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The author of "The Kassandra Plan", in this second part, immerses himself in the thorny issue of the Holocaust to bring us a disturbing story.

The main characters, events and facts presented in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to living or missing persons is purely coincidental ... or is it?
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"There's nothing special about it. It's just an old railroad platform like any other, – I think as I walk from the lonely parking lot where my Renault rests. A rusty track, now in disuse, strives to fight against the untamed nature that threatens to engulf it. Still resists the consistent layer of reddish gravel on which old wooden ties sit, an aged old switch post and a small sign with a name almost forgotten ... "Judenrampe" ... and all this in front of several recently built cottages that dilute any tragic memory that the name might suggest. 

There is only one thing that catches the visitor's attention and puzzles him: a couple of abandoned transport cars, witnesses of another time, a time of wars, of suffering ... a time of death. 

I keep approaching, curious. The sky is clear on this May day. Flocks of blackbirds casually hop from tree to tree as a gentle breeze plays with the leaves of the birch trees and ruffles the sparse clouds. Everything is quiet. This place doesn't seem to arouse much interest. No other cars in the parking lot. No visitors. No one. Only me, who manages to sneak onto a track and walk from tie to tie with my eyes on the first of the cars. As I approach it, it shows me the wounds that betray its age: discolored and rotten wooden boards, rusty rivets, rickety ironwork and locks ... Immediately next to it, I notice the smell of rancid wood. My hand feels the cold, pitted iron of those padlocks and plates. I try to open the sliding door, but it is closed. I greedily manage to sneak a furtive glance inside. Through that slit I can only glimpse a black darkness where the small sparkles that sneak through other slots shine like stars, but I can feel that heavy and oppressive air, rarefied, hot, dusty ... and that strange smell ... 

... And that's when I hear the voices, the screams, the cries ...

Those silent witnesses speak to me of that time of pain with such clarity that the seventy years that have passed seem to me like a sigh. And in the end they are; just a few days, a few weeks, a few springs ... so little time ago that I still seem to hear the steam discharges of the locomotive, which stopped the train with rhythmic melancholy right here, in this very place, next to these very trees, under this very sky. And I clearly hear how those impeccable black leather boots come up behind me to reach up to the doors and to open the locks. After several days of travel, the doors finally slide open and the blinding light floods every corner of the carriage. The fresh air chases away that putrid atmosphere and hundreds of eyes peek out to contemplate their fate. A mixture of curiosity and fear covers their gazes. They had heard horrible stories, dreadful rumors ... but it couldn't be true. "How could it be true, could there be any truth in all that? Gas chambers?" Now they were there, in that place, and nothing that appeared before their eyes corresponded to those stories. Everything seemed perfectly orderly, as usual in a labor camp: guards, trucks, and ambulances ready to transport the wounded. To the west, barely a kilometer away, the watchtowers, barbed wire fences and brick and wooden barracks could be seen. And in the background, a screen of century-old birch trees and two chimneys emanating a dense cloud of gray smoke. "Factories inside the camp, perhaps for utensils, tools or shoes", they would think. It was not a disturbing picture. It all seemed very different from the hell they had been told about ... and yet there was something strange, perhaps in the air, perhaps it was that particular pungent smell ... The smell of death. 

A shiver. Just that. After a dreadful four-day journey without food or water that had left several dead in each car, those who were still alive descended dominated by that mixture of fear and curiosity. Wives, husbands, grown-up children, children and old people. Entire families.

I almost seem to hear those impeccable officers dressed in severe uniforms with silver skulls, haughty, proud to fulfill their historic duty of liberating their homeland from its worst enemy ... 

“Get down and form five rows! ... Men between 16 and 60 years old, to the left! ... Women, children, and the elderly, to the right!”

“And what about our belongings?” – some deportees dared to ask. Not in vain those small suitcases contained everything they had left: their most beloved photos, their best suits, several pieces of family crockery, some jewelry and a little money. That was all. The rest was left behind.

“Take them with you to the warehouse, where they will be stored while awaiting your release! Don’t worry!”

The officer in charge of the ramp shouted those slogans, empty but reassuring words ... and so often used.

The selection begins. An SS medical officer advances through the ranks. He smiles at the children. He even gives them candies. He arrives at the front of the line, turns around and makes a stern gesture to the other doctors, who, seated at small tables, begin to check the detainees. After a quick overview and a few questions, they separate them into two groups, two categories, two classes of human beings: those who are fit to work, and those who are not.

The "fit" will be led on foot to the disinfection block, where, after leaving their suitcases and belongings in a storeroom, they will be paraded naked like animals through a whole chain of systematized procedures: their hair will be cut, their left forearm will be marked with the registration number, they will take a vigorous shower, they will be deloused and disinfected, they will be given the striped uniform and wooden clogs, and, finally, after a grueling process of data taking and file opening, they will enter the crowded quarantine blocks. They are now officially prisoners, forced laborers of that relentless machine ... But they are alive, at least for now.

The "unfit", seventy out of every hundred, were useless matter, unworthy of life, mostly old people and children of all ages. All of them will be taken on foot, and with the help of trucks for the oldest and sickest, to another disinfection block. The youngest ones will cry in fear, holding their grandparents' hands. They will go down to a basement, leave their belongings, undress and take a shower ... but instead of water they will be poisoned with prussic acid in that dark gas chamber. And in just minutes, those hundreds of purple-colored bodies will be burned to ashes in the ovens on the upper floor, feeding the incessant stream of thick shavings that emanated from the chimneys.

It happened right here, in this place, on a day like today. And it happened hundreds, thousands of times. Countless human beings made this path to become ashes in a matter of minutes ... and even today I seem to hear their voices, their screams, their cries, their wails ... 

It is estimated that more than one million souls perished here during that criminal madness ... Auschwitz. 

This novel is dedicated to the memory of all of them.
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March 21, 2013. 

– This is the man ... This is the man. 

The old priest's halting voice floated among the hundreds of subdued white robes that paraded silently under that huge eucalyptus tree. 

The day dawned sunny in bustling New Delhi. Along its endless avenues meandered thousands of Hindustan Ambassadors amidst an army of rickshaws and a few ramshackle buses, an unruly stream of flamboyant costumes dominated its sidewalks, and a mixture of horns, whistles and Hindu music wafted through the air, struggling between the smoke of countless vehicles and the smell of tainted prosperity. 

That Thursday was a day like any other in that monstrous anthill. Nothing seemed different ... nothing except that human tide that gathered in one of those avenues: thousands of white robes covered by colorful turbans that moved in unison, just as a huge flock of birds would do. The crowd grew and grew out of control and mercilessly engulfed all the vehicles that tried to challenge it. It glided slowly, prudent, respectful, but at the same time hurried, anguished perhaps, moved by a pressing desire to reach him. It would wend under the palm trees and head for the entrance of Yosef Kozlov College, where it would crowd against the gate and compulsively filter through its three gates. It crossed the gardens and faced the stairs with a shuddering silence, to reach the main building and turn sharply to the right; that is when the silhouette of a eucalyptus tree finally appeared before those thousands of eyes, just another tree, an ordinary one, but embracing in its shadow a wooden box, a simple coffin. And next to it, a black cassock and a man dressed in an elegant gray suit, holding a fine brown leather briefcase.

