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Prologue

He preferred them anonymous. Names invited sorrow. Names made it personal. But Hans thought the real power was in the erasure—making people into echoes.

At the camp, his victims disappeared like dew on stone, their names plucked, their memories crushed under the boots of indifference. The names, the letters, the pleading faces — it all melted away into the void that Hans so adored. He walked among them not as a man, but like a void, a shape in the smoke, impervious to grief, untouched by time.

He didn’t kill out of rage. That would imply a sentiment, an affliction he had seared from his soul long ago. Pity was not in him, anger, nor joy. His was cruelty of the calm kind, the silence between gears. People were swallowed up in his presence. people ceased to exist. Not just in body. In record. In remembrance.

He found beauty in that silence.

Killing was never the goal. It was too vulgar, too definitive. Anyone could kill. But erasure—true erasure—required precision. It required a process. To reduce a man to dust who had left no mark, no wound, no ripple in history’s pool—that was an art.

Hans did not enjoy the kill he liked the aftermath.

The stillness.

The purity of a space emptied of history.

No papers. No photographs. No stories. No one to say their name. Nothing but the soft murmur of space.

Death is the last efficiency, Hans thought. But erasure... erasure is perfection.

That night, he stood in the archival room — what was left of it. Mice ate what war didn’t scorch. Water-stained ledgers curled like dying leaves. Old, frail photographs dissolved at the edges. He picked up one, a frozen child, her face full of laughter, eyes open and innocent in a life not yet lived.

He crushed it between his gloved fingers.

Ash and silence.

A perfect world, Hans believed, was not one without death—it was one where no trace of the dead remained.  History was a contamination. Memory, a disease. The future was the domain of those without past lives, past sins. He considered himself a surgeon of society, cutting out the infection. No, the world wouldn’t thank him. But it would be cleaner.

And, one day, when they tried to look back, they would find nothing.

No records.

No graves.

No names.

Only a shadow.

Only him.

A whisper that could not be traced. A void that could not be mapped.

He did not view himself as evil. Evil requires belief. And Hans believed in nothing. That was the secret. At the heart of his existence, that holy wound. Where others constructed cathedrals of belief, he erected silence. He was not a man of ideology. He was not a man at all.

He was the subtraction.

The subtraction made of flesh.

They would not discover his fingerprints on the blade, nor his brand in the records. He would be the ghost at the door, the footstep after the scream, the breath that fogged no mirror.

He would be the last to vanish.

And once he did — So would the truth.

 


 

CHAPTER 1

The Boy in the Shadows

The air was heavy and pallid, much like the relentless gloom that enveloped the town like a shroud. It was a town born of dust and despair, set in the shadow of towering factories that constantly spewed acrid smoke into a sky caked with grime. This was Hans’s universe, a world drawn in grays, peppered with the sharp, brutal colors of violent conflict. Poverty was not something you had like an illness or a set of clothes you were wearing; it was a living, breathing animal that followed you, that lived with you, that made you feel like a ghost if you turned away from about yourself to survive. Among those children was a little boy with piercing, tiny eyes and ancient knowing: Hans. He was a shadow, a ghost, slipping along the lanes and deserted corners of the town, unnecessary in the margins of a world that could not find a use for him. His apartment, for want of a better word, was a squalid, musty hole, with damp patches on the walls, and the smell of stale bread and hopelessness in the air. His father, a shattered man bowed low by unceasing work and the regime’s iron hand, was a remote figure whose presence in his life was more shadow than solace. His mother, ground down by privation and repeated abuse, provided little comfort; her own scars were too raw to respond to another’s.

The town was a character in Hans’s practice, a cruel and unyielding character not dissimilar from a human villain. The cobbled, rolling streets were fraught with danger; darkness was riddled with fears, tangible and imagined. The fear that was always there seemed almost to be a creature, an icy reminder murmuring warnings in the leaves and the creak of old buildings. Once there, the regime made its presence felt everywhere; its iron claws seemed to reach out and tighten by the day. The ubiquitous posters of the idealized citizens and fatherland only taunted the suffering around him.

