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Prologue
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Night spilled its ink over the city, turning narrow alleys into abysses of darkness. In one of those abysses, behind the glitz of the Privé Club, Adrian Müller Ivanov Prescott stared at the results of his momentary rage. A man, who minutes before had been a mass of drunken grins and brazen hands, now lay grotesquely on the wet asphalt. The crack of his head hitting the pavement still echoed in Adrian's ears, a dry, final sound like a key turning in a cell door.

"Adrian, we have to go!" his lover hissed, her red lips trembling. "Someone will see!"

Adrian, the dual heir to the Ivanov fortune and the Prescott prestige, felt ice run through his veins. He wasn't a killer. He was a businessman, a playboy, a potential leader. But there, under the glare of the flashing neon lights, the distinctions blurred. All he knew was that his bright future was now threatened by one foolish mistake.

He fled, leaving his sins to be washed away by the rain.

In Ivanov's penthouse, Yuri Ivanov listened to his son's confession in deathly silence. His face, usually carved by the arrogance of power, now showed cracks of disappointment.

"You're jeopardizing everything, Adrian," Yuri said, his voice as cold as marble. "Not just Quentin's deal, but our position as well. The man you killed... he wasn't just anyone. He was the younger brother of one of Bear Folsof's lieutenants."

Adrian turned pale. Bear Folsof wasn't just street thugs; they were an organized crime syndicate that even the police feared.

"Dad, please," Adrian whispered, his pride shattered. "I'll do anything."

Yuri stared at his son for a long moment. "Anything?" he asked quietly. He walked to the window, gazing out at his glittering kingdom below. "Very well. I'll take care of Bear Folsof. I'll make this problem go away. But there's a price."

"What's that?"

"You're going to marry Vanessa Collins," Yuri said. "The alliance with Quentin Corp must be secured, no matter what. With or without her consent."

Adrian was about to protest—he already had a girlfriend, he didn't love Vanessa—but his father's gaze silenced him. "If you refuse," Yuri said, "then there's nothing I can do to protect you from Bear Folsof. And believe me, prison will be heaven compared to what they'll do to you."

With a heavy heart, Adrian nodded.

Just then, Jasmine Turner, their mother, entered the room. Her beautiful, well-groomed face showed complete concern. "Yuri, honey, I heard... Oh, Adrian, my son!" She hugged her eldest son tightly. "Don't worry, we'll take care of it."

She then turned to her husband. "But Yuri, the police... and Bear Folsof... they'll need someone to blame. They'll need a body."

Yuri nodded. "I know."

Jasmine stroked Adrian's cheek, then her eyes glanced down the dark hallway, toward the room at the end. "Let's sacrifice Zachary," she suggested, her voice sweet as poison. "He's never been of any use to us. Always in his own world with his stupid books. Consider this his only worthwhile contribution to the family name."

Adrian looked at his mother. He saw love and protection in his mother's eyes—but it was all for him. For Zachary, her younger brother, with whom she shares the same womb, there is nothing. Just cold emptiness. And in that embarrassing silence, Adrian said nothing in defense of his brother. Instead, he felt a terrible sense of relief. He's safe. Someone else will pay the price.
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Chapter 1: The Sin of the Heir
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Zachary Foster Ivanov loves the way dust dances under a shaft of light. In the silence of the city archives, where time seems to slow down, he finds peace. He is tall and thin, with a slightly awkward way of moving, as if he is unsure what to do with his long limbs. His face is handsome in a classic way—high cheekbones, tousled black hair, and gray eyes that usually seem dreamy—but it is often marred by a goofy expression or the awkward smile he gives strangers. Right now, his eyes sparkle as he carefully dusts an old map, his lips moving soundlessly as he reads the names of long-lost places.

When he returned home that night, he felt exhausted but satisfied. He opened the door to the penthouse, which always felt too large and too empty, and was immediately greeted by an unusual atmosphere. His father, Yuri, was standing in the living room. His mother, Jasmine, was sitting on the sofa, her hand tightly clasped around his older brother, Adrian. The presence of two police officers in the room was the most disturbing anomaly.

"Zack, thank goodness you're home," Jasmine said, but her voice sounded strained, and her eyes weren't really looking at him.

"Mom? Dad? What's going on?" Zachary asked, setting his book-filled messenger bag on the floor. He waved awkwardly at Adrian. "Are you okay, Adrian?"

Adrian didn't answer, just stared blankly ahead.

An officer stepped forward. "Are you Zachary Foster Ivanov?"

"Yeah, that's me," Zachary replied, frowning slightly. "Did I forget to return the library book again?" he joked, trying to lighten the mood.

Nobody laughed.

"You are under arrest on suspicion of murder," the officer said flatly.

The joke died in Zachary's throat. His entire body felt cold. "What? Murder? That's... that's ridiculous. There must be a mistake. Dad?" He turned to Yuri, expecting his father to laugh and tell these officers to stop messing with him.