– That is the man ..., – the old priest murmured when he had finished saying an Our Father. All around him, that incessant procession of dark faces paid a last respectful visit to the body lying in the coffin: they approached in silence, and when they arrived in front of him, they bowed their heads and tore their robes across their chest.

– Why are they doing that, Father Graham?, – the man in the gray suit asked.

– It's an old Jewish custom ... Jewish ..., – he commented with an expression of surprise. – When they lose a father, they tear their clothes right over their hearts. I haven't seen that done in a long time.

– But ... That man was a Christian, and all these people ... are Hindus, – his companion said, completely bewildered.

– Yes, I know, isn't it extraordinary?, – he replied with a smile.

After an intense struggle against the current, the two men finally reached the front door of the building, where a figure with white hair and a distressed expression was waiting for them.

– Good morning. I am Father Graham, and this is Dr. Fratelli.

– I see that Rome has been in a hurry, eh?

– Please don't misunderstand us; this is a matter of the utmost importance, but you should know that Pope Francis, himself, has personally conveyed his condolences to you. And from what I see, Baba Daro was very much appreciated here, – he said, pointing his hand to the crowd.

– That's right, – the man replied with a sad smile and a vacant look on his face. – It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Alexei Pavlov, the director ... although I imagine you have come to talk to her.

– Yes. We realize that this is a time of pain, but unfortunately we cannot wait.

– I understand. Cross the hall and go to the chapel. She is waiting for you. Please excuse me; as you can see, I am very busy.

– Don't worry, we will find a way. And please accept our sincere condolences.

The two men crossed the hall, leaving the reception area to their left and the administration offices to their right. Fratelli opened the wooden door and Father Graham slipped into the enormous hallway, where a tense and unusual silence reigned. Skirting boards decorated with brightly painted tiles, white marble floors and an orchard of fruit trees grew in the glassed-in courtyards where light bathed the immense space. The priest crossed the corridor and pulled on the huge black door, which creaked open. A chapel, an austere and quiet Jesuit chapel. Its simple chestnut pews were empty. The lights were off. The altar, uninhabited, languished in the gloom. There was only one hunched figure, sitting in a wheelchair by the front row. The footsteps of the visitors echoed along the walls, through the deserted sacristy, between the figures of St. Ignatius of Loyola and St. Stanislaus Kostka. The woman did not flinch as they crossed themselves and took their seats beside her. 

– Mrs. Pavlova?

– Yes, – replied a trembling voice with its head bowed.

– I am Father Graham, Vatican Secretary of State. And this is Dr. Fratelli, His Holiness' personal surgeon. We have just arrived from Rome.

– Yes, I was expecting you, – she smiled, looking up.

She was a very wrinkled woman, but with deep and lively blue eyes. And although her hair was already gray, it gave the impression that it still maintained an unusual brightness gathered in that ponytail.

– I'm glad to meet you, – he held out his hand. – Please accept our condolences.

The woman nodded silently.

– Pope Francis sends you a warm embrace and his personal condolences.

She thanked him with a bright smile. It was strange to see such an old woman smile like that, Graham thought. Although it was clear that this woman was not going to make it easy for him; she kept silent as she scrutinized them with her astute eyes, waiting for them to spill the beans about the matter that had brought them from so far away.

– Surely you can imagine what we've come for? Can't you?, – the priest started cautiously as he looked at her with a distressed expression.

She nodded slightly, but didn't even blink; she kept staring at Graham.

– He ... – he held her hand – he still has the microfilm implanted in his skull. 

She didn't move a muscle.

– You see, this document must remain safe, in the Vatican archives, – he insisted, keeping a soft tone of voice. – The Supreme Pontiff asks for your cooperation in this delicate matter. He has ordered us to extract it and take it to Rome, guarded in the diplomatic pouch. 

She remained motionless, her eyes fixed on the priest.

– Mrs. Pavlova ... it will only take five minutes. You must take charge, – he began to despair. – That document could upset the delicate balance in the Middle East ... Do you understand me?

She suddenly closed her eyes for a few seconds, opened them again and looked back at Graham.

– Yes, I understand very well, – she replied in a tempered voice, – but the answer is no. He is waiting for me ... let him rest ... let him rest ... 
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October 12, 1942.

One day after one night ... another night ... another day ... 

Darkness ... cold ... exhaustion ... despair ... and death.

The car swayed melodically, but those eyes did not move. They were paralyzed, inert, by fear, by anguish perhaps. Sixty eyes that looked like glass; cold in the twilight of the day, and bright at night, when the scarce moonlight filtered through those small windows.

A peaceful and melancholy locomotive departed Bratislava in a northeasterly direction. It proudly pulled its twenty cattle cars through the Slovak countryside. Twenty cars, all red, wooden, with a sliding door and two small windows at the top. And inside, crammed together, a cargo of animals, of meat, of human cattle: twelve hundred souls. Only women, of all ages, from babies to old women over eighty. There were working women, mothers of families, rich merchants' wives, nurses, elementary school girls, and even one singer. But none of that mattered. They had only one thing in common, something that gave them the ticket to forcibly board that train: they all wore that yellow star sewn on their lapels ... They were all Jewish.

The fourth sun was fading as the locomotive rounded a curve calmly, very slowly, until it stopped at last. The locks opened. Wooden ramps appeared from that blinding light. The air was breathable again. Trucks with a red cross ... a hope. Hundreds of women descended onto that crowded platform. Five lines. Uniforms with skulls on them walk up and down. Crying children, tables, voices, pain, barking dogs, screaming, wailing ... 

... and suddenly, in the midst of all that chaos, in the midst of that heartbreaking and inhuman scene, above the contempt for human life that gleamed on that platform ... 

... a solitary violin, a sigh coming from the small, innocent hands of a seven-year-old girl. An ordinary girl, one of many, a Jewish girl. Vivaldi, The Four Seasons, Winter, first movement ... 

That moan silenced the thousands gathered there. Time seemed to stop in an instant: the wounded forgot their cries, the guards stopped shouting, the suitcases fell to the ground, the dogs stopped barking, and even the blackbirds drowned their song to listen to that sound, the most disturbing sound the SS medical officers had ever heard. No one moved. No one even dared to breathe. The little girl moved the bow, caressing the strings with the delicacy and impetus of a great performer while her fine fingers leapt with surprising agility, absolutely concentrated, giving it her soul, as if she were pouring her life into every note ... 

That was not music. It was the pain, the cry of pride of a people mocked, denigrated, tortured ... and exterminated. No one who listened to that violin would ever forget that scene ... 

This is the story of a train, a story that began four days earlier, on the evening of October 8, 1942. On that cold day, the last shipment of Jewish deportees that the young Republic of Slovakia had agreed to send to the labor camps of the Third Reich was to depart.

Only one train rested at the platforms of the Hlavná Stanica, Bratislava's central station, darkened that afternoon by the black and sinister uniforms of the Hlinka guards, the ultra-nationalist and anti-Semitic paramilitary organization, framed in the extreme wing of the government party.