The abuse was so insidious, it started in very small ways. A push here, a taunt over there, the everyday cruelty of older boys who enjoyed bullying littler, weaker ones. Hans, then reticent and solitary, had become a target. He was jostled and shoved, his few modest possessions stolen, his slight frame serving as a screen for their bestial fancies. His quiet response, perceived by many as a sign of weakness, further fueled the onslaughts. It was not only physical violence; it was a ceaseless psychological siege, wearing down his self-esteem and undermining his sense of safety.

The taunts were as cutting as slivers of glass. He was called names that cut deeper than any fist, names that echoed the poverty and despair of his existence. He was haunted by that every day, how he was insignificant, how he was worthless in a world that demanded nothing but strength, subservience, and obedience. These weren’t individual attacks; they formed an unceasing pattern, a horror movement, an atrocity composition that was replayed every day of his life, that formed his idea of himself and the world he lived in.

One particularly vivid memory stands out, etched in his mind like a brand. A group of older boys, their faces twisted in expressions of malevolence, cornered him in a dark alley. They beat him savagely, their fists raining down on his small frame, their kicks sending jolts of pain through his body. The cold, hard stones of the alleyway were his only comfort, a cold, unyielding surface that provided a stark contrast to the burning pain that wracked his body. The memory of the fear, the sheer terror that filled him, would remain a constant companion, a chilling reminder of his vulnerability. He would never forget the fear, the absolute terror that had consumed him, a silent reproof of his helplessness. The darkness that had been his refuge became his prison. The backstreets, once a place of solace, now echoed with the sound of his own fear, the ghostly whispers of his tormentors always seeming to linger nearby. He learned to navigate these shadowy spaces, to anticipate the violence, to brace himself for the inevitable blows. Survival became a skill honed through constant, agonizing experience.

But even in the throes of this despair, there were flickers of grace. A crust of bread from an old woman, as poor as himself. A brief kind nod from a shopkeeper, who on especially hot days would sometimes hand him a glass of water. These tiny snippets of human kindness, few and far between though they may be, shone through the overwhelming void as bright spots that, yes, human kindness still existed in this savage, terrible world. Little sparks of compassion and hope, but sparks that would—after the gathering darkness of his own awful transformation—try to flicker into light once more. The violence wasn't just confined to the streets. Home was no sanctuary. And his own family, burdened with poverty and despair, added to his suffering. The cruel words, the blows that sting, the long periods of neglect only served to weaken his already shattered volition. Left to fall into ruin after his departure, the decaying walls of his household seemed but a reflection of his own crumbling mind. There was no exit, no relief from the relentless brutality, physical and emotional. At every turn, the regime had an iron grip on their lives, instilling an atmosphere of fear and mistrust. There was no point in reporting mistreatment; the officials were accomplice in the misery, each indifference in its own way more pressing than the burden of poverty. The machine was stacked against him, a ruthless contrivance to crush the handicapped and defenseless.

And still, in all that overwhelming misery, a flame of courage was burning within him, a scarcely perceptible, but indomitable refusal to yield to the flood of barbarism. This wasn’t something Hans had decided to do; it was more of an instinctive survival strategy, a desperate grasping at identity in the face of annihilation. He would steal now and then not because he was wicked at heart, but because he had a family to feed. This little act of rebellion would ultimately play a crucial part of his metamorphosis from prey to predator. The boy in the shadows was learning how to endure: not to fit in, but to blend in, to see the shadows as his home. He was being schooled in a brutal, unforgiving academy, where compassion was a weakness, and survival demanded a cold, hard heart. He was growing into something he never wanted to be, something that the world had made him into, a product of the systemic violence that had enveloped his early life. The seeds of hatred were beginning to germinate, Watered by the continued misery and injustice he suffered. The world had only ever given him the darkness; he was learning to own it. The path to the horrors that lay ahead was being laid, stone by excruciating stone, in the shadows of that bleak, desperate town.