Yuri just stared at him with an unreadable expression. "Do as they say, Zachary."

"But... but I didn't do anything!" Zachary protested, his voice now rising an octave. "I was in the archives all day! Mom, tell them!"

Jasmine finally looked at him, and in her eyes, Zachary saw neither motherly love nor panic. He saw something far worse: pity. Cold pity, as if he were looking at an animal about to be slaughtered.

"We know this is hard, honey," Jasmine said softly. "But this is for the best."

The best? The best for whom? The confusion in Zachary's mind slowly gave way to cold horror as he watched Adrian refuse to meet his eyes, as he watched his mother's hand tighten around his brother's arm, as he watched his father turn and stare out the window as if he wasn't there.

This is not a mistake.

This is a sacrifice.

And he is the sheep.

"Wait, no!" Zachary shouted as the second officer pulled out handcuffs. "Adrian, what's going on? Say something!"

But Adrian remained silent, a marble statue of guilt. The handcuffs felt cold and heavy on Zachary's wrists. As they pulled him away, he kept calling his family's name, his voice cracking with disbelief and despair. But no one turned around. They just sat there, a perfect family portrait, with one member deliberately cut out of the frame.

The interrogation room was a blazing hell. They stripped him naked, insulted him, and yelled at him. They accused him of killing Lieutenant Bear Folsof's younger brother. The name meant nothing to him. Every denial was met with a slap or a punch to the stomach that left him gasping for breath.

"We have an eyewitness!" roared a detective. "He saw you fighting with the victim at the club!"

"I've never been to that club!" Zachary shouted, hot tears streaming down his cheeks. "I hate crowded places! Ask my family!"

"Oh, we already asked," said the other detective sarcastically. "They said you've been acting strange lately. You've been irritable. Maybe you have a dark side we don't know about, huh, nerd?"

The lie was so cruel, so blatant, that it left Zachary speechless. His family wasn't just silent. They were actively building a cage around him.

After hours, when he was battered and his voice hoarse from screaming and denying it, they threw him into a holding cell. It was crowded, smelly, and filled with despair. News of his "crime" had spread.

"So this is the rich kid killer," growled a man with tattoos on his face. "You killed my boss's brother."

Before Zachary could say anything, a fist slammed into his face. Then another. He fell to the cold, dirty concrete floor. Kicks began raining down on his ribs and back. He curled up, trying to protect his head, his body shaking uncontrollably. He didn't fight back. How could he? He didn't even know how to properly clench his fists.

When they finally stopped, leaving him in a pool of pain and humiliation, Zachary could only sob quietly. He wasn't crying because of the pain of his cracked ribs or his split lip. He was crying because of the images in his mind: his mother hugging Adrian, his father looking away, and his brother's deafening silence.

In the midst of his new hell, Zachary Foster Ivanov finally understood. In his family's world, he wasn't a son. He was simply a solution.
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Chapter 2: The Devil's Condition
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In Ivanov's penthouse, the silence that remained after Zachary's forced departure was heavier than any sound. The air still vibrated with the faint echo of his desperate pleas. Adrian sat frozen on the sofa, his usually confident eyes now blank, fixed on the tightly closed front door. He had just watched his own brother being dragged away to pay for his sins, and he had done nothing.

Jasmine Turner let out a long sigh, as if she had just completed an unpleasant but necessary task. She gracefully stood, smoothed her silk dress, and walked to the bar. "Well, that's it," she said in a chillingly light tone. "Anyone want a drink? I think we all need one."

"How can you be so calm, Mom?" Adrian whispered, his voice hoarse. "We just... we just..."

"We just saved you, honey," Jasmine interrupted, placing a glass of whiskey in her trembling hands. "That's what a mother does. Protects her child." She emphasized the word "child" as if there was only one person in the room. "Zachary will be fine. Your father will make sure he gets a proper lawyer. This is just temporary."

The lie was so transparent, but Adrian chose to drink it down with his whiskey, letting the liquid burn its way into his empty stomach, soothing the guilt that was starting to eat away at him.

Yuri Ivanov, who had been standing silently with his back to them, staring out the window at his glittering empire, finally turned around. His face showed neither relief nor regret. Only cold calculation.

"Don't be stupid, Jasmine," he said. "This won't be temporary. And she won't be okay. That's the point." He walked closer, his gaze fixed on Adrian. "The sacrifice has been made. Now, it's time to pay the price. Your part of the deal."

Adrian swallowed hard. "That marriage..."

"Exactly," Yuri said. "I've spoken to Victor Collins. I told him I'm willing to help his faltering company with a substantial cash injection to fight off a takeover by his brother-in-law. In return, he'll 'encourage' his daughter to accept your proposal."

“Push him? Dad, we can’t force him,” Adrian said weakly.

"Of course we can," Yuri replied. "That girl is quiet and obedient. Her silly father adores her. If Victor tells her to jump, Vanessa will ask 'how high?'. All you have to do is play your part. Be your prince charming. Send flowers, write cheesy poems, do whatever men like you do to get women."