At around six o'clock in the evening, a procession of gray trucks began to parade into the station amidst a great din. Every time a driver opened the doors of his truck's hold, those unfortunate women got out right in the middle of a storm, a barrage of insults and curses that were hurled at them with contempt and even violence by the crowd gathered for the occasion. The last thing those women heard before entering the station, the only farewell before facing their painful journey, were those jubilant cries of "Good-bye Jews!" ... "Goodbye Jews ... and don't come back! ” ... while stones and rotten tomatoes were thrown at them.

Olga Veselá, a widow and mother of three daughters, hugged them in anguish as they ran to the door of the building, but little Danka, only seven years old, recognized several schoolmates in the crowd that was shouting at them. She couldn't understand it; yesterday they had been her friends, they studied together, they played together, they even shared their snacks. But today they seemed like different people, people who shouted at them, who spat at them ... who hated them. And she felt fear ... and shame.

That same morning several guards came to her house. They pounded on the door, and when Olga removed the latch, they came in like a gale and shouted at her coarsely:

– Get your things! You have fifteen minutes. You have been selected for deportation to a labor camp. Quickly ... Ah, and don't take anything of value with you, understood?, – he added as he drew his long knife with a threatening gesture.

The day she had dreaded had arrived. Terrible stories were circulating, stories of work to exhaustion, of sickness, of showers that were not showers ... but it was also rumored that President Josef Tiso, a Catholic priest, had refused to deport any more Jews even under enormous pressure from the hard-working and powerful officials of the Third Reich. Perhaps they could be spared, perhaps there would be no more trains ... – she thought. But it was not so. There were those guards who looked at her full of hatred while she, paralyzed, terrified, could not articulate a word.

– Come on! ... Hurry up or you'll miss your train, you stupid, useless Jewess! – one of them rebuked her and kicked her.

That scream was still fresh in her memory when she passed through the station gates, and there were again those human skulls, those black uniforms that she feared so much.

– Na straz! Na straz! (Alert!), – they shouted again and again with their knives in hand, intimidating their distressed victims while they joked and laughed.

Shocked by the merciless farewell of their neighbors and still with the image of those sharp knives in their memory, the exit door to the platform appeared before them. And it was guarded that afternoon by a couple of diligent guards armed with long truncheons, who dealt violent blows at random. Several women were bleeding from the head and a blonde girl with a scarf was hit on one leg so hard that she only managed to crawl through while crying bitterly. They had no qualms about beating old women or little girls. The bloodstain on the floor and the shrieks of the victims spurred the incessant stream of women who sped through the hall. Even old women were running to the satisfaction of their torturers. A sinister mixture of screams and macabre laughter could be heard from the street.

Another patrol was waiting for them on the platform, which, by means of threats, pushing and shoving and blows, piled all the merchandise onto the reduced platform until eight o'clock at night, the scheduled time for the train's departure.

For more than two hours, trucks full of women continued to arrive at the door of the station. And the farewell mockery did not cease; on the contrary, it became more and more cruel and merciless. The screams of those women and girls were more and more heartbreaking. And that pool of blood at the door to the platforms was getting larger and larger. That dark red liquid was running down the joints of the tiles and now covered the entire hall. There were even so many splashes on the walls and the smell of blood was so intense that the hall of that elegant station looked like nothing more than a filthy slaughterhouse.

The last truck arrived at ten to eight o'clock. The driver got out and opened the hold, but this time it was not women who got out, but twenty men, who, hearing the women's dreadful cries and the shouting of their fellow citizens, remained paralyzed, forming a huddle behind the vehicle. They murmured undecidedly, talked among themselves and peered behind the tarpaulin to see the sad scene. They didn’t even dare to move. "What are those screams? What's going to happen in there? Will they hit us too?", they thought. Until one of them finally jumped onto the sidewalk and started walking, indifferent, certain that the guards would not harm him. The others hesitated, but finally began to follow him. He was a young man, tall, thin, with brown hair and deep greenish-brown eyes. An ordinary man, with a gentle manner, but everyone noticed in him a strange strength, that calmness, that temperance of one who trusts in something more than himself.

When they reached the group of angry neighbors, that man stopped in front of them. He didn't utter a word; he just gave them an icy stare, each one of them, until he managed to subdue them ... all of them. One by one they fell silent. Silence fell. No more hateful slogans were heard. Those savage and inhuman screams were no longer heard. The guards inside the station peered out curiously, noticing the strange silence, to see how this man confidently climbed the steps and entered the station without even looking at them. Behind him, imbued with that unusual confidence, were the rest of his companions. They crossed the hall, stepped over the grisly pool of blood and walked through the gloomy doorway to the platform without being rebuked. 

The sun was setting when a whistle blew and the sinister guards began their last task: to pack all the cattle into the train at the rate of sixty souls per car. The women, still terrified, climbed up and squeezed into those smelly transport crates without protest. The men were the last to get on, but only one to a car. The doors closed behind them and the locks clicked ... Darkness. There was no way out. They could only wait. 

That was the last memory of their homeland. That was how those women were expelled from their native Bratislava. Insulted, mistreated, locked up like animals, terrified and powerless, at the mercy of the will of some unscrupulous official sitting comfortably in some distant office.

That tall, thin man approached the guard in charge of the first car, who was waiting for him at the door with an arrogant expression. He stood in front of him, looked him in the eye, and said in an icy tone: 

– I am Walter Neumann, Chief Pathologist of the Vienna General Hospital. I am responsible for the health of these women ... and I am not Jewish, so step aside so I can go upstairs and do my duty.

The boy held out for a couple of seconds. Then he bowed his head, looked down, and opened the door without objection.

Dr. Neumann went upstairs and occupied the only free space left: a small corner next to the entrance. The guard closed the door and padlocked it. Darkness fell. Sixty curious eyes watched him. A baby crying. Wailing. 

The brown coats and thick socks revealed the humble origin of these women. Almost all of them were workers in the new armaments factories, although among them stood out the fine furs worn by the Zacharova sisters, Katarina and Svetlana, wives of rich Bratislava merchants, who complained angrily and did not hide their discomfort at sharing that stinking carriage with those lower-class women. They didn't deserve that, and they shouldn't be there. 

– And what are you doing here? – asked an older woman with a suspicious smile. 

– I am a doctor. I'll be going with you to the country. My name is Walter Neumann. 

– Yes ... we've already heard that one. And then what? You'll go back to your beautiful clinic in Vienna, won't you? – They all looked at him suspiciously and murmured with disdain. 

– No. I ... I will stay there with you. 

Those eyes didn't understand, or didn't believe him, or both. 

– Look, my name is Eva Kostka, and this is my sister Lucia. We're Jewish, and we're old, you know? There are many like us here, and to them we're worthless ... So don't tease me and tell me why would you do that? – she insisted, already a little irritated. 

At that moment, the locomotive emitted several discharges of steam and the train set off amidst thousands of creaks and a sharp metallic grinding of rolling. 

