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    FOREWORD

    APRIL 11, 1865, WASHINGTON, D.C.

    For Americans, who had only recently emerged from the Civil War, a hectic period of reconstruction began. At least for some, that was the case. Officials from the Washington Police Department's homicide division, on the other hand, were trying to solve the murders of three victims who had been killed in a way they had never seen before.

    But to find the killer or killers, they had to overcome a seemingly insurmountable hurdle. There were no witnesses to the murders, no clues, and worst of all, none of the detectives believed they could solve these murders. They were all terrified. And rightly so, because they themselves might be the next victims of the killer or killers.

    These times, when soldiers were returning from the war and had an enormous pent-up desire for sex, were particularly lucrative for traffickers who knew how to turn this desire into money. As a result, the streets of Washington were teeming with street prostitutes offering their services like never before.

    Tom McGregor was just one of these pimps. Anticipating a sharp increase in demand, he had increased his capital and expected correspondingly high profits. The main reason his plan worked was that he treated the women who worked for him decently and let them keep almost half of their earnings. Because of his modesty, the prostitutes treated their clients more courteously, and so new clients kept coming.

    After discussing it with each prostitute individually and dividing up the profits made so far, Tom had said that any of them could call it a night if they wanted to. Tom was in a good mood because they had made their biggest profit yet , and he left it up to the women to decide whether to continue or not. If they wanted to continue working, they could keep the profits for themselves. Except for a few women, the rest refused and went home.

    Tom, who was looking for a quiet street corner to count the money, unfortunately didn't know that he was already being followed. His pursuer was just waiting for him to make that mistake. When Tom found a dark and quiet little alley, he quickly turned into it and stood in the corner of the building, which slightly illuminated the alley. He greedily took his wallet out of his pants pocket and began counting the money. He didn't notice his pursuer, who sneaked into the alley right after him. He was so absorbed in counting the money that he still didn't notice his pursuer approaching slowly. Just as he finished counting and was about to put the money back in his trouser pocket, he noticed his pursuer, but it was already too late.

    Tom dropped the money from his hand onto the ground and stared frozen at the pursuer standing in front of him. But as if he sensed what was coming, he didn't make a sound.

    There was only a very short distance between the man, who was wearing a mediocre suit and was about 10 cm taller than Tom, and Tom, but Tom still couldn't see his face. His cape, which was attached to the collar of his suit, was so long that it almost touched the ground. The man was wearing a top hat.

    Tom, who had recognized all this in a fraction of a second, bent his head slightly to look at the walking stick the man was carrying in his hand. At that very moment, the man raised the walking stick he was holding and stuck a sword-like blade at the end of the walking stick into Tom's chin, which he was holding forward, and pierced his head until the blade protruded completely from the top of his skull.

    Tom trembled briefly before his dead body fell into the arms of his murderer. The murderer wasted no time. He took the tools he had previously tied in a cloth around his waist, spread them out on the floor, and immediately began to work through the sequence he had roughly planned in his head.

    He took six 35 cm long steel nails from the cloth and hammered one of them into the wall of the building next to him.

    He then hollowed out the area under his victim's right shoulder with a long knife. After that, he picked up the dead body and hung the victim from the hole he had hollowed out earlier, attaching it to the nail he had just hammered into the wall.

    After fixing the victim's body, which was hanging slightly to the left, to the wall with the remaining five nails, he began to carry out the final part of his plan.

    After hanging his victim about 20 cm above the floor, he began to cut pieces from the victim's body using various tools and placed them in a bag that appeared to have been specially prepared for this purpose.

    Finally, he took a long knife and cut through the victim's neck until only the spine protruded. This completed the cutting. He began to wrap his victim in a special cloth. The cloth was ten centimeters wide, and he attached part of it to the wall with nails. He then stretched the body of his victim toward the opposite wall. When he had finished stretching it, he attached the other end of the cloth to the wall with nails and cut off the rest of the cloth.

    This ritual, which sounds so long, took him only 10 minutes to complete. After his work was done, he took three steps back and looked at his victim, who now looked like a mummy. Then he packed up all his tools and walked away slowly, knowing that he now had to implement the plan for his next victim. He couldn't afford any delays.

    At dawn, two heavily intoxicated friends stood at the corner of the alley and tried to figure out what the object that looked like a woven silk beetle actually was. They moved closer and began to examine it from left and right. When they finally pushed the cloth aside a little, they realized it was a corpse. The two friends panicked at first sight and wanted to run away, but they quickly came to their senses and decided that the only right thing to do was to inform the police. So they set off for the police station. When the one who was less drunk saw something shiny on the ground, he pretended to stumble, fell to the ground, and slipped the wallet into his pants pocket without his friend noticing. He took it as an inheritance from a deceased person. On the way to the police station, he had the opportunity to feel the wallet with his fingers, and if what he felt did not deceive him, there was a really large amount of money in it.