"But... Clarissa..."

"Clarissa's taken care of," Jasmine said dismissively. "I've given her a check and a one-way ticket to Milan. She won't bother you again."

Adrian's world seemed to collapse for the second time in one night. His family had not only sacrificed his brother, they had also thrown away his love without asking. He realized he was no player in this game. He was just another pawn on his father's chessboard, a pawn more valuable than Zachary, but a pawn nonetheless.

"Why, Dad?" Adrian asked, his voice filled with bitterness. "Why is this so important? Is this just about business?"

Yuri chuckled. "Just about business? Adrian, you're still thinking like a child." He sat across from his son, leaning forward. "Listen to me carefully. This isn't just about Quentin Corp. It's about survival. You know our company is number four in this city. Number four means you're big enough to be noticed, but not big enough to be untouchable. Hannah Stein Prescott is number one, a terrifying genius. Roger is a sly old fox at number three. And Quentin Corp., though shaky, is a sleeping giant at number two."

He took a puff from his cigar. "In a few years, there will be consolidation. There will be only two, maybe three big players left. The others will be eaten alive. Number four is the most dangerous position. We have to climb up, or we'll sink."

"And marrying Vanessa Collins will take us to the top?"

"Marrying Vanessa Collins would give us control of that sleeping giant," Yuri corrected. "With Matthew Quentin dying and his heir under our control, we could absorb their assets, combine our forces, and leap straight to the top spot. Even Hannah Prescott wouldn't be able to stand up to the combined might of Ivanov and Quentin."

Yuri's face now glowed with the fire of fanatical ambition. "This is my final step, Adrian. My masterpiece. After that, everything will be yours. But I need you to complete this step. I need you to get the girl."

Adrian looked at his father, then at his mother. He saw two sides of the same coin: ruthless ambition and possessive, selfish love. They had given him everything—wealth, education, freedom—but in exchange, they had taken his ability to choose, his ability to have morals. And now, they had taken his brother.

"What about Zachary?" Adrian whispered, his guilt returning. "What will happen to him?"

Yuri waved his hand dismissively. "He'll be arrested. Bear Folsof will think justice has been served. After a few months, when everything has calmed down, our lawyers will appeal, looking for a technicality. Maybe his sentence will be reduced. Maybe he'll be out in a few years." He paused. "Or maybe he won't survive that long in there. Either way, it's no longer our problem."

The statement was so cold, so final, that it sent shivers down Adrian's spine. His father had just erased Zachary from existence, as easily as erasing an incorrect number from a balance sheet.

"Now," Yuri said, standing. "Enough drama for one night. Adrian, go clean yourself up. You look pathetic. Tomorrow, you'll start courting your future wife. Jasmine, contact the best florist. Have the rarest white orchid delivered to the Collins residence. In Adrian's name."

He walked toward the study door, pausing for a moment on the threshold. "And one more thing, Adrian. Don't ever, ever again, make me have to clean up your mess like this. Sacrifices like Zachary's only come once in a lifetime."

With those terrible last words, he left, leaving Adrian and Jasmine in heavy silence.

Adrian stared at his whiskey. He saw his own pale reflection in the amber liquid. He didn't see a prince. He saw a coward. A murderer. A brother who had betrayed his own blood. He raised the glass to his lips and downed it in one gulp, hoping the alcohol would burn his guilt to ashes.

But he knew it wouldn't work. The ashes would remain, forever, at the bottom of his soul.
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Chapter 3: Rejection and Threats
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Sleep offered no relief for Adrian. Nightmares followed him into the darkness—dreams of Zachary's distrustful gray eyes, the sound of cracking bones, and his father's cold laughter. He woke in a cold sweat, his silk blankets feeling like a suffocating shroud. Guilt was a slow-acting poison, and last night, he had downed a gallon.

He tried to make up for it the only way he knew how: luxury. He spent the morning taking a long, hot shower, putting on his best Tom Ford suit, and driving his Aston Martin aimlessly, letting the roar of the engine drown out the voices in his head. He even tried calling Clarissa, but her number was no longer in service. Of course. His mother was always efficient.

Around noon, he received a text message from his father: "La Perle Restaurant. 1 p.m. Don't be late."

Adrian knew this wasn't a simple lunch invitation. It was an order.

Elsewhere, in a minimalist office overlooking a tranquil garden, Vanessa Bennett Collins is reviewing investment proposals. She is beautiful in a classic, reserved way; her long, dark brown hair is neatly tied back, and her warm brown eyes radiate intelligence. Her outfit—a silk blouse and trousers—is carefully chosen, elegant yet understated. She is the very definition of "keep your image."

Around her, whispers were constant. The men on the board of directors eyed her with a mixture of lust and trepidation. Men at social events tried to attract her attention with their wealth. But Vanessa had built an invisible wall around herself. She was polite, she smiled, but she never let anyone in. She turned down every date, every implied proposal, with cold grace. She knew many of them were only after her name, her connections, and the inheritance Quentin awaited her. Love, for her, was too dangerous a commodity to trade.