The man looked at her and answered slowly, with surprising serenity and confidence: 

– Eva, believe me ... I have many more than sixty reasons to stay there. 

That seemed to convince them. Eve looked at him, smiled and, in a loud voice, recited a prayer to which they all joined, one of the most solemn Jewish prayers: 

– Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai echad (Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One) ... Shalom. 

– Are you really a doctor? – came a sweet, soft voice from below. 

– Yes ... What is your name? – the man said to the little girl with the brown hair tied up in a funny scarf, who was looking at him with her huge honey-colored eyes. 

– My name is Danka Veselá, and I am seven years old, – she answered resolutely. 

– It is a pleasure, Miss, – he greeted her with a slight bow and shook her small hand. That gesture brought a beautiful smile to her face. She was like a light in that darkness, Walter thought. 

– This is my mother Olga, – she started up again, – and my sisters, Helena, the oldest, ... Mmm ... but you can call her 'Leni', – she added in a sardonic voice as her sister grunted, – and the little one, Stela, who as you can see, doesn't talk much ... she's only four years old – Stela, embarrassed, hid behind her mother's dress. 

The voice of that little girl clutching her violin was the only one that could be heard in the carriage. It seemed to Walter that the little girl was well aware of the gravity of her situation, but she was still able to remain cheerful and hopeful ... unlike the rest of the adult women in the coffin. She was great. And Stela, her little sister, blonde, with her hair in a long braid and a cheerful face, twisted her mouth in an expression that reminded him of her, the one who always accompanied him wherever he went. 

– I'm glad to meet you ... Madam, you have a very determined daughter, eh? 

– Yes, it has always been like that, – Olga answered proudly. 

– And tell me, do you play the violin? 

– Mmmmm ... I don't want to err on the side of false modesty, so ... yes, and I'm very good. I'm already in the fourth year at the Bratislava Conservatory! – Danka answered defiantly. 

– Ha-ha-ha-ha! – that answer brought about a little laugh throughout the carriage. 

– Well, Danka ... perhaps we need some of your music to brighten up the road, so don't let us get away from you, all right? 

– Ha, ha ... Dr. Neumann, you are a joker! Where could I go ... – she opened her little hands – without my mother and my sisters? 

Leni smiled at her and pinched her cheek amidst the laughter of the women. 

– You're right, my little interpreter, – he conceded as he smiled at her mother. – Now, is there anyone here with medical experience? – Walter asked, raising his voice. 

– Yes ... Me, – came from a raised arm trying to make its way from the center. 

– I am Zuzana Cierna, – she introduced herself to him. – I am a registered nurse. You may call me Zuzka. 

The young woman, well into her twenties, wore a shy smile, kind but sad, for a year, since that day when an old boyfriend, now turned into one of those criminals in black, waited for her outside the hospital to throw a vat of acid that completely disfigured the right side of her face. And despite all that she had no doubt suffered, she seemed to be one of those people of great will and strength. 

– Enchanted. I am Walter Neumann, pathologist at Vienna Central Hospital. Stay with me, I'm afraid I'm going to need your help on this trip. 

And, indeed, it was to be. 

– Well, I'd like to get to know all of you. If anyone is sick, let me know, all right? Please, we will first attend to those with injuries caused by the guards. 

In just a minute they had organized themselves into a long line that snaked several times to get to him. 

The first ten or twelve were bleeding from different parts of their bodies: one from the head, one from an arm, a young girl with a limp ... There was a lot to be done. 

Between more or less violent shakes and jolts, they began with the cures and the introductions. Walter tended to them and talked to them, while Zuzka cleaned their wounds and wrote down their names and most relevant medical data in a small notebook, by way of medical history. 

The two meager windows did not provide enough air, and as the introductions progressed, the atmosphere became more and more stuffy and the smell of excrement emanating from the only bucket intended for that purpose, became more and more present, even though it was in the opposite corner. 

After almost two hours of standing, fatigue set in, and the bodies of many began to give out. However, Walter noticed that a bond, almost a friendship, had been born between them, even without knowing each other. All was cordiality and generosity: the Kostka sisters had brought several loaves of rye bread, and some friends of theirs from the neighborhood had brought two enormous sheep's cheeses. That was their only meal for days perhaps, but they shared it with the others without complaint. Danka gorged herself on the delicious doughnuts that the Zacharova sisters, the angry wives of rich merchants, distributed among the girls, and a middle-aged lady gave Walter and Zuzka a handful of almonds that they shelled between patients. It was clear: all had left Bratislava in that ruthless manner, and they shared the same fate, an uncertain but undoubtedly inhuman fate. And perhaps because of that, the bond between them came naturally, like a proud glimmer of the humanity they still retained. 

At ten o'clock, a song began to sound, dry, lonely. It came from car number two. It was a prayer, a prayer ... The Hashkivenu ("Make us sleep in peace"). 

– It's Esther, the Rebbetzin, – Olga said. 

– In Hebrew, that's Rabbanit, – Eva Kostka said, displeased. – We must not speak Yiddish. Our language is Hebrew, and it will be the language of Zion, our Promised Land. 

– No, Eva ... The English will never allow us. 

– Well, they’ll have to do it ... You'll see, you'll see. 

Zionism

A political movement that held that Jews were a national group, not a religious group, and therefore had the right to establish a state of their own in the historic territory of Zion, the biblical name for Jerusalem, which eventually came to be used to refer to all of Israel.

Zionism originated in the late 19th century, when the Austro-Hungarian journalist Theodor Herzl published "Der Judenstaat" (The Jewish State), and founded the World Zionist Organization, which had as its goals the Aliyah (emigration) of all Jews to Palestine and the founding of a strong, modern Jewish state, with Hebrew as its national language. 

The idea was quickly gaining followers due to a widespread anti-Semitism in Europe, even suffering persecutions and pogroms in Tsarist Russia, and the sympathy of the Turkish landowners, then the owners of Palestine, who found in the money and the Jewish drive the way to revitalize those barren territories. 

Amid that little political discussion about the future of the people of Israel, the chanting of that woman, the rabbi's wife, came through the cracks more and more clearly. There was a lot of sadness in that voice which, even though it was broken by the screeches and discharges of steam, invited the women of cars three and four to join in the prayer. Walter heard that trembling voice and all those women answering Shalom in unison as that train rolled through the black darkness toward its black destination. 

– Make us sleep in peace today, O Adonai, and raise us up Our Father, Our King, tomorrow with life ... Banish from our existence all enmity, war, famine, pestilence and distress ..." 

"Enmity, war, famine, pestilence and distress ... Lord, I fear that that is exactly what they will find in the end," Walter thought. 

After four interminable hours, they concluded with the examinations and treatment. The small case of iodine and bandages he had been given was now empty. Walter and Zuzka, exhausted, were checking the chart book, and the results were not promising: of the twenty-three women over seventy, at least fifteen had severe arrhythmias, asthma, and a variety of serious circulatory conditions. Three even had senile dementia. The fourteen girls seemed more or less healthy, and the women in between, a bit of everything: some with viral illness, anemia, bronchitis ... and there was also that sickly-looking girl, Silvia Masaryk, who was jealously holding her six-month-old baby. 