The alleys were his classroom, a unforgiving academy where the curriculum was survival, and the teachers were the brutal realities of his existence. Each day brought a new lesson in violence, a fresh demonstration of the world’s indifference to his suffering. The casual cruelty of the older boys, once sporadic, became a relentless barrage. They no longer just stole his scraps; they systematically targeted him, their attacks escalating in both frequency and ferocity. The beatings were harsher, the taunts more cruel, meant to destroy him, to crush his spirit. And he developed a sixth sense for where they would be, almost like a hunted animal can feel where its predator might be at any given time. His instinct quickened, his reflexes grew more supple, more elusive. That was how he learned how to disappear, how to fade away — into the shadows. His silence, which used to be a shield, became a weapon. He watched, he listened, he memorized the shape of their cruelty, the rhythms of their predictable aggression. He started to see through them, how they could become weak, how they could become afraid. Such knowledge was hardly dignifying: it was a bitter fruit from the poisoned tree of his deprivation. He learned to fight, slow and measured; not with strength, for he had none, but with guile, with ambush. A blow here, a stoning there, all became unpredictable blows--these were the weapons of his rebellion, his one impossible defense. These acts of self-defense, originally reactionary, had begun to mutate into something more sinister, something more premeditated. But the early terror that drove him to kill gave way to something more chilling. The pleasure of making someone else suffer, even in an act of self-defense, was a horrible discovery, an awful glimpse of the blackness of his own lurking power and heat. It was a horrifying realization - he found a power in himself, an ability to be vicious that he never even knew he had.

The hatred grew; it was a cancer nurtured upon the years of pain and outrage. It was not anger, it was hatred, a venom that seethed through his bloodstream poisoning his mind and energizing him to action. That hatred wasn’t for certain people—rather, it was a general seething at the system, at the atmosphere, at the society that had consigned him to a life of misery. It was a hatred of the authority figures who’d turned a blind eye to what happened to him, of the grown-ups who hadn’t protected him, of a world that had only showed him darkness. He was coming to see violence as not only a means of survival but as an instrument, a weapon that could be used against those who had done him wrong.

His solitude was heightened by the dreariness of what was around him. The grey, smoggy skies reflected the desolation in his heart. The factories, with their relentless churning and belching smoke, became symbols of the system that crushed him, conspired against him, and their shadows concealed the lurking dangers of the streets. He was a solitary figure in a world devoid of warmth, affection, or compassion. His only companions were the shadows and the echoes of his own pain.

He was there alone, with nothing but the shadows and the echoes of his pain. His increasing cynicism was apparent in his interactions with the world. Those paltry acts of kindness were drowned in an ocean of cruelty. He started to distrust any attempt at empathy, any offer of help. The world taught him that compassion was vulnerability and vulnerability was simply weakness, especially in a world where dangers lurked at every turn to prey on weakness, fed on it, and used it against you.

One particularly savage episode in his progression comes to mind, a turning point in his fall. Trapped a second time by his pursuers, outnumbered and outmatched, he struck back with energy that shocked even him. He wasn’t fighting to stay alive, he was fighting to cause pain, to make them feel some of the same agony he’d endured for so long. He attacked fueled by his own past terror, his fear becoming a weapon. He left them bleeding and whimpering in the alleyway, a chilling testament to the darkness that was consuming him.

The terror that used to freeze him now consumed him like potent fuel. He used it to fortify himself, to hone his instincts, to transform himself into something leaner, something meaner. He even developed a preternatural sense of danger, detecting threats before they emerged. His body turned into a fine-tuned machine, able to move quickly and exactly. He learned to keep the fear in check, to use it, to turn it into an icy, measured aggression. He stopped wincing at the sound of footsteps coming toward him. He wasn’t hiding in the dark, anymore. He began to manipulate the shadows. He turned into a ghost, a phantom that walked down the street unheard, unseen. He was a hunter; he preyed in the dark; and those he hunted were the weaker, the defenseless, the helpless people who, like he had, fumbled in the dark streets, the alleyways of the shadowy city. His world fraught with terror had turned into the hunting ground. He was no longer simply a victim; he had turned into a predator.