"Miss Collins," her assistant said, interrupting her concentration. "There's a delivery for you."

A magnificent arrangement of white orchids, so pristine and exotic, sat on her table. The arrangement easily cost thousands of dollars. Vanessa stared at the flowers expressionlessly.

"From who?" he asked, his voice calm.

Her assistant checked her card. "No name, Miss. Just initials. 'AMIP'."

Vanessa frowned. Adrian Müller Ivanov Prescott. Yuri Ivanov's son. She knew who Adrian was. His reputation as a playboy preceded him. What did he want? She took the card and, without reading it further, threw it in the trash.

"Thank you. Please bring these flowers to the lobby. They might brighten up the guests' day," she said, returning to her proposal as if nothing had happened. She had no time for boring rich men's games.

Adrian arrived at La Perle just in time. The restaurant was one of the most exclusive in town, where big deals were made over china and crystal glasses. His father was waiting for him at a private table in the corner.

"You look better," Yuri said, assessing her. "I hope that means you've accepted reality."

"I don't have much of a choice, do I?" Adrian replied bitterly, sitting across from her.

"Choice is an illusion for those without power," Yuri said, gesturing to the waiter. "We'll have some champagne. To celebrate our new alliance."

As the waiter poured the champagne, Yuri got straight to the point. "I've spoken to Victor. He's going to arrange a 'chance meeting' between you and his daughter at the museum's charity event this weekend. Your task is simple: impress her. Be the man she can't resist."

Adrian swirled his champagne glass. "Dad, I've thought about it. I can't do this. This is wrong."

Yuri raised his eyebrows. "Wrong? You suddenly have a conscience?"

"This isn't about conscience!" Adrian snapped, his voice a little too loud, making several heads turn. "This is about my life! You told me to marry a stranger, to live a lie! What about my happiness?"

"Your happiness lies in positive quarterly financial reports and skyrocketing stock prices," Yuri replied coldly. "That's the only happiness that matters in our world, Adrian. The rest is just a distraction."

"Not for me!" Adrian replied, his guilt-fueled courage finally brimming over. "I won't do it. I won't marry Vanessa Collins. Find another way. Offer Victor more money, shares, anything! But don't involve me in this."

He pushed his chair back and stood. "I can't. I refuse."

For a moment, he felt strong. He felt like he had finally stood up for himself. But then he saw his father's gaze. There was no anger there. Only cold, deadly disappointment, like a surgeon looking at a broken instrument.

"Sit down, Adrian," Yuri said, his voice low but filled with an unspoken threat.

Adrian hesitated, then slowly sat back down.

Yuri leaned forward, his voice now barely a whisper. "Let me explain the situation to you, since you still don't seem to understand. The man you killed, his brother, was Bruno's right-hand man at Bear Folsof. I've spoken to Bruno. I gave him the explanation—a story about how Zachary was a troubled child who was jealous of your success and tried to frame you."

Adrian's heart was pounding. "And... he believed it?"

"Bruno doesn't care about the truth," Yuri said. "He cares about balance. I gave him Zachary as payment for a blood debt. And as a sweetener, I agreed to write off half of their business debt to us." He paused, letting Adrian digest the information. "It was a very, very expensive deal, Adrian. One I made to protect you."

"But," Yuri continued, his eyes narrowing. "The deal hinges on one thing: stability. Bruno agreed to accept our story because Ivanov Industries is a stable force. But if we start to falter, if our alliance with Quentin fails, if we show any signs of weakness... the deal is off."

He took a deep breath. "And if the deal falls through, Bruno will come looking for the real payback. Not from Zachary, who's no longer worth anything. But from you. The real killer."

Cold terror gripped Adrian. This was no longer about his father handing him over to the police. This was about his father handing him over to ruthless gangsters.

"Do you understand what I'm saying, Adrian?" Yuri whispered. "Your choice is simple. Marry Vanessa Collins and become the leader of the most powerful company in this city, or I will abandon my protection. I will let Bruno and his men find you. And they will make you pray for the swift death you gave their lieutenant's sister."

The threat was so visual, so real. Adrian could imagine it—the pain, the humiliation, the horrible end at the hands of lawless men.

"Choose, Adrian," Yuri repeated. "Wealth and power... or a fate worse than rotting in a prison cell."

Love. Happiness. Conscience. All of those things feel like foolish and luxurious concepts now. There's only a choice between two hells. And at least one hell is paved with gold.

Adrian stared at his father, the man who had given birth to him, the man who now threatened him with unimaginable torment. He felt like a speck of dust in the face of his father's storm of ambition.

He raised his champagne glass with trembling hands. "To... our new alliance," he whispered, his voice breaking.

Yuri smiled, a winner's smile. He raised his glass. "To the future of the Ivanov family."