    The descriptions given by the two friends were very similar to those of the other three murder victims, so the police wasted no time and set off immediately. Before leaving for the crime scene, they notified the detective who was investigating these cases.

    Until the detective arrived at the scene, the police simply cordoned off the area and tried to keep the curious crowd away. Detective Jonathan from the homicide division preferred to work alone. He had solved every murder case he had investigated to the smallest detail. He was known as a strong-willed detective, but even he couldn't find any clues in these new murder cases.

    All of the murder victims had been killed as if someone were taking revenge on them, but there was no connection between the victims. However, this time the killer had left them a message . Jonathan found this message a little later while examining the victim.

    Jonathan, who removed the cloth from the body with extreme caution and saw more and more of the body, realized that the body parts that had been removed were almost identical to those of the other three murder victims. But this time there was something else that was not present in the other victims. Something fell to the floor, and that was how he found the message.

    I am only fulfilling the calling that gives me what I believe in. The more you try to track me down, the more it increases my enthusiasm for my work. You will not achieve anything more by doing so. Leave me alone. Once I have killed everyone I need to kill, I will stop. You should not waste your valuable time trying to protect ordinary people. Instead, you should try to protect what you consider valuable.

    Jonathan, who did not understand this note, thought it best to keep this message to himself until he had gathered more evidence, and carefully put the note in his pocket without anyone noticing.

    After routinely examining the body, he signaled to the police that the body could be removed. The police had a very difficult time removing the body from its restraints.

    Jonathan said he needed to take some time off and rest at home, but really he just wanted to examine the note further.

    When he got home, he ran a bath and tried for a while to concentrate on just one thing and clear his head. To be honest, he didn't succeed. No matter what he tried to think about, his thoughts kept circling and getting caught up in the note left by the killer.

    He couldn't resist any longer. He stretched out his arms, reached for his jacket, which was lying on the nearby table, took the note out of his pocket, and read it over and over again. He examined every single letter and tried to understand what the killer was trying to tell him. But no matter how he looked at it, the note seemed like nothing more than a simple threat. What he didn't understand was why someone who left no traces behind would threaten him.

    Jonathan, who had fallen asleep before nightfall, was awakened by a loud knock at the door. He jumped up in fright, but quickly calmed down and opened the door.

    The police officer at the door informed him that another body had been found and that the police captain wanted to speak to him. Only then did he think to look at his watch. He saw that it was four o'clock in the morning.

    This time, the body that had been found belonged to a member of the city council. The man had been killed in a similar manner to the previous murder victims, and the body had been tied under a carriage. Body parts had also been removed from this victim, similar to the other murder victims.

    As Jonathan examined the body, he immediately noticed that there was no difference from the other murders. And even though he wanted to tell the others about the tragic situation, he slowly shook his head.

    Jonathan watched from the sidelines as the body was taken away for further examination. As he looked out from an institution into the crowd behind the police cordon, he caught the eye of a man for a brief moment. The man immediately raised his arm and made a gesture that meant, "Can I talk to you for a moment?"

    Even though Jonathan didn't know what the man wanted from him, he walked in his direction. The man, seeing Jonathan approaching, made his way out of the crowd.

    There was only about fifty meters between them, and they were moving at the same pace. The man, who was slightly ahead, walked into the park and sat down under the first tree he saw. As Jonathan approached the man, he wondered whether he should take precautions or not.

    But Jonathan did not implement any of the measures that came to mind. Instead, he walked over to the man and sat down next to him. After a few seconds, the man leaned slightly toward Jonathan, smiled faintly, and began to speak.

    The man said, "I should introduce myself first. My name is Peter Wyss, I am delighted to meet you." He then extended his hand to Jonathan.

    Jonathan wanted to return the man's friendly gesture, shake his hand, and introduce himself, but the man said, "I know who you are and what you do for a living."

    Jonathan didn't know how this man knew him, but he didn't have to think about it for long. The man pointed to the newspaper in his hand and to the article under Jonathan's photo.

    After briefly skimming the article, Jonathan realized that it said a lot about him and his work. As Jonathan handed the newspaper back to the man, he wanted to know what the man wanted from him. But he didn't communicate this with words, but with gestures.

    Peter quickly understood and began to give Jonathan details about himself.

    "When I lost my family at a very young age, I was taken care of by the Swiss state and subsequently worked in state institutions for many years. I never complained about the work I was assigned. Most recently, I worked on the preparations for the planned Federal Charter Museum in the canton of Schwyz, and 14 years ago, I came to the land of dreams. I didn't come empty-handed. I brought them all a gift. This gift is currently in the Congress library. It is a very well-translated copy, which is located in the dangerous organizations section. This translation has been made into a book, and only highly authorized persons have access to it."