He became a master of deception, learning to mimic innocence, to feign vulnerability, to lure his victims into a false sense of security. The cruelty he had endured had taught him to anticipate the weaknesses of others, to exploit their vulnerabilities, to identify their fear. He used this knowledge to manipulate them, to control them, to break them down. The boy who had once been hunted was now hunting others, driven by a deep-seated desire for revenge, a need to inflict the same pain he had suffered.

The seeds of resentment, planted in the fertile ground of his suffering, had sprouted, grown into a twisted vine that choked all vestiges of compassion within him. Now the system that had cast him into darkness would pay. His path was no longer one of survival, but of retribution. The boy in the shadows was gone, replaced by something far more dangerous, something far more terrifying – a harbinger of the brutal horrors to come. The transformation was complete. The victim had become the slayer. The path from the alleyways to the concentration camp was now clear. The groundwork for the unimaginable atrocities he would later commit had been laid in these grim, unforgiving streets, paved with the stones of his suffering and cemented with the cold, hard reality of his self-forged destiny.

The winter was unexpectedly moderate. A light dusting of snow crowned the rooftops, hanging tentatively from the lip of the dilapidated buildings- a kiss of an uncertain embrace. It was the first time that the ceaseless assault of violence had abated. His normal captors, a feral band of boys who governed the alleys, had curiously disappeared. Their absence wasn't a complete silence, rather a shift in the cacophony of the city, a subtle change in the rhythm of fear that had become his constant companion.

The respite was unsettling. The quiet was heavy, charged with an unspoken threat that felt almost worse than the overt violence. He ventured further from the familiar shadows, exploring parts of the city he usually avoided. The hush was thick — it was a meaningful silence, a quite-before-the-storm, something foreboding. He ventured out further from the known shadow, through territory he usually avoided. He stumbled upon a small forgotten park, a thin blade of green in the midst of grey industrial sprawl. The trees were naked, angry blisters of wood against the sky that showed the heavy fingers of winter, but there was a stillness, a hush that was almost calming. It was here that he met him, among the bony branches and the decay of the leaves. A boy about his own age, staring at him with wide, innocent eyes and a mop of unruly brown hair sticking out from beneath a battered cap. He was alone, crouching beside a small, makeshift snow fort, constructing it by hand, with small, gloved hands. He was not like the other boys; there was no malice in his eyes, no trace of the dangerous spark that Hans now knew and dreaded.

Hesitantly, Hans approached. The boy glanced up, caught off-guard, but there was no fear in his gaze, only interest. They didn't speak at first; language seemed superfluous. They shared a silent understanding, a common language born from the shared isolation and harsh realities of their surroundings. Hans found himself assisting the boy in erecting his fortress, his work-hardened hands surprisingly tender as he molded the snow into walls and a compact roof. It was a gesture of nearly unimaginable tenderness, and an echo of the brutality that had marked his life.

They had spent the whole afternoon in each other’s company, holding a delicate truce in the middle of a war. The boy, named Josef, offered his meager lunch – a crust of bread and a single, frozen apple. They conversed in low voices, telling stories of their lives; their words were well weighed, the tone unaccented, as if they were afraid of shattering the frail quiet. Josef talked about his dreams of becoming a carpenter, his eyes shining with a hope that Hans had almost forgotten existed. For the first time in years, Hans felt a glimmer of hope, a fragile spark igniting in the desolate landscape of his soul. It was a dangerous feeling, a vulnerability that made him uneasy, a fragility he had long since buried beneath layers of hardened cynicism. Josef spoke of the warmth of his family, a warmth that was a stark contrast to the chilling emptiness of Hans's own life. It was a warmth that threatened to melt the ice that had imprisoned his heart, a warmth that felt both terrifying and exhilarating.