Adrian drank the champagne, it tasted like ash in his mouth. He had just sold the last remains of his soul. And he knew, from that day on, he would never be truly free again. He would forever be bound by his father's threats and the sins he had inflicted on his brother.
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Chapter 4: The Scapegoat

[image: ]


After Adrian left La Perle restaurant—walking like a man heading for the gallows, not toward a bright future—Yuri Ivanov remained seated. He ordered an espresso, savoring the bittersweet taste of victory. He had broken his son's resistance, as he always did. All the pieces were now where he wanted them. Almost all of them.

A few minutes later, Jasmine Turner arrived. She looked stunning in a cream Chanel suit, her smile bright and serene, as if she had just come from tea, not from orchestrating the destruction of one of her sons.

"How did it go?" she asked as she sat down, placing her Hermes bag on the empty chair next to her.

"As expected," Yuri replied, stirring his coffee. "He's a bit rebellious. Talking about 'happiness' and 'love'. I have to remind him of reality."

"That kid is too emotional," Jasmine said with a light sigh, as if discussing the weaknesses of an expensive purebred dog. "He gets that from you, from your sentimental side of the family."

Yuri ignored the sarcasm. "He'll do as he's told. The stage for his engagement to Vanessa Collins is set. Now, we just need to make sure his background is clean." He looked at his wife sharply. "I need your confirmation, Jasmine. About Zachary."

Jasmine took a sip of her mineral water, peering at her husband through her curly eyelashes. "What certainty, Yuri? Everything's been arranged. He's inside. Our story's been accepted. The case is strong."

"That case was built on lies," Yuri said flatly. "Lies can fall apart. I want to know if you're ready for the consequences. Can you truly accept what we've done to your son?"

The question was meant to test her. To find a crack in her armor. But Jasmine didn't crack. Instead, she chuckled, her laughter like the tinkling of ice bells.

"My son?" she repeated. "Yuri, my dear, I gave birth to two sons. One is an heir. An eagle destined to soar, though sometimes his wings need a little straightening." Her eyes glinted at the thought of Adrian. "The other... is a disappointment. A dove who would rather peck at crumbs than fly."

He leaned forward, his cold intensity now evident. "Don't get me wrong. I loved him, in my own way. I loved the baby I once held. But that baby grew into a man I didn't understand. A man who found more joy in dusty books than in the inheritance that awaited him."

"I tried," Jasmine continued, her voice now filled with bitter self-justification. "I tried to encourage him. I enrolled him in the best business schools, bought him his first sports car, tried to introduce him to the right girls. But he rejected it all. He preferred to hide. He chose to be irrelevant."

"And in our world, Yuri, being irrelevant is the same as being dead," he concluded.

Yuri listened, not interrupting. He knew all this. He had seen it for years. Jasmine's growing disappointment with her second son.

"So, don't ask me if I can accept this," Jasmine said, her tone now razor-sharp. "I didn't just accept it. I chose it. Of my two sons, I chose to save the stronger, the more worthy. The one who could carry this family name into the future. That wasn't cruelty. It was pragmatism. It was survival."

He leaned back, picking up a piece of bread. "Zachary never gave this family anything. He only took—took space, took resources, took my name. Now, for the first time, he's giving something of value. He's giving his brother freedom. He's giving this company stability. His sacrifice... makes it worthwhile."

The logic was so twisted, so terrifying, yet uttered with absolute conviction. Yuri stared at his wife, and for a moment, he felt a cold admiration for her cruelty. They were indeed a perfect match.

"Okay," Yuri said, finally satisfied. "As long as you don't waver."

"I will never waver," Jasmine promised. "Now, there's something else we need to discuss. About Brianna Morgan Quentin."

"That she-wolf," Yuri muttered. "What's wrong with her?"

"He won't let Vanessa marry Adrian without a fight," Jasmine said. "He's too close to the grand prize to give up so easily. He'll try to sabotage this engagement."

"Just let him try," Yuri said confidently. "With our financial support, Victor and Daniela's position will be stronger."

"Financial support alone isn't enough," Jasmine replied. "We need to give him something to keep him busy. A distraction." Her eyes narrowed slyly. "I heard that Princess Brianna's boyfriend, that Lucy, a young man named Lucas Reinhardt, has a gambling habit. A very expensive one."

Yuri smiled. This was a language he understood now. "I'll have my men investigate. Maybe we can help him out a bit with his habits."

"Exactly," Jasmine said. "Keep them busy with their own problems, so they don't have time to worry about ours."

They sat there, amidst the luxury of that five-star restaurant, plotting the downfall of others as easily as planning a weekend getaway. To them, other human beings were merely pawns on the chessboard of their ambition. And the most expendable pawn, the one they had removed from the board without a second thought, was now in a cold cell, paying the price for their games.

Jasmine took a sip of her drink, her gaze wandering for a moment. "I just hope Zachary doesn't suffer too much," she said with a light sigh, a hollow show of sympathy.