    Jonathan took advantage of a brief pause by Peter to ask, "And what does all this have to do with me?" Peter replied, "I'm not finished with my story yet." Jonathan knew he would have to be patient a little longer.

    "I was born in the canton of Lucerne, and although my family roots go back a long way in history, I am all alone in the world. Due to the many terrible disasters that befell my family, I am the last representative of the family tree. With me, the entire family will die out. You may think this is terrible. So, when a family dies out with its last representative, it may seem bad. But when you look at it from the other side, I will leave no one behind after my death. And that, in turn, gives me the freedom to think of no one but myself. But even though I have always lived with this freedom, the newspaper article gave me pause for thought, and I said to myself that if I don't share the things I know with others, then I will have closed my eyes to these terrible things. And that's why I decided to contact you."

    Jonathan, who couldn't make sense of what he was hearing, asked: "What is the connection between the murders and your contacting me? Do you know the murderer or murderers? Or do you want to give me information about the murders themselves?" Immediately after asking his questions, he realized how stupid they were, but they had been asked. Peter just smiled in response to these questions, and Jonathan agreed with him.

    "If I were a murderer, I wouldn't have come here. Besides, I don't want to give you any information about the murderer. On the contrary, I want to tell you that you will never catch this murderer. At least not alive." Peter's words were very credible, but what did Peter want from him? "If you think I'll never catch the killer, how can you help me? And besides, I was talking about the killer or killers, but you're only talking about one killer. How did you come to that conclusion?"

    "Because I am 100% sure that there is only one murderer."

    "How can you be so sure? You say the killer will never be caught. You say you can't give me any information about the killer, but you're absolutely certain that there's only one killer. How did you come to that conclusion?"

    "You're mistaken. I said I couldn't give you any information about the current murderer, but I can certainly give you information about the murders themselves. Even so, you won't catch the murderer. At least not alive."

    "And what good is that information to me?"

    "These murders are not the first of their kind. Similar murders, or as some call them, serial murders, take place all over the world and have been committed before. But historians have always managed to avoid dealing with these murder cases. And you will do the same again this time. Believe me, many years from now, no one will remember these gruesome murders."

    "And how is that supposed to happen?"

    "There are always two independent cells involved in a murder. One of these two cells consists of a group that plans attacks or social disasters to make cruel murders forgotten. These attacks ensure that the murders of these ordinary people are buried in the depths of history."

    "Why do they make sure they are forgotten, and where do they get so much information about these people?"

    "Through the art of murder."

    "What is that?"

    "This has something to do with the gift I told you about. This gift is a first-class copy of the original, and when I gave it to the Library of Congress, I made only one condition to those in authority, and that was that this testimony, which contains so much lexical information, may only be read by highly authorized persons when absolutely necessary. I already told you that earlier, didn't I? I'm getting old."

    "And what exactly does this document contain?"

    "Unfortunately, you have seen the manner in which these murders were carried out, and I can only tell you that this document lists hundreds of ways in which these murders can be committed. If one of the hundred possible ways is chosen, all murders will be committed according to that pattern. Even if the crime scenes or the manner of execution change, the body parts removed will always remain the same due to the chosen method."

    "If we have no chance of catching the killer, what course of action should we take?"

    "We could try to find out what attack is being planned to cover up these murders. Maybe they are planning something really important."

    "How are we supposed to find out?"

    "Sooner or later, they'll give us a clue."

    As the man ran his fingers through his almost gray hair after uttering this last sentence, Jonathan slipped his hand into his pants pocket. Peter noticed this immediately and asked, "You've already received the clue, haven't you?"

    "I found the note in the wrapping of the last corpse."

    "If it's not too much trouble, may I take a look at the note?"

    Peter, who looked at the note for a while, tilted his head back and said, "This time they're planning something really big. They've made an open threat."

    "Would you come with me to the Library of Congress?"

    "Unfortunately not. Unfortunately, I signed a contract stating that I would never set foot in the library again."

    "Why?"

    "Because I never wanted to see them again. But you can go there alone and look at the document. You don't need me for that."

    "And if I have questions, who do I ask?"

    "When you read through these writings, you'll see that there's nothing to ask. Just pay attention to what's written. Every method used in a murder has a reason. First, you have to figure out which method matches the body parts that were removed. Later, you'll find out why these murders were committed."

    "Is there an explanation in these writings for all murders of this kind?"

    "Yes. There is also something else about these murders that you should never forget. These individuals never murder in matters that concern them personally or for people they know. These murders are the murders of others. The murder victims certainly have something in common in their past."

    "What do you mean? We have checked the pasts of the murder victims and found not the slightest indication that they had anything to do with each other."