– I estimate that it will take at least two days to get there, – Walter said quietly to Zuzka. 

– There is hardly room in the carriage, and the older women will need to lie down, – the exhausted nurse replied. 

– I know. Eva Kostka and her sister Lucia will be the first. They are the weakest. The rest of you will have to take turns to be able to lie down and rest for a while every day, all right? 

– Yes. And we should also take turns standing by the windows to get some fresh air. I'll arrange everything in the morning, is that all right, Doctor? 

– Yes, perfect ... but you know what the worst thing is. 

– I think so: water. 

– Exactly ... exactly ... he acknowledged thoughtfully. – Thank you very much Zuzka, you have done a fine job. 

Walter couldn't think of anything else: if they were not given water, some of those women would not withstand that suffocating atmosphere ... and they would die on that train. 

Exhausted, he wiped the sweat from his brow and walked over to the stinking corner where the bucket of excrement was. Embarrassed, he emptied his bladder into that disgusting basin, trying to avoid splashing. 

– Zuzka, help me, he said when he had finished. – The bucket has to be emptied out the window every two hours, all right? 

With a quick movement, they managed to throw the slop on the track, and at the same time, to get some fresh air into their lungs. Almost all of them were already asleep, crowded on the floor, one on top of the other, and many, who could not find a place had to be content to sleep standing up, leaning against the walls. 

Walter returned to his corner and rested against the door frame. The figure of the full moon appeared through the tiny window, full of life. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep ... swaying ... unbreathable air ... rattling ... cold ... The whistling of the locomotive ... 

"... That day, the sun shone brightly over all those heads. Mercilessly, he whipped all those workers, mostly laborers, who dug ditches and carried iron and buckets full of stones. It was an anthill of white robes and dark skins, an anthill where one hundred and twenty Hindus worked, all under the orders of a Polish foreman, a Jesuit priest who collaborated in the work as one more laborer. Ivan Blaskowitz dropped the shovel, looked at his watch, pulled a whistle out of his pocket and blew loudly, three times. All the workers stopped their work at once and formed a long line behind a small stall where Sasha and Bodin, the water-bearing children, used to hand out bowls of tea and unleavened bread cakes for breakfast. 

But that morning, at the sound of the whistle, little Bodin, only seven years old, sprang out of his stall to everyone's surprise. 

– But ... Bodin, where are you going? ... Miklas! ... Come back! – Sasha shouted. There was no response. Bodin sped off to the next lot, accompanied by the little Siberian husky, who followed him barking non-stop. He walked through a gleaming sheet metal door with a red cross painted in the middle and stormed like a cyclone into the office, shouting: 

– Baba Daro! ... Baba Daro! 

The room was very simple. A small desk with two chairs, an old stretcher, yes, with a clean set of sheets, shelves with books and bare concrete block walls, unpainted. In that spartan environment, the impeccable and modern showcase next to the door, full of shiny glass syringes and steel instruments, medicines, bandages, and even a complete microscope, caught the eye. "A gift from the Spanish Interests Office in India," read a small plate nailed to the upper frame. It was open, and the doctor, Mr. Simon de Haro, was looking inside for a flask when the little boy entered in alarm. 

– Calm down, Bodin ... Go on, tell me what the matter is, – he answered in a calm voice. 

Bodin bowed his head, trying to catch his breath before speaking. He was a short but energetic boy with dark skin and two small, lively black eyes that were almost always sincere. He looked over to the stretcher, where Janira, his older sister, who had suffered the wrath of her father that morning, was lying. Lying there, the girl wept bitterly, touching her knees in pain. The pretty nurse, that blonde lady of great character, Anastasia Pavlova, dressed her wounds with love and gentleness, as she always did. 

– You see, – the little boy finally started, still panting – It's Mr. Shakti, it's all his fault ... 

– But what has that wretch done now?, – the woman asked. 

– The water pitchers ... The water pitchers: they are full of sand! He doesn't want to give us water, he doesn't want to because we are Dalits. 

– Arggg! ... you damned swine!, – Anastasia growled, visibly angry. The well allowed to the Dalits is too far away. Simon, if they don't let us take water from their well ... I don't know, we'll have to bring it in trucks ... and it will be very expensive. 

– Yes, but there's no time for that. The well of the Brahmins is the only one that can provide us with water for today. I thought I had reached an agreement with them ... We have to convince them, and that Shakti is their leader. Everyone will do what he says. 

– Forget about it. They will never leave us. The caste system has thousands of years of tradition in India. They will never let the Dalits take water from their well ... never. 

"Lord, how is it possible that there are still people who think that other human beings are inferior to dogs?", – Simon wondered indignantly trying to find a solution. 

– It's a shame, that well is so close. It would be nice to be able to take water from it, ... it would be nice ... Anastasia murmured with that lost look in her eyes. 

He already knew that expression. He knew she would find the solution, so he winked at Bodin, who was waiting anxiously at the door. Suddenly, like a light, those huge blue eyes opened. He looked at Simon, smiled at him, and said, handing him the bandages: 

– Here ... You finish this, will you? 

He hadn't finished giving him the roll of bandages when he shot out of the consulting room. He turned right, went into his bedroom, took off his apron, grabbed his papers and went out into the street. Simon saw her walk out straight, her head held high, with that defiant expression he adored. And he smiled. 

– Bodin, go run and tell Ivan not to worry, and that they all go back to work, that breakfast ... well ... will be a little later today. I'll finish healing your sister and I'll meet you by the well ... Mmmmm ... in an hour, all right? 

– Yes, Baba Daro – the little boy replied with a smile as he ran off eager to accomplish his mission. It was great to have them there. Mr. Simón and Miss Anastasia, they always knew what to do, they always found the solution. Many children like him owed them so much ... They owed them everything. 

A short while later, an attractive blonde girl got out of her rickshaw and proudly entered the door of the Bank of England. Every window was occupied by hundreds of British soldiers lining up to collect their meager pay of ten pounds and twenty shillings. Unfazed by the barrage of murmurs, she walked past them all and made her way resolutely to the vice president's desk, who was glaring at her over his thick glasses. 

– Miss Pavlova ... it's a pleasure to see you – he stammered as he leaned down to kiss her hand. 

– Mr. Higgins, I'm not here on a courtesy call. Please prepare a cheque for five hundred pounds, – she said without batting an eyelid as she sat down and crossed her slender legs. 

At the sound of that number, hundreds of heads turned and silence fell in the hall. Stunned, the boys watched the mysterious and attractive woman. Sitting there, with her delicate white dress and her bright blonde hair pulled back in a bun, she was the most beautiful girl in all of India, some thought. Others, however, noticed the dark red stains on her dress. That color was undoubtedly the color of blood. 

She, completely oblivious to the state of her attire, waited anxiously for Higgins to finish writing the document, which he did with exquisite care, almost parsimony. At last, after eight interminable minutes, he looked up from the paper. 

– It's ready. Would you be good enough to sign here? – He asked, handing her the receipt. – You know, I don't normally write checks for these amounts, – he said, wiping his forehead. – Would you like a guard to accompany you? 