"He'll either survive, or he won't," Yuri replied nonchalantly. "Either way, his fate no longer matters."

And with that, Zachary's fate was sealed a second time, not only by his father's cold decision, but also by the cruel justification of the mother who had given birth to him. He is no longer a son. He was a scapegoat, a sacrificial lamb sent into the wilderness to bear the sins of others, forgotten and cast aside.
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Chapter 5: The Arrest
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The vanilla scent of aging paper is the scent of home to Zachary. Under the warm light of an archival lamp, he carefully presses a sheet of transparent Japanese rice paper over a tear in a 19th-century letter. His hand is steady, his movements patient. In this world, every damage can be repaired. Every tear can be put back together. This is a world that makes sense.

"Good work today, Zack," said Mrs. Ratna, the head archivist, a kindly middle-aged woman with glasses that always slipped down her nose. "That map looks like new again."

"Almost, Mom," Zachary corrected with an awkward smile. "You can still see the seam if you know where to look."

"You're too much of a perfectionist," Mrs. Ratna laughed. "Come on, go home. Your girlfriend must be waiting for you."

Zachary just smiled faintly. A girlfriend. He'd never really dated. The women his mother introduced him to always seemed bored after five minutes of him talking about ink pigments or bookbinding techniques. He packed the borrowed books into his messenger bag, said goodnight, and stepped out into the cool evening air.

He decided to walk home, enjoying the distance between his quiet world and his family's bustling one. He passed bakeries wafting warm aromas, young couples walking hand in hand, and the hustle and bustle of the city he usually avoided. For a moment, he felt normal. Just a 28-year-old man walking home after work.

As he arrived in front of their magnificent penthouse, the feeling of normalcy evaporated, replaced by a vague sense of anxiety, the same one he always felt every time he was about to enter his family's golden cage.

The elevator took her to the top floor in a whirring silence. As the doors opened onto their apartment's private lobby, she immediately knew something was wrong. The atmosphere was heavy, tense, as if the air had been sucked out of the room.

And then he saw them. His father, Yuri, stood stiffly by the window. His mother, Jasmine, sat upright on the sofa, her hands clasped in her lap. His brother, Adrian, sat next to her, staring blankly at the floor. And two strange men in suits, whose presence felt menacing.

"Mom? Dad?" Zachary's voice sounded uncertain. "What's wrong?" He set down his bag, the books inside shifting softly. "Is... is there a problem with the company?" That was his first assumption, the only kind of problem that usually existed in this house.

Jasmine stood, her smile looking forced and fragile. "Zack, honey, we need to talk to you."

An older officer, with a thick mustache and tired eyes, stepped forward. "Are you Zachary Foster Ivanov?"

"Yes, that's me," Zachary replied, a little confused. He glanced at his mother, searching for an explanation. "Is this about... the museum donation? I know I'm a little late sending the check..."

"No, son," the officer said, his tone professional but devoid of warmth. "You are being held on suspicion of murder."

The words didn't make sense. It felt like someone was speaking a sentence in a foreign language he didn't understand. Murder. The word was so terrible, so foreign, that his brain couldn't find a place to put it. He laughed, a nervous little laugh.

"Excuse me, sir, I think you've got the wrong person," he said, his usual goofy smile growing nervous. "I... I work by the book. I can't even kill a cockroach without feeling guilty for a week."

He turned to his family, expecting them to laugh along, to end this unfunny joke. "Dad, this is ridiculous, right? Tell them."

Yuri didn't turn away from the window. "Just do what they say, Zachary. Don't make a scene."

A commotion? Zachary's heart began to pound, a panicked drumbeat beating against his ribcage. This was no joke.

"Mom?" he pleaded, his voice shaking. "Say something! You know I would never hurt anyone! Last night I was home in my room, reading!"

Jasmine finally looked up at him, and in her eyes, Zachary saw a sea of ​​sadness. But it wasn't her sadness. It was the sadness of a tragic actress playing a painful role. "We know this is hard, honey," she whispered.

"Adrian?" Zachary pleaded with his brother, his last hope. "Adrian, please. You know me. Tell them!"

Adrian finally lifted his head. His eyes were red and puffy. For a moment, Zachary saw a flash of overwhelming guilt there, a silent apology. But then Adrian looked away, returning to the floor, his shoulders slumped in defeat.

And in his brother's deafening silence, Zachary heard the real confession. A terrible truth, so big he could barely comprehend it, began to take shape. This wasn't about what he had done. This was about something Adrian had done.

A second officer approached with handcuffs. "Hands behind your back, son."

"No! Wait!" Zachary exclaimed, taking a step back, the instinct to flee finally kicking in. "This is wrong! You guys are wrong! Adrian, what have you done?!"

"Enough, Zachary!" His father's voice, sharp and cold like shards of ice, cut him off. Yuri finally turned around, his face a mask of ruthless power. "You're embarrassing this family. Go with them. Quietly."