    "Believe me, these people and, if there are any more, the remaining murder victims undoubtedly have something in common. But if you find that commonality and try to protect the victims, it will only tempt the killer to kill more people. Even if you found the connections between these people and located the people who are yet to be killed and tried to protect them , you would only harm yourselves. Don't forget that. Unfortunately, there is no way to protect the targets."

    Jonathan, who believed everything Peter told him without reservation, thanked him for the conversation as he left and headed for the Library of Congress, where he immediately found the book in question and began reading it.

    Jonathan spent 16 hours researching the book, and in the end he found the reason why these people were killed.

    "FRAUD"

    He immediately began to reexamine the pasts of the murder victims more thoroughly for commonalities, and, as the Swiss man had told him, he found the connection between them. He then also found out about the other people connected to this crime.

    Years ago, there had been an incident between the people who had been killed and those who were yet to be killed. These friends, who worked as loan sharks, had knocked one of their accomplices unconscious after a robbery and left him behind, so he was caught and appeared to be the sole culprit. They had cut out his tongue so that he couldn't rat them out after his arrest. After his arrest, the betrayed accomplice wrote down the names of everyone involved, some of whom he drew pictures of, and betrayed them all to the police. However, because no evidence could be found against them, the police had to release them all from custody after a certain period of time. The man whose tongue they had cut out hanged himself in his prison cell in the third year of his sentence. His friends who had betrayed him tried to continue making credit deals with the money for a while. They lived in luxury, squandering their money on women and parties, but the law of nature intervened, and they were swallowed up like small fish by a bigger fish and lost all their money. After some time, they were glad to have lost all their money and luxury and not their lives. After they went bankrupt, all the friends went their separate ways and never got together again.

    Jonathan had not found the time to investigate the second half of the story he had been told. Perhaps he had not taken it particularly seriously, but this circumstance led to the event that went down in US history.

    On April 14, 1865, the President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, was killed by John Wilkes Booth with a single shot to the head, and this murder, as Peter from Switzerland had said, was the reason why all murders in history were buried. Abraham Lincoln was also the first American president to be assassinated.

    After this attack on the president, the other three people were also killed, and the serial murders finally came to an end.

    Jonathan, on the other hand, had to live with a question in his mind until the end of his life.

    "If I had investigated the events instead of the connection between the murder victims, could I have prevented this assassination?"

  
    CHAPTER ONE

    ELENA

    TODAY ... SWITZERLAND, CANTON OF LUZERN

    In order to catch the last train to Lucerne, the middle-aged woman, who looked a little tired, hurried across the platform. On the other side, she thought about how much better her life is now compared to the past.

    A few minutes after reaching her platform, her train pulled in. She boarded and, as always, made her way to her favorite seat: the seat directly opposite the first-class compartment, first window seat.

    She had always tried to be a decent person and had achieved this in many phases of her life, but at the moment her life was anything but orderly.

    She earned her living by stripping in a bar, and when she had the opportunity to be with one of the drunk guys, she earned good money on the side. Every time she thought about who was responsible for her situation, she cursed that guy. Secretly, she knew that she was largely to blame for her own misfortune, but she couldn't admit it to herself.

    Her eyes were closing from exhaustion, but she tried with all her might to fight it. As she leaned her head against the window, images from her past came flooding back.

    As the only child in her family, she had a comfortable life, and her family took great care of her. They literally read her every wish from her eyes. But whatever happened, it happened at her 23rd birthday party. There she met the boyfriend of a close friend.

    The man was of Spanish descent and had turned her head in no time. But as it turned out later, the man was more interested in her family's money than in her. And to get the money, after a few months he began to use the girl for his own purposes.

    The man's desires and needs were simply endless. The girl had to ask her family for money more and more often, which after a while led to heated family arguments.

    After two years of relationship, it finally came to a big argument, after which she had to leave home and move in with this man. Her mother suffered a heart attack, which killed her.

    At that time, she only had eyes for her lover, and even her mother's death did not matter to her. She chose her beloved and left her parents' house. After that day, she never saw her father again.

    The money in her account only lasted the couple seven months. When the money ran out, the violent arguments began. Ultimately, the man sold her to a nightclub for 100,000 francs.

    After this sale, her life turned into a nightmare. She had tried to take her own life several times, but had never succeeded. In the end, she had resigned herself to her fate and let everything go. Now she knew that she would have to do this work until the end of her life.

    The daydreams she kept falling into almost caused her to miss her stop.

    When she heard the announcement "Emmenbrücke station" over the loudspeaker, she hurriedly got up and practically threw herself out of the train.

    Because she had neglected her appearance for so long, no one really noticed her, and she waited for the stories she had seen in movies to come true.

    "One day she would meet her Prince Charming and he would rescue her from this life."