The feeling, however, was fleeting. The impression of peace was as transitory as it had been fleeting. The next day, Josef was gone. Hans had looked for him, Hans searched for him, desperately calling his name through the echoing alleyways but he had disappeared. The park, once a sanctuary, seemed colder, more desolate. The momentary connection, the delicate trust they had formed, vanished like morning mist.

The silence, heavier than ever, came again. The absence of Josef's presence left a void, a gaping hole where a fleeting sense of hope had existed. The memory of his innocent gaze, his hopeful dreams, became a cruel mockery, a reminder of the harsh realities of his world. The world, he realized, offered no reprieve, no respite from the relentless cruelty that defined it. Those innocent eyes, that hopeful smile, were now a cruel joke, a reminder of what he has, what he couldn't have. There was no escape, he understood, nowhere on earth was spared from the pound of flesh it inflicted. His earlier act of kindness, the unexpected tenderness he had shown, only served to amplify his sense of loss, his despair. The fragility of that connection, the ease with which it was broken, underscored the brutal indifference of his surroundings. It was a ruthless lesson, a grim reminder that compassion was a dangerous weakness, a vulnerability that could easily be exploited, that could lead to further suffering.

Hans fell back into his old patterns, retreating into the familiar darkness of the alleyways, his senses honed, his instincts sharpened. His heart, once briefly warmed by a flicker of hope, was now encased in a thicker layer of ice. Josef was a ghost, a memory, a soul-crushing phantom of what he could have been, of what he could never be. The experience only bolstered his belief that the world was a cruel and unrelenting place, a place where kindness was a foolish illusion, and that only strength, only ruthlessness, was the power by which one could endure.

The temporary respite had only made him see how dark it was going to be. It made the frailty of hope vivid, the uncertainty of human connection in a world stained with terror. The recollection of Josef’s innocent gaze, his trust in a kinder world, was a chilling testament to the cruelty that would mark Hans' life, and, in the end, mark him for death. It was a cruel lesson, the glimpse of warmth in those people was an anomaly, a deadly diversion from the chill he was used to. In the world there was no comfort, no sanctuary from the dark.

The following weeks saw a return to the grim routine. The relentless hunger gnawed at him; the constant threat of violence loomed. The city, with its cacophony of sounds and its chilling indifference, pressed in on him. The brief interlude of peace had served only to sharpen the edge of his despair, to make the darkness even more profound. The fleeting hope, like a fragile butterfly, had been crushed beneath the weight of reality.

The faces of his tormentors returned, and with them, the relentless cycle of brutality and suffering. He was back in the shadows, his movements fluid, his senses sharp. The lessons he learned in the alleyways were reinforced; his self-preservation instincts honed to a deadly edge. The brief glimpse of hope, the fragile connection with Josef, served as a stark reminder of the harsh realities he faced. The kindness he had shown, the empathy he had momentarily allowed himself to feel, were now replaced by a deeper cynicism, a more profound hatred.

He had returned to his original position, but something was different. The seeds had been planted, of anger, of bitterness. The brief, near fatal encounter with Josef had been the catalyst, strengthening his resolve and reaffirming his belief that in a world gone mad only the strong and the ruthless would prevail. The temporary heat cooled, and in its place was nothing but cold determination and a longing for revenge. The boy in the shadows was back, and he was back for vengeance, more ruthless, more lethal, with his path now enshrouded in the broken pieces of his misery, and his future as dark and desolate as the city that had molded him. The alleys were his classroom once more with lessons in the harsh art of survival.

The way to the horrors to come were now sealed, its foundation made to the cold depths of winter, among the ghosts of hope and the pain of despair. A harsh wind cut through the dead training fields, and it was not unlike the chilling hold of terror that squeezed Hans's chest. Shivering in line, one of thousands of other wretched men just like himself, each a duplicate of his haunted past. Boots on frozen dirt beat out one measure after another, a steady rhythm that pounded the truth into him. This was not the forgotten park, the refuge of quick warmth and transient hope. This was a crucible, a means to shape men into instruments of the state’s will.