It was the command, not the plea, that ultimately broke Zachary's spirit. His father didn't just let this happen. He ordered it.

A feeling of weakness spread through her limbs. Her resistance vanished, replaced by a cold emptiness. She allowed the officer to twist her arms behind her back. The cold metal of the handcuffs against her skin was a painful shock, a permanent mark of this betrayal.

As they led him through the lobby, he took one last look at his family. His father, stone-faced. His mother, crying without tears. And his older brother, who wouldn't look at him. A perfect family portrait from hell.

As the elevator doors closed, separating him from them, one clear thought pierced through the fog of shock and grief: He had no family anymore. He was an orphan whose parents were still alive.

The ride to the police station was a blur. He didn't remember the sirens or the streets they traveled. He only remembered the silence in the car, a silence that allowed him to begin to grasp the enormity of the hole that had just opened in his life.

In the interrogation room, they tried to destroy what remained of him. They yelled at him, accused him, showed him gruesome photos of victims he didn't know. They told him about false witnesses and destroyed alibis.

"Your own family didn't defend you, kid," said a detective with false sympathy. "Why should we believe you?"

Zachary no longer answered. He no longer denied. He simply sat there, his world reduced to this cold concrete box and the echo of betrayal inside his head. What was the point of speaking when the narrative had already been written? What was the point of truth when lies had already been bought and paid for?

They didn't get a confession from him, but they got something else: a broken man.

As they threw him into the crowded holding cell, the stench of sweat and fear greeted him. The men with hard faces stared at him like a pack of wolves watching a lost lamb.

"There he is," said one of them. "The rich kid killer who killed my boss's sister."

A fist flew into his face, and Zachary's world exploded in a flash of pain and white light. He fell, and in the haze of his consciousness, he felt kicks and punches raining down on him. He didn't fight back. He couldn't.

As he lay on the cold, sticky floor, tasting his own blood dripping from his lips, he didn't think about the thugs kicking him. He thought about the vanilla scent of old paper. He thought about the serenity of the archives. He thought about a world that made sense, a world where every damage could be repaired.

And he knew, with crushing certainty, that he could never return to that world again. The damage inside him was too great. The rip in his soul was too deep. He had been thrown into a world that made no sense, and he was alone.
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Chapter 6: Brutal Interrogation
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Zachary slowly returned to consciousness, pulled from the darkness by the throbbing pain that coursed through his body. The concrete floor felt cold and rough against his cheek. The stench of his own blood mixed with the sour odor of sweat and urine that pungently filled the stuffy cell air. He tried to move, but every muscle in his body screamed in protest. His ribs felt like they were being stabbed with hot rods with every breath.

She opened her eyes. Her vision was blurry. She saw a pair of worn boots in front of her. "Wake up, beautiful," a hoarse voice growled. Two bored and cruel-looking guards roughly pulled her to her feet, her arms pulled painfully behind her back. They dragged her out of the cell, her feet barely touching the floor. The other prisoners watched silently, their faces expressionless. Here, the suffering of others was a common sight.

They threw him back into the same concrete box where he'd been interrogated before. The fluorescent lights above still buzzed incessantly, like an electronic mosquito that would never go away. This time, there was only one detective in the room: Bima. The younger one, the one who enjoyed his work more. He was sipping coffee from a paper cup, his feet on the table.

"Good morning, Ivanov," she greeted with fake cheer. "Did you sleep well? I hear your new friends gave you a warm welcome."

Zachary didn't answer. He just stood there, shaking, trying to stay upright. His lip was swollen and cracked, and one eye could barely open.

Bima sighed dramatically. "Still want to play the tough, silent one? Fine." He stood up and circled Zachary like a shark circling its prey. "Let's try again. Riko Santoso. Bear Folsof member. You killed him. Why?"

"I... didn't... do it," Zachary whispered, each word feeling like swallowing shards of glass.

Bima stopped behind him. "Wrong." His reply was followed by a hard, open-palmed blow to the back of Zachary's head, sending him stumbling forward and crashing into the metal table. The impact echoed in the small room.

"Every time you lie, I will hurt you," Bima said calmly, as if explaining the rules of a game. "It's simple. Tell the truth, and the pain will stop. Lie, and this night will feel very, very long."

He pulled Zachary back into the center of the room. "Let's start from the beginning. You're jealous of your brother, Adrian, aren't you?"

Zachary just stared at him, confused.

"Of course you were jealous," Bima continued, answering his own question. "He had everything. Money, women, a future. And you? You were just a ghost in your own house. A weird nerd. So you wanted to hurt him. You knew he dealt with people like Riko every now and then—little troubles, gambling debts. So you followed him. You saw him arguing with Riko. And you saw your chance. You killed Riko, thinking it would trap Adrian."

The narrative was so twisted, so far from the truth, that Zachary didn't know where to begin. "That... that's crazy. I would never..."