    She didn't really believe in this dream, but every now and then it was nice to think about it. Like every evening, she staggered onto the path that led to her house . She had to cross the street directly opposite the train station and walk to her house on the main street at the end of this street. The walk took about 15 minutes in total.

    As she crossed the street in front of the train station, she didn't look left or right and just thought to herself, "I hope a car hits me and ends this whole dilemma."

    After crossing the street and turning into the street opposite, a shiver ran down her spine, caused by the eerie silence in the street. But she had this oppressive feeling every time she walked down this street. She thought to herself that if someone were to be slaughtered here in the open street, no one would notice, and this thought made her shudder again. When she was halfway down the street, she turned around intuitively and saw a man slowly approaching her five meters behind her. Now she was truly afraid. She thought, "Is this the moment I've always been afraid of?"

    Then she remembered how she could find out what the man behind her intended to do. First, she slowed down and finally came to a complete stop. She took her handbag, opened it, and began rummaging through it as if she were looking for something specific.

    When the man walked past her without changing his pace, she was relieved that it wasn't what she had feared and continued on her way.

    The man who passed her suddenly stumbled and fell to the ground. Shortly afterwards, he picked himself up and began to tie his shoelace, which had caused him to stumble. The woman just smiled at this situation and walked past him with a light heart.

    It was the first time in a long time that she had smiled from the heart and not out of obligation. After she had passed the man, he got up and continued on his way, but the woman saw no reason to turn around again. The man behind her was catching up with her. The man took a cigarette out of his jacket pocket and lit it. He took a few deep drags and exhaled the smoke. When he reached the woman, he reached out and touched her lightly on the shoulder, causing her to turn around. As soon as she turned around, she saw the man's face for the first time. He was wearing a hat, but she had no opportunity to react to him.

    As soon as the woman turned to him, the man pressed his cigarette into her face and covered her mouth. Before the woman felt the pain, she fainted from the powerful blow to her head.

    The man dragged the unconscious woman by her hair to his car in front of the park, threw her hastily into the trunk, and drove away quickly.

    After a five-minute drive, the car stopped in front of a beautiful three-story villa. He opened the garage door and drove in. He got out, went to the woman in the trunk, and pressed a handkerchief to her nose. The smell of chloroform emanating from the handkerchief ensured that the woman remained unconscious for another hour. Later, the man closed the garage door. He then took the woman out of the trunk and dragged her to the service elevator. After considerable effort, he managed to squeeze the woman into the elevator. Later, he went to the top floor and pressed the button to call the elevator, which reached down to the floor in a closet.

    After the elevator arrived at the top, he took the woman out and stripped her down to her underwear.

    As he undressed her, he noticed the old scars and healed cuts, as well as the more recent bruises, but he was sure that he was not responsible for these wounds.

    After taking the handcuffs from the table in the corner, he cuffed the woman's hands and attached the handcuffs to the hook of the electric hoist attached to the ceiling. Later, he went back to the table in the corner, picked up the crane's remote control, and lifted the woman up until her feet were about two inches off the ground. He then taped the woman's mouth shut and left the room.

    First, he went to the kitchen, where he opened the refrigerator and emptied one compartment completely. Then he took out some snacks and went into the living room with them. He was extremely calm and knew what he was doing, or at least he gave that impression.

    He put the snacks on the table. Then he turned to his bookcase, which contained hundreds of books. He took some books from the top shelf and pulled out some folders that were hidden behind the books. Then he put the books back neatly on the shelf.

    He sat down in the armchair with these folders and began to search through them. Finally, he pulled out one folder and placed the rest on the table. The folder in his hand had the name Elena Vogel written on it in pink pen.

    After setting this folder aside, he took the snacks and began to eat them. When he had finished eating, he put the remaining folders back in their place and went back to the woman who, according to the name on the folder, was called Elena.

    After entering the room, he took a chair and placed it so that he could sit directly opposite the woman. Then he took the remote control for the lifting device and pressed the button to lower it. Now the bound woman could stand on her feet. He then chained the woman's feet and attached them to a hook on the floor. This meant that the woman could only move within a limited circle.

    After he had completed the last restraint, he took his black hooded cloak out of the closet next to the door, put it on so that the hood shrouded his face in shadow, sat down on the chair opposite Elena , and began to wait for the woman to wake up, which she did after ten to fifteen minutes.

    The man watched the helpless woman as she turned left and right, trying to come to her senses, without showing the slightest emotion. But he didn't seem to enjoy the sight either.

    When Elena came to enough to understand the situation she was in, her first reaction was to stretch to loosen her now numb arms, which were tied above her and hanging in the air. It didn't take her long to realize that this was not possible. With every passing second, she became more and more conscious and finally realized the situation she was in. Eventually, her gaze fell on the dark figure sitting in front of her, but because this shadow did not move, she thought for a moment that it was just her imagination. Nevertheless, she continued to look at this figure with a pleading gaze.