– No, thank you – she replied, affixing her signature to the document, – I'm going next door. Thank you for everything. 

– It's been a pleasure. Come back whenever you want. 

She heard the last word as she walked back past the soldiers, who turned their heads like pendulums as she passed. She opened the door and stepped out into the street. 

She walked casually, confidently, until only a block away she opened the door of a building again. This time it was a huge palace of recent construction, exquisitely decorated with a mixture of Indian and European styles. A small bronze plaque at the entrance revealed that this was the seat of the British Raj-General Government of India, popularly known as "The Viceroy's House". A huge red flag with a flaming sun and the British ensign flew over the entrance. 

She went up the stairs, crossed the corridor and arrived at the door, guarded by two English guards and an orderly. 

– What may I do for you, ma'am? – the young soldier asked. 

– I want to see Mr. Victor Hope. 

The boy, surprised, hesitated a couple of times before asking: 

– The ... Lord Viceroy? 

– Yes. Please tell him that Anastasia Pavlova is waiting for him – she replied almost impudently. 

– But ... he's a very busy man, and today he's attending to a delegation from Karachi. Perhaps his secretary, Mr. Morgan, can help you? – he asked with a certain irony. 

– Mmmm ... all right – she replied with resignation. 

– Well, come with me, please. 

The young man left his table and strode down a corridor to the right. Ten yards away, he knocked twice on the door. 

– Mr. Morgan? – he asked, opening one door, through which the elegant girl slipped in without waiting for an introduction. 

– Yes ...? What can I do for you, miss? – he asked in bewilderment as she sat down across from him. 

– Here – the enigmatic woman said, handing him the check. – I want to buy Mangal's well. 

The man, astonished, took the check, looked at it carefully and placed it on the table. He took off his glasses and nodded slowly as he looked at her with a slight smile. 

– I know who you are ... how couldn’t I? What a mess your Jesuit friends are making. All over the city people are talking about you ... 

– I know. And now, please give me the deed to the well. 

– You know I can't. That well belongs to the Brahmins. 

– No. That well is owned by the British government. And I want to buy it, and I need it now. Please check with the Viceroy. 

– That's not possible ... he's in a meeting. 

– I beg you. I will just be a second. Tell him that Mr. Wilhelm Leissner sends his regards ... He will understand. 

The man, guided by a mixture of curiosity and perplexity, agreed. He got up and went to the front door. He knocked softly and entered. 

Around a long table at least twelve delegates were debating with the Viceroy. In the middle of a heated argument, Morgan leaned close and whispered in his ear ... and just as he uttered Leissner's name, he nodded his head, not wanting to hear another word. 

Ten minutes later, a speechless Morgan appeared in his office with a sealed folder under his arm. 

– Miss Pavlova. I don't really know what happened, and frankly, I'd rather not know. What I do know is that you're going to make a mess of this document – he said, handing her the folder. 

– Thank you ... she replied, taking the papers. 

He looked at her and gave her his best smile. – Just a few papers, three simple sheets of paper, but you know how much suffering they would prevent. 

– Mr. Morgan ... while I am here, I beg you to assist me on another matter. 

– I am at your disposal. 

– You see, it's because of the school we're building, you know. As you can imagine, we are going to take many children off the street, and in Rome they will be happy to know that the British government ... would be interested in making a contribution to such a noble project ... 

– A contribution? – he exclaimed, almost indignantly, but with resignation. 

– Yes, uh ... Mmmm ... let's say five hundred pounds? ... 

Simon was depositing one of the many bills on his neat pile when the tremendous commotion from the street came through the window. He looked at his watch. 

– "Twelve o'clock," he thought. "She'll have had time ... Yes, that's her ..." He got up and went out into the courtyard curiously. The tumult was getting louder by the minute. He had not reached the metal door, with the red cross and that sign he had painted himself, "Josef Kozlov Pediatric Hospital," when he heard several voices among the hundreds echoing in the din. He opened the gate and, as he expected, the ruckus had to do with that woman. Perched at the top of the well, barefoot, her white dress stained with blood, that fearless girl with her unbound blonde hair was tearing to pieces the sign that read "Mangal Well – No Dalits allowed" amidst the furious shouts of the hundreds of Brahmins, almost all of them politicians and wealthy, who were shouting at her violently. But she would not be intimidated. She pulled out a document and displayed it, impassively, for at least three minutes, until the screams were drowned out by curiosity ... and then, she attacked: 

– From now on the Dalits will have free access to this water, – she announced in a tempered voice, pointing to the paper. 

– No, never! ... This well has belonged to the Brahmins for more than two centuries, and those "nameless ones" can't even come near it! – Shakti rebuked her, gesticulating violently and stirring up the crowd. 

She glared at him, smiled and let go of the paper, which floated slowly back and forth in the air. The mass was silent until the document rested gently in Shakti's hands. The man examined the paper suspiciously and suddenly arched his eyebrows in surprise. 

– Yes ... she said. – This well was owned by the British government ... And I bought it today! ... Can you read who signed the deed? – Shakti nodded mutely – Victor Alexander John Hope, 2nd Marquis of Linlithgow, the Viceroy of India himself! – she added in a triumphant tone. 

At that moment, the one hundred and twenty workers, Dalits, began to jump and shout for joy while the Brahmins, still not knowing what to do, threw down their arms. 

Pratim, the most respected worker, took a piece of wood, wrote a few words and made his way among the defeated. He reached the well, and with a proud expression, the pride of a downtrodden people, he hung up the sign ... "Mangal well – For Dalits only." There was a genuine explosion of joy. Hundreds of Dalits, outcasts, came through the streets to contemplate the heroine, the woman who had put an end to the injustice they had been suffering for centuries. Every day, many children had to walk barefoot for kilometers to fetch water for their families, while the Brahmins had that well right there. And more than one Dalit had been stoned in the street, even killed, for daring to take a little water ... All that was over. Thanks to her. It was a special day. At last, the day had come when the Brahmins would get a taste of their own medicine. 

Anastasia peeked out to see the sign Pratim had hung up that had caused all this merriment ... and suddenly, to everyone's surprise, her smile disappeared and she burst out in a rage: 

– Noooooo! – She shouted as she tore the wood out of the wood. There was silence again, and that's when she said something Simon would never forget: 

– No, Pratim, no ... Water does not distinguish the mouth of the one who drinks it, just as Adonai (God) does not distinguish the heart of a Jew, a Hindu or a Christian ... Who are we to do so? This well is for everyone who wants to drink! ... Understand? ... Everyone is welcome here! 

It was just a sentence, just a few words that floated in the air for a moment, but they meant a lot, for her, and for all those people gathered there. She was like that, brave, daring, fair, ... special. She was an inspiration to many and he loved her with every part of his being. 

Brahmins and Dalits looked at each other in silence, suspicious, distrustful. Someone began to clap, faintly, and little by little that solitary clapping grew and grew, like a storm, until it became as great a clamor as ever was heard ..." 

... The train that passed them passed so close that the rumble woke Simon. 