There, the recruiters had spotted him in the alleyways and lured him with a siren call of power and purpose amid endless squalor. They talked about discipline, about community, about a future in which his past would serve as a wellspring of strength, not shame. They promised food, shelter, a uniform – far removed from the gnawing hunger and chilling vulnerability that had been his constant companions. It was a gamble, a desperate leap into the unknown, powered by a surging cocktail of resentment and desperation. He had traded one form of servitude for another, but this time, he felt a perverse sense of agency. This time, the power dynamic, he hoped, would be in his favor.

The training was punishing, an assault on the body and mind. Every day started before dawn and involved a punishing blur of physical exertion and ideological indoctrination that strained them to the point of collapse. Lack of sleep was the norm; food was a small reward for full obedience. The trainers were sadistic icons, the incredible inhumanity evident in their chilling faces. They delighted in causing pain, their nastiness serving as a bizarre mechanism of manipulation. Their methods were about eroding any sense of individuality, of creating a relentless loyalty to the regime. Hans, however, drew a certain strange satisfaction from its brutality. The territory was a familiar one, a warped reflection of the violence that marked his early life.

The indoctrination classes were traumatic as well. They were force-fed a sick story of national destiny, a gallimaufry of history written after the fact to explain their monstrous relief. They were raised to see the world in terms of us versus them, enemies to be annihilated, traitors to be purged. And the words were tapping not only into Hans’s moral resentment, but into an older, hasher bitterness, one that went back to childhood. The regime’s ideology was an explanation, a rationale for his anger, a warped route to redemption. He took to it like the promise of revenge, of power, a place for him to rain down the fury that had been boiling inside for so long.

The brotherhood of the recruits was a tangled weave of artificial ties and brewing hate. Alliances were made in their shared suffering, a silent exchange of looks and expression of shared adversity. They watched each other's backs, not out of genuine affection, but out of a pragmatic understanding of survival. Betrayal was punished swiftly and mercilessly; obedience was rewarded with meager scraps of dignity. Hans would learn to walk through this hostile territory in short order. He’d foster his impression of loyalty while silently weighing his rivals, his eyes never at rest, always looking….for cracks to slip into. He was already a survivor; the training just sharpened his already razor edge senses.

The physical preparation was intended to dehumanize them, making them nothing more than obedient tools of war. They spent weeks at grueling drill, were marched into physical extremes, forced through obstacle courses dreamed up to find their limits. They had turned their bodies into weapons, their minds into numb receptacles for the regime’s extraordinary brutality. Hans, however, did very well in this setting. There was the physical pain he had come to know and even take comfort in its reliability. It was closer to tangible, something he could comprehend, something that he could control.

The psychological torture, though, was far more insidious, a slow stripping away of his identity. He was taught how to be emotionless, a blank slate, a canvas on which the regime’s ideology could be impressed. The mechanical simplicity with which the regime transformed boys into soldiers was chilling, in a way he found shockingly impressive. It was a slow, subtle change that was hardly noticeable, yet the end result was a monstrous painting of dehumanization. They were nameless, their humanity reduced to numbers, to status. One by one their personalities were obliterated and substituted with a group personality, an obsession with obedience and loyalty. But for Hans he had a curious feeling of release. Extricating himself from his previous identity had been a purgation, a purifying of the weakness that had overcome him.

Days bled into weeks, weeks into months. The training became more militant, the brutality increasing day by day. Hans excelled, driven a potent mixture of ambition and resentment. He welcomed the blood, taking joy in the power, he now had over his own body and those of others. He was no longer the boy lurking in the darkness. He was a soldier, a predator, a weapon of the regime. And he was starting to enjoy it. The power, the control, the ability to cause pain – it was intoxicating. It was the drug he had been looking for, a powerful antidote to
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