    With each passing moment, she became more and more conscious, but with that came increasing pain that spread from her arms throughout her entire body.

    The more she came to, the closer she was to passing out again. Suddenly, she heard a booming sound in her mind that sounded like a machine. It didn't take long for her to realize that this was not her imagination, because the electric lifting device was activated and her arms were slowly lowered.

    When her hands were at chest level, the crane stopped, and she knew her hopes were in vain. But even this position gave her some relief in her arms. If she had been able to speak, she might even have thanked the figure in front of her, but the words simply wouldn't come out. She didn't understand why she couldn't speak. Was it perhaps fear that was constricting her throat? Or was she unable to speak or scream because she was frozen with fear in the face of what awaited her? She still hadn't realized that she was gagged.

    Whichever answer was correct, it no longer mattered to her. The shadowy figure had finally moved, standing up and coming toward her. Despite her pain and the damnable predicament she found herself in, she narrowed her eyes for a moment and tried to make out the figure's face. But the closer the figure came, the darker it became instead of getting lighter. The lights set up at the back were positioned in such a way that the figure remained in darkness, especially at the front.

    
      The only thing she could see were the pair of black gloves that had appeared to attach a few chains to the side of her handcuffs. The rest of the person's body in front of her was covered by a cloak down to the floor. She only saw the gloves until they had attached the chains to the handcuffs and cut the chain between the handcuffs with chain cutters. Then the  
      shadow
       went  back to his chair and sat down. Elena's hands fell to her sides, blood rushing to her fingertips, causing a violent tingling sensation. This situation did not last long, because her arms were pulled up again. Two chains were attached to the lifting device hanging from the ceiling, which in turn, like the two remaining chains, were attached to the handcuffs, which now lay around her wrists like two bracelets.
    

    Now two cranes were working simultaneously. They pulled her arms behind her body, and the second crane served as a support so that she could remain in this backward-stretched position. Elena was stretched until she hung in the air as if crucified.

    
      When the woman had reached the desired position, the  
      shadow
       put  the remote controls for the two cranes back on the table and lost himself for a moment in the sight of the woman hanging in front of him in her underwear.
    

    
      If one ignored the scars and bruises, Elena had a truly attractive body. But it was not clear whether the  
      shadow 
      was lost in the sight of the body or thinking more about the things he would soon do to it.
    

    Elena, meanwhile, struggled with the lump in her throat, but her face did not have a pleading, death-filled expression. Rather, it had a questioning look.

    
      The  
      shadow
      , now feeling that it had looked at its prey long enough, stood up and walked to a cabinet at the back of the room. The man was so familiar with the contents of the cabinet, which consisted of countless crammed shelves, that he immediately grabbed what he was looking for and closed the cabinet door again.
    

    He placed the object, which looked like an old leather bag, on the table, opened the button, and unfolded the bag sideways on the table. With each fold, shiny and sparkling metal tools came into view. Even though the bag in which they were stored appeared very old, the gleam of the tools made it clear that they were new. Their aesthetics and shapes suggested that they were handmade.

    
      Once the round bag was fully unfolded, the  
      shadow
        turned calmly and very slowly toward Elena and looked at her again. Then he picked up a pair of thin, hard scissors and approached the woman.
    

    The slowness of his movement made it clear that he was in no hurry, and this indicated that a very long torture was about to begin.

    It took almost half a minute for the man to cover the two meters to Elena, but to Elena it seemed like an eternity.

    Even though he had been reluctant to look Elena in the face until now, when he was close to her, he lifted his head for a brief moment to look at her face. Elena knew that this was her last chance to see her attacker's face, but she was mistaken. The hood of his cloak still cast a long shadow over his face. The professionally positioned lamps also served their purpose , so that his face was never visible. Elena now remembered that she had noticed the lamps before.

    After looking her briefly in the eyes, he bent his head forward again to begin his work. He raised the scissors he was holding to the level of Elena's breasts. He was still moving very slowly.

    
      First, he cut through her bra, revealing her breasts. The sight that now presented itself to him caused the  
      shadow
       to  move even more slowly.
    

    
      There were bruises even on Elena's breasts, and the  
      shadow 
      briefly wondered what kind of monster had inflicted such injuries on her in the name of "love." But shortly thereafter, he pulled himself together and guided the scissors to her nipples. He felt the need to use his left hand to help him.
    

    While his left hand held the nipple, he guided the scissors precisely to the base. In stark contrast to his slow movements before, he removed the nipple from her breast in a flash and threw it into the small bag hanging from his left wrist with a very quick movement.