– My sweet Hannah, my queen ... I hope you are well, – he murmured as he remembered her climbing up to the well, looking at him, with that smile of pride and joy, surrounded by hundreds of cheering Hindus. 

But through the small window he saw the train crossing. They were cattle cars, like his, but with their doors open ... and empty. Perhaps in search of another human cargo to carry into the darkness, but: "Who would have traveled on it?" It was a very long train, there would be more than a thousand people and at least two hundred children ... "What has become of them?" – It was a grim and disturbing vision. 

– Lord, help me in this task. We can avoid much suffering, I beg you, I beg you ... – he whispered as she looked at little Danka, asleep, hugging her sister Stela and with her head resting on her inseparable violin. He smiled from time to time, happy, as if he were dreaming something pleasant. That girl had the same sparkle in her eyes as she did, that strength, that courage. 

He looked at his watch. Twenty past six. Dawn was breaking, and with the first rays came the first songs of the morning, and the sad voice of Esther, the Rabbanit, floated again amid the incessant screeches and discharges of steam: "... Modá aní lefanekha, mélekh khai ve-qayám, shehekhezarta bi nishmatí bekhemlá. Rabbah emunatecha" (I thank you, O living and eternal King, for having restored my soul within me, with your mercy; great is your trust). 

"... Shalom ..." 

It was amazing. Those women were not asking God to take them away from that train, but they were giving thanks for dawning with their own souls. 

But as the day progressed, a relentless sun relentlessly punished the roof and walls of that carriage and the temperature rose and rose. 

By midday, the heat was already suffocating. Sweat. A choking sensation. Women with asthma doubled their shifts at the windows and gasped in anguish trying to poke their heads through that tiny hole sealed with barbed wire. Silvia's baby, naked in her arms and drenched in sweat, wouldn't stop crying. 

Sixty half-naked women of all ages, leaning against the walls, their mouths dry and sweating from every pore of their skin, almost fainting. Their gazes, lost. Simon, in his underwear, was attending to Olga, who became dizzy and lost consciousness. Her body fell like a sack and she hit her forehead on the wood. The girls seemed to bear the embarrassment with composure, but in the eyes of the older ones one could glimpse the end. There were no more gestures of cordiality. Hardly a word could be heard. It was as if they were all saving their last energies, sensing that the hardest was yet to come. Thirsty. Very thirsty. Fear was beginning to spread. And every season that peeked through those little windows passed by without stopping. No one gave them water. It was unthinkable when they packed their suitcase in fifteen minutes. Who would consider a bottle of water as one of their most precious possessions, who would abandon a coat or a silver candlestick to carry a little water? 

"Lord ... help us", Simon pleaded almost breathlessly. 

But the sky did not shed a drop on those carriages that afternoon. The smell was already indescribable and hundreds of flies appeared everywhere. 

The afternoon seemed endless, interminable ... but it was not, and the sun began to give a respite to the punished cargo. The temperature began to drop, and the little air that came in cooled the atmosphere to general relief. Little by little they were breathing, coming back to life. The girls resumed their games, and even Esther could be heard again singing her prayers from the next carriage. They had all survived the first day. But how many more would we have to endure? ... That train seemed to be moving very slowly. 

As night fell, the darkness returned and Simon decided to take a look at the weaker ones. 

– How are you? – he asked Eva Kostka when he reached her side. 

– Don't worry. My sister and I are old, but we're not finished, are we, Lucia? 

– Of course not. And someday we will see the Promised Land, – the spirited woman said with her fist raised in the air. 

– You see? Ha, ha, ha! 

Simon smiled at them ... and at that moment, a powerful noise came through the windows. It was a heavy, low humming sound that grew louder and louder by the minute, until someone shouted: 

– Bombers! ... There, look! ... 

Simon managed to reach a window just as the sky lit up a deep orange and he could see the black silhouettes. Hundreds of bombers flew overhead, dropping tons of bombs on the defenseless Slovak city. And then came the thunderous echoes of explosions ... and fear; buildings disappearing engulfed in a cloud of dust and smoke, a tower of the church of Santa Maria collapsing with resignation amidst a great roar, and those terrifying roars, that immense bonfire that took over the center of the city. 

The women screamed in fear and the girls ran to hug their mothers in tears. 

– It's Bystrica. They're bombing Bystrica – Olga said with evident sadness. – And we're getting close to the station! 

Zuzka left the phrase in the air and they all understood it at once. Silence fell. The train slowed down and the brakes screeched, trying to stop it before it reached the station, which was sure to be one of the main targets of that hellish punishment. Finally, the driver pinned it down under a grove of trees a few hundred meters from the platforms, hoping that the train would go unnoticed. 

But the blinding flashes and the thunder of the detonations were getting closer and closer ... The noise was deafening. The carriage began to shake and a cloud of dust came through the windows. They were all coughing compulsively as the shock waves of the bombs shook them violently. There was nothing to be heard but that fiendish noise, and inside the carriage there was already only a huddled and terrified mass of people. It was all dust, orange flashes and explosions that came closer and closer ... until a bomb fell on the switch and blew up all the switchgear, which exploded into a thousand pieces to become deadly shrapnel that tore through the timbers of the carriages like steel through butter. 

The torture lasted almost half an hour, and the explosions ceased to give way to the screams of those who were injured. Simon could make out only one voice: Helena, Danka's sister, who was screaming and crying bitterly from the other side of the carriage. 

– Leni, Leni! – he called to her blindly. 

– Here! ... Mamma, I'm here! ... it hurts so much, help me ... 

He groped his way to her. The girl, covered in dust, was writhing in pain and leaning against the wall while holding her right leg. Olga, her mother, took her by the hand and tried to comfort her while Simon struggled to examine her in the only light of the orange flickers of the flames. A torrent of blood emanated from a deep wound in her thigh. They all listened as that blood dripped against the rotten wood of the floor, through it and onto the gravel on the track. 

– It was this piece – Simon said, examining the rusty object. – I need something to sew it up with, please, and some alcohol! Calm down, Leni, calm down – he calmed the girl, who wouldn't stop crying. 

– Don't stand there like stunned fools! – Zuzka cried. – You rich sisters must have a brooch with a pin on it, right? 

They didn't have time to respond when the young nurse rushed at them. 

– Come on! ... Come on! – she urged them as she shook their suitcases. 

– It's all right ... it's all right – Katarina said, her eyes fixed on the disfigured face. – I have a gold brooch that someone gave me ... 

– Then cut out the talk and give it to me now! – Zuzka interrupted her. 

The woman bent down and felt around inside her suitcase until she stood up with the jewel in her hands, looking at it as if she would never see it again. 

– Thank you! – Zuzka said, snatching the piece from her. – It's very pretty, huh? ...too bad – she added as she pulled the pin out of her hand. 

– I need some alcohol! ... Come on, who's got schnapps or vodka? 

Soon, the efficient Zuzka returned with everything she needed: a quart of vodka, a pin of pure gold, clean silk thread, and two new scarves. 

Simon doused the wound with the vodka and the girl's deep cry was heard throughout the train. 