"Wrong," Bima interrupted. This time, he kicked Zachary in the back of the knee, sending him to his knees. A sharp pain shot through his leg.

"Stand!" Bima ordered. With great difficulty, Zachary forced himself to stand again.

"Look, I'm trying to help you here," Bima said in a very insincere tone. "I'm giving you a motive. Something a jury can understand. A crime of passion, of jealousy. That's better than cold-blooded murder. I'm giving you a way out, Zachary. Take it."

"But that's not true!" Zachary exclaimed, his voice breaking.

"WRONG!" Bima roared, and this time his fist slammed into Zachary's stomach. The air was forced from his lungs, and he fell into a coughing fit, seeing black spots dancing before his eyes. Stomach acid rose to his throat.

"This is exhausting," Bima complained, massaging his knuckles. "I don't have all night." He walked to the door and opened it. "Your turn, Malik."

Sergeant Malik entered. He wasn't physically violent, but his psychological cruelty was just as painful. He brought a small tape recorder and placed it on the table.

"I just spoke to your mother, Zachary," Malik said in a fake, gentle tone. "She's a nice woman. Very worried about you."

A small, foolish glimmer of hope flickered in Zachary's heart. His mother. Maybe she'd change her mind. Maybe she'd help him.

Malik pressed the play button. Jasmine's familiar, melodious voice filled the room.

"...yes, Detective. I... I didn't want to say this, but... Zachary has been different lately. More withdrawn. Angry. He... he's always been a little jealous of Adrian's success. I never thought it would go this far, but... oh my God, if it was him... maybe... maybe this is a cry for help..."

The recording stopped. The silence that remained was more deafening than any scream. It wasn't just betrayal. It was character assassination, carefully orchestrated by her own mother. They didn't just frame her; they painted her as a monster.

The pain from Bima's punch was nothing compared to the pain that ripped through Zachary's chest. Something inside him broke. The last ounce of hope he had held onto shattered into pieces.

"He just wanted to protect you, son," Malik said hypocritically. "By giving you a motive, his sentence could be lighter."

Zachary began to laugh. It came from deep within him, a hoarse, broken sound filled with pure desperation. He laughed until tears streamed down his bruised cheeks, until his aching stomach cramped. He laughed at the absurdity of it all. Laughed at his own lies. Laughed at his own foolishness for still hoping.

Her hysterical laughter seemed to bother the detectives more than her denials.

"Stop it!" Bima snapped, shaking Zachary's shoulder. "Stop laughing!"

But Zachary couldn't stop. It was the only thing he could do, the only outlet for the madness that now threatened to consume him.

Finally, her laughter died down to silent, soundless sobs. She just sat there, her body trembling, her world reduced to ashes and the echoes of her mother's betrayal.

They didn't get a confession that night. But they got something better. They got a broken man, whose spirit had been extinguished. In the eyes of a crooked law and a public hungry for drama, his defeated silence would look as much like guilt as guilt.

"Enough," Malik said finally. "Take him back. I think he's learned his lesson."

As the guards dragged him back to his cell, Zachary no longer felt the physical pain. He was numb. He walked the same corridors, but he was no longer the same person. Zachary the bookworm, Zachary the quiet kid, Zachary the naive son, had all died in that interrogation room.

When they threw him onto the cell floor, he didn't cower. He just lay there, staring at the grimy ceiling. The other prisoners stared at him, expecting more resistance, more entertainment. But they got nothing.

In the corner of the cell, an old man carving wood looked up for a moment. He saw the battered young man, but he also saw something else in his now empty eyes. Not defeat. Not despair. But something far colder. Something empty. Something dangerous.

It was the gaze of someone who had nothing left to lose. And in a place like prison, such a person was the one to be feared the most.
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Chapter 7: Welcome to Hell
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Hell doesn't smell like sulfur. It smells like hundreds of unwashed male bodies, stale sweat, sour fear, and cheap disinfectant that fails to mask the stench of decay, both physical and moral. That was the first smell that truly registered in Zachary's mind as he lay on the cold concrete floor of his cell. Pain was the anchor that held him to reality; every breath was a reminder of his bruised ribs, every throb in his face an echo of the brutal interrogation.

He didn't know how long he lay there. Time in prison was a strange entity, stretching and contracting like rubber. All he knew was that as the deafening lunch bell rang, someone kicked him roughly in the leg.

"Wake up, undead," growled a voice. It was Guntur, the snake-tattooed man who had led the welcome. "It's time to eat."

With difficulty, Zachary pushed himself to a sitting position, then to his feet. His entire body felt like one big bruise. He followed the stream of orange-clad bodies into the dining room, a large, noisy hall filled with tension. He picked up a tray containing what looked like gray porridge, a piece of hard bread, and a cup of water.

He tried to find an empty table in the corner, hoping to become invisible. But here, invisibility was a luxury. As he walked, someone deliberately stuck out his leg. Zachary, still having poor balance, tripped hard. His tray flew, its miserable contents spilling onto the floor with a
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