    After doing the same with the other nipple, he took a few steps back to get a better look at Elena's expression. The woman's face showed nothing but bewilderment. She had not made a sound during the amputation, but tears were streaming down her face. It was impossible to tell whether these were tears of pain or some other emotion.

    After the man had taken a few steps back, Elena bowed her head slightly. After a few seconds, she raised it again and said, without regard for her tears, "Shouldn't you at least tell me why you're doing this to me?" Then she lowered her head again. Had she really asked that? Or had she just thought it? She didn't know. She was experiencing a flood of emotions that were overwhelming her. While she was in excruciating pain on the one hand, on the other hand she couldn't tell if this was reality or just a bad dream. As she wavered between reality and imagination, she noticed the skin around her mouth moving upward in waves. Only then did she realize that her mouth was taped shut. So she had only asked the question in her head. But now that her mouth was free, she asked the question again in a soft tone.

    "Shouldn't you at least tell me why you're doing this to me?"

    Two minutes had passed since she asked the question, and Elena was still looking at the floor when she felt a finger under her chin lift her head. Elena didn't react, but when she raised her head and read the two words on the note held very close to her face, she shook her head to show that she didn't understand.

    "FOR REVENGE."

    "Revenge for what? Looking back on my life, I have a lot to be vengeful about. What are you talking about?" Elena did not say these words in a sentimental tone, but rather in a defiant one, and she expected an answer to this question with all her human and sincere feelings.

    
      The  
      shadow
      , who was now standing at the table selecting another tool, did not appear to want to answer her question. Finally, he picked up another cutting tool and approached Elena again. Then he began to speak again. His voice was so frightening and unusual that it was impossible to tell whether it was the voice of a woman or a man. The voice sounded like an electrical device that was about to break down.
    

    "The situation you are in right now has nothing to do with what I am about to do to you. You are the only one responsible for this situation..."

    Elena suddenly knew that this was true, and once again she felt a pain that was a thousand times more intense than anyone could see.

    "...I am only taking revenge for the pain you caused, or rather, the part you played in causing."

    
      Upon hearing this last sentence, Elena tried to think about her past, but what always happened when she tried that happened again. Her thoughts focused solely on this cursed guy, and she vehemently refused to think back on beautiful experiences. For a moment, she wanted to give in to her inner urge and shout out all the swear words she knew, but she lived out this explosion inside herself, and the only thing she showed were a few more tears running down her face. But the  
      shadow 
      had no intention of looking her in the eye again; he was focused on his work and revealed his dark deeds.
    

    When Elena felt a pain in her ear, the man had almost cut off half of it, but she felt it was almost just a scratch.

    "You're portraying all opponents of alcohol and drugs as liars. If someone else were in your place, they would have been shouting at the top of their lungs by now, but you're standing there as if nothing were happening. I think you have all the alcohol and drugs in your blood to thank for that."

    
      While Elena was busy with her ear, she could  only respond to the  
      shadow 
      with half-hearted irony.
    

    "This ear is a little busy right now, could you speak to the other ear?"

    This response at least elicited a hissing smile from the shadow, and before he replied, he turned to the other ear.

    
      As the other ear was severed, Elena felt pain throughout her body, and her short, quiet screams became more and more intense. Every time she screamed, the  
      shadow
       was  rewarded for his work, and it satisfied him more and more, and the more satisfied he became, the more his tongue loosened.
    

    "Yes, that's good... Pull yourself together. Earlier, I felt like a butcher, and that's annoying. I already felt like I was working on a decapitated and skinned cow. This way, you're much more human. It's good that you've come to your senses and aren't just hanging there like a pile of meat, even if most people treat you that way. I know the depths of your soul."

    His last sentence was followed by another quiet, hissing smile, but Elena had only a short answer to all of this.

    "If you don't think I'm a pile of meat, or at least don't want to see me that way, why are you messing with my flesh? You're like a butcher gutting a lamb."

    "I wish you would think of me as a hyena rather than a butcher."

    "Why?"

    "I cut your flesh without paying attention to the pain, cutting you into pieces. That's what hyenas do. They don't kill their victims to eat them right away. Most of the time, they start eating their prey while it is still alive, and the sounds the animals make in pain are not considered disturbing; on the contrary, they are rather appetizing."

    Elena now knew what she had to do. To satisfy the perpetrator, she had to suffer as much pain as possible. And it was quite clear that this dismemberment of her body would take a very long time. What she didn't know was how much resistance she could muster against pain.

    After thinking about it for a while, she realized that it wasn't difficult to guess. She had been subjected to mental and physical cruelty for years, but both her mind and body had been able to defend themselves against it. She knew that she would now pay for this resistance with far greater pain and the dismemberment of her body.

