: What if I can save her by becoming powerful enough within her father's system? What if the problem wasn't my approach but my position?

This timeline, I'll build real power. Become Viktor's chosen successor. Then use that position to free her from inside.

It will require compromise. Darkness. Becoming someone I'm not.

But if it works... if she ends up free... isn't any personal cost worth it?

He closed the journal. Looked at himself in the mirror. Nineteen years old. Still idealistic in this body. Still believing in heroes and justice and right and wrong.

Damien (to his reflection): "I'm sorry for what I'm about to do to you. But she's worth it. She has to be worth it."

September 2020 - March 2021: The Education

Damien enrolled in Ashmont University. But instead of the normal four-year track, he weaponized his previous timeline knowledge.

He tested out of two years worth of courses. Advanced placement exams for Calculus I, II, and III. Challenge exams for Physics. CLEP tests for General Education requirements. By December 2020, he'd completed what normally took two years.

His mother noticed.

Elizabeth (over dinner): "You're pushing yourself too hard. Four classes plus full-time construction work? You're going to burn out."

Damien: "I can't afford to go slow, Mom. Every semester costs money we don't have. The faster I finish, the faster I can get a real job. Support you and Maya properly."

Elizabeth: "Your father wouldn't want you destroying yourself—"

Damien: "Dad destroyed himself working two jobs. At least I'm destroying myself building a future. There's a difference."

Elizabeth fell quiet. The comparison hurt. But it was effective. She stopped questioning his brutal schedule.

By Spring 2021, Damien was in upper-level engineering courses. By Fall 2021, he was taking graduate classes as an undergraduate. Professors noticed. Called him a prodigy. Genius. Once-in-a-generation talent.

But academics weren't enough. Viktor didn't care about grades. He cared about results. Money. Power.

March 2021 - The First Business

Damien used knowledge from previous timelines—particularly his time working for Viktor in Timeline #3. He knew which properties in the Flats were undervalued. Which buildings would be in development paths. Which investments would pay off.

He approached his mother one evening. Nervous. Knowing this was a betrayal of her trust.

Damien: "Mom, I need to borrow five thousand dollars."

Elizabeth (looking up from her bills): "Five thousand? Damien, I don't have—"

Damien: "You have it. In the emergency fund. The one Dad left. I know you've been saving it for Maya's college."

Elizabeth: "That money is for emergencies. Real emergencies. What do you need it for?"

Damien: "An investment. A property in the Flats. It's undervalued. I can buy it, hold it six months, sell it for three times what I paid. I'll pay you back the five thousand plus twenty percent interest."

Elizabeth: "You're twenty years old. You don't know anything about real estate—"

Damien: "I know more than you think. Trust me. Please. This is how we get out of poverty. Not through construction work and scholarships. Through smart investments."

Elizabeth: "And if you're wrong? If you lose it all?"

Damien: "Then I'll work double shifts until I pay you back. Every penny. I promise."

She studied him. Saw something in his eyes—determination, confidence, something almost frightening in its intensity.

Elizabeth: "You've changed. This past year. You're harder. Colder. It scares me sometimes."

Damien: "I'm becoming what I need to be. What we need me to be. To survive. To succeed."

Elizabeth: "Your father wouldn't recognize you."

Damien: "Good. Dad died broke and broken. I'm not making his mistakes."

She flinched. But she wrote the check.

Elizabeth: "Five thousand dollars. You have six months. After that, I need it back for Maya's college fund. Don't make me regret this."

Damien: "You won't. I promise."

He used the money as down payment on a condemned property in the Flats. The owner was desperate—facing foreclosure, health problems, no options. Damien bought it for $15,000 total—$5,000 down, rest financed at predatory interest rates the owner agreed to out of desperation.

Damien did minimal repairs. Just enough to make it rentable but not enough to eat his capital. Rented it to a family for $800/month—covering his loan payments with small profit.

Then he waited. Six months. Watching. Calculating. Knowing from Timeline #3 exactly when the development company would need this property.

September 2021, he sold it for $47,000 to a developer who needed to assemble a city block. Profit: $27,000.

He paid back his mother's loan plus 20% interest—$6,000. Took the remaining $21,000 and did it again. Bought two properties this time. Held them four months. Sold them for combined $130,000.

By January 2022, he had $94,000 in capital. At age twenty.

People noticed. Real estate developers. Investors. Viktor's circle.

And Damien felt nothing. No joy in the success. No pride in the achievement. Just cold calculation. This was Step 2 complete. On to Step 3.

His mother noticed that too.

Elizabeth (when he handed her the check): "Six thousand dollars. You did it."

Damien: "I told you I would."

Elizabeth: "You're not even happy about it. Most twenty-year-olds would be celebrating. You just... handed me a check like it was nothing."

Damien: "Because it is nothing. Six thousand is nice. But it's not enough. I need millions to achieve what I'm planning."

Elizabeth: "What are you planning, Damien? What's this really about?"

Damien: "Survival. Success. Providing for this family the way Dad never could."

Elizabeth: "That's a lie. There's something else. Something you're not telling me."

Damien: "Drop it, Mom. Please. Just trust me."

Elizabeth: "That's what scares me. You're asking me to trust someone I don't recognize anymore."

Damien left before she could ask more questions. Because she was right. He wasn't the son she'd raised. He was becoming something else. Something necessary. Something darker.

And it was only going to get worse.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2: The Manufactured Introduction
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January 2022 - The Property

Damien bought a property he knew Viktor wanted. Not for development. For personal reasons—it was adjacent to land Viktor owned. Completing a block he'd been assembling for three years.

Viktor's people approached Damien with an offer: $120,000. Fair market value. Damien refused.

They came back with $150,000. Above market. Trying to incentivize. Damien refused again.

They came back with $180,000. Getting annoyed now.

Damien: "Tell Mr. Volkov I'm not interested in selling. At any price."

The representative—a man named Marcus—looked at Damien like he was insane.

Marcus: "Kid, you're making a mistake. Viktor Volkov doesn't like being told no."

Damien: "Then maybe he should come tell me that himself. Instead of sending intermediaries."

Marcus: "You don't want that. Trust me."

Damien: "Actually, I do. Tell him I'm available to meet. His office or mine. But I won't negotiate through middlemen."

Marcus left shaking his head. Two days later, Damien got a call.

Alexei: "Mr. Volkov will see you. Tomorrow. 2 PM. The Second Cup coffee shop downtown. Don't be late."

The Second Cup. Of all places. The universe had a sick sense of humor.

January 15th, 2022 - 2:00 PM - The Meeting

Viktor sat at a corner table. Black coffee. Reading a newspaper like he had all the time in the world. Two security guards at nearby tables. Watching. Alert.
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