    
      Hoping to tell her what she couldn't remember about her past, she spoke to  
      the shadow, 
      who was standing at the table again, selecting a new tool.
    

    "Couldn't you help me remember what you're taking revenge for now?"

    "Why don't you try to figure it out yourself?"

    "I've tried, but I can't think of anything. All these bad memories of that damn guy prevent me from thinking back any further than him."

    "I'm not going to tell you... But the fact that I'm not telling you has nothing to do with what I'm doing to you right now. We both know you won't escape from here, but even so, I don't want to help you remember..."

    He interrupted the conversation and turned back to his tools on the table, but Elena didn't let up.

    "Why not? Even execution victims are granted their last wish. I just want a simple memory."

    "I don't want you to remember because if you knew why you were here, you might start laughing again, like you did back then. But if you knew everything that happened after your laughter, you would know that you deserve all of this, and I am here to make that clear to you. From now on, you should not speak. Or I will have to tape your mouth shut again."

    Elena was now awake and had suffered enough pain to know that she had to take this warning seriously.

    
      The  
      shadow, 
      on the other hand, had chosen a new torture device and was coming closer again. The closer he came, the clearer the large scissors he now held in his hand became.
    

    Elena, who knew full well that she was about to be tortured, couldn't help but wonder which part of her body was going to be cut off. She could imagine, for better or worse, what such large scissors could be used for. These scissors looked like oversized poultry shears, but they seemed much more robust.

    
      The  
      shadow 
      now standing in front of her took her left hand as if he didn't want her to have too much time to think about it and started with her little finger. With a very skillful movement, he severed the finger at the base of her hand.
    

    He put the finger in his bag, as he had done with the other severed body parts, but before moving on to the other fingers, he took a first aid kit out of his cloak and bandaged the amputation site. Elena, who bit her tongue to keep from screaming, tried to figure out why he was doing this. Why was he cutting her to pieces on one side and then treating her right away?

    As if he had read her thoughts, the shadow raised his head and looked at her briefly. He immediately answered her question and hid behind an excuse.

    "If you die before you've suffered enough, I wouldn't have done my job properly. To do that, I have to take away everything I take from you while you're alive. I can't let you bleed to death. You have to suffer the necessary pain... At least the pain that was suffered because of you, or at least something close to that pain."

    Elena thought only that she would do anything to know what he was talking about, but he had already said that he would not tell her and warned her not to speak anymore. So, at least for this time, she refrained from asking him about it again.

    
      The  
      shadow
      , who had now finished applying the bandage, calmly turned his attention to the other hand. He performed the same procedure on this hand and cut through the little finger with the finesse of a butcher.
    

    This time, even biting her tongue didn't help Elena. This time, a bloodcurdling scream escaped her throat and echoed through the room, but this only seemed to shock normal people.

    
      The  
      shadow 
      looked at her face once more, as if seeking approval for his work. At that very moment, tears ran down Elena's face.
    

    
      The  
      shadow 
      took the tears as a reward for his good work, smiled maliciously, and immediately set about treating the amputation site, but Elena looked at him as if to tell him that these tears were caused more by other feelings than by pain. But this  meant nothing to the  
      shadow
      . He was so focused that everything was understood as he understood it.
    

    If he believed that these were tears of pain, then there was no one who could convince him otherwise.

    
      Towards the end of this finger amputation process, which took about two hours including the bandaging, Elena kept losing consciousness. But the  
      shadow
      , who wanted to enjoy her pain, woke her up again before each finger cut. When her last finger was cut off, Elena let out a short scream, but before she had finished screaming, she fainted again.
    

    In addition to the bandages that were applied to each severed finger, the entire hand was bandaged again at the end. Her hands now looked like a boxer's bandaged hands before putting on boxing gloves, but the only bitter difference was that Elena no longer had fingers with which to make a fist.

    
      This powerlessness, which seemed like an eternity to Elena, had actually only lasted five minutes. So short that the  
      Schat ten 
      hadn't even finished choosing his next tool.
    

    When Elena came to, the first thing she felt was the violent throbbing that spread from her hands to her arms. But the throbbing decreased the higher it rose. The greatest pain was at the stumps where her fingers had been, and sometimes it felt like intense pressure.

    Elena, who suddenly pretended to have completely lost herself, tried to move as if she wanted to break free from her chains. She knew this was impossible, but she wanted to show that she was tired of waiting like an animal for slaughter. Perhaps she also wanted to anger her opponent and make him kill her right away. But these efforts made little impression on the shadow. He was only busy choosing a new tool from the table, and when he finally had a new one, he turned around and ran towards Elena again. What some people call an adrenaline rush occurred at that very moment. Elena began to struggle wildly. She screamed at the top of her lungs and cursed her opponent, the words coming out of her mouth like a volley.
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