– Come on, Leni ... hold on ... come on ... drink some vodka. You'll hardly have a scar ... Tell me, do you have a boyfriend? – she asked as she cleaned her wound. 

– No ... – The girl answered between sobs. 

– But I'm sure you must like some boy ... don't you? 

– Yes ... – she likes Marco – Danka interrupted, visibly affected, crying as she took her sister's hand. – Come on, Leni ..., hey, you're lucky: you can drink vodka, right? 

– Yes ... she replied with a small smile and a wince. 

A last sip from the small leather flask. Leni looked dizzy. 

– Well, here we go – Simon said, pulling the knot that tied the thread to the head of the pin. 

She brought the tip close to the fire of the light Olga had prepared. Between the crackling of the small flame, the screams of other wounded women in the train could be heard, and in the background, the terrible roar of the gigantic bonfire that devoured Bystrica, its streets, its buildings, and its inhabitants. The entire line of trees along the tracks was on fire. Simon drove the pin into the girl's flesh, who instantly awoke from her lethargy and shrieked from her depths, rolling like a wild animal. 

– Hold her! Hold her by the arms and legs! She can't move. Come on, let's go. 

Zuzka had to grab the girl when Olga, her mother, became dizzy when she could make out the bone through the blood. 

Leni shrieked bitterly each time the gold pin pierced her leg and the fine silk thread tore at the edges of the wound. 

– You are being very brave, Leni, very brave – Danka said between tears, squeezing her hand. 

A loud rustling sound from the grove caught Zuzka's attention. A prominent elm tree turned into a huge torch twisted in thousands of sparks until finally the wood gave way and snapped, falling on top of a train waiting a few tracks away. The fire quickly spread through several carriages, and then the horrible spectacle began: hundreds of crazed horses were running, whinnying and beating desperately on the walls of those wooden coffins in flames, looking for a way out. They knew their destiny, they could not escape. They seemed to cry out in anguish for help, as a human being would ... Smoke and blazing fire, which little by little suffocated that agitation until it consumed them. Silence and blinding orange light. The whole train was in agony, engulfed in flames as it gave off that pungent smell, the smell of burning flesh, burning hair, burning bone. It was the vision of hell itself that appeared through the small windows and kept all those women mesmerized. 

A couple of knots and Simon cut the thread while Leni, fainting, slept soundly. 

– All right, Zuzka, that's it. 

– Is she going to be all right? Is my sister going to be all right? – Danka asked insistently as little Stela peeked behind her, frightened, but curious. 

– Yes, don't worry, Simon replied with a wink as he wiped the sweat from his brow. 

He finished cleaning the wound with the rest of the vodka and prepared a bandage with the scarves Zuzka was passing him. 

– Let her lie down. She needs to rest ... 

Although the train did not move, few could sleep that night. The incessant noise of the flames devouring Bystrica regularly mingled with the cracking of thousands of bricks cascading down as buildings collapsed. 

Even submerged in that atmosphere of dust and ashes that the interior of the carrier became, no one was worried that night about the lack of water. No one said a word, but Simon knew that there was great fear among them, almost terror, that fire might spread and reach the train. They had seen what that would mean. They had heard the agonizing death of those horses. And none of them could forget it. Not even the girls, who tried to rest next to their mothers but kept their eyes open, glued to the windows. It was going to be a very long night ... 

"Bystrica ... That's about halfway. I hope that the bombardment hasn’t damaged the track, and that we can continue soon ... Lord, I beg you, send us some water ... send us water ...", Simon thought with his eyes closed, leaning against the wall ...

"... Bodin was running down the street barefoot like the devil take the hindmost. His sister Janira, six years older than him, tried to follow him, but she could barely keep him in sight. The little boy dodged two rickshaws with enormous agility, whizzed through several spice stalls in the busy flea market, as usual raising the ire of their owners, and headed down the alleyway to the right, checking out of the corner of his eye to see that his sister was still following him. 

– Bodin! ... Bodin! .. Wait for me! Where are you going there? – she shrieked, panting. 

– Run! It's this way! It's a shortcut I know! 

The girl trusted her slippery, speedy little brother, who meandered through the labyrinth as if he had a map engraved in his head. Right, left, across another courtyard ... and finally, miraculously, Janira thought, they reached the square. But that day it was not empty and dusty as usual. To the little boy's chagrin, several hundred children had beaten them to the gleaming metal door. That long snake, made up of children of all ages who looked at them suspiciously, circled the square at least twice. 

– You see? See? ... I told you! ... I told you we had to come at dawn! – he cried disconsolately, taking the last place in line with resignation. 

The line crept along slowly. Every few minutes, it would advance only a few steps and then stop again. Hours and hours under a relentless sun, but none of those children gave in. No one gave up. They all had some disease or ailment, perhaps a brother who had died of a strange ailment or a sister with a deformed limb. All had lost many friends in cholera or flu epidemics. They were used to seeing their fellow human beings die from a simple infection ... life in those huge human cauldrons of New Delhi was of little value. 

But a few days ago some foreigners arrived, bought the huge plot of land next to the square, and hung up a white sign with big red letters saying "Hospital for Dalit Children", which announced that today was the day it would open its doors. A hospital for Dalit children, and only a week later? Nobody could believe it ... until the next day a group of large trucks loaded with concrete blocks and work crews appeared. 

Hundreds of outcasts watched with curiosity, day after day, as the young man and the beautiful blonde woman worked from sunrise to sunset to transform that square covered with rubble and debris into a clean enclosure closed by a metal gate. Everyone watched in amazement as ten men pulled ropes as the huge white tent that would protect the courtyard from the merciless sun rose from the ground. And in the other half of the square, to the left and aligned to the street, that pack of workers erected a simple building. It was only the module unit of a much larger construction that would occupy the rest of the site, but it was the minimum necessary to be able to open; the first consultation room, the operating room and a dwelling. It was a small, simple building, but even unpainted, it stood as one of the few in the area to have a sturdy structure and a roof that would not sag. It was built to last. No one knew these foreigners, but one thing was clear: they intended to stay, and that slum seemed like the perfect place, the precise place in the world where a hospital for outcast children was like a light in the middle of the night, the difference between despair and hope, between pain and smiles ... between death and life. 

And yet, every day those hundreds of Dalits watched warily from the gate ... but none offered them any help. 

– The great day has come. Simon ... What do you feel? – Hannah asked, looking at him with that smile that radiated happiness. 

– I ... I don't know, my queen ... Do you know how many children will contract some deadly disease this week alone? My regret is that we didn’t open sooner. Perhaps if we had hired more workmen? – he answered grimly as they went to the gate to open it for the first time. 

Hannah was surprised to see those expressive brown eyes she adored turn bright. She stopped short, grabbed his right arm and squeezed him gently, caressing him, just as she used to do when they were young, when they sailed together on that crystal-blue lagoon, when they lived in their longed-for, far-away Prussia. 

– No, Simon, no. We can't save them all, we can't ... My life. 

– I know, I know ... come on, let's open the door. There is much to do, and you know that "for the sluggard, the path is full of thorns, and ... 

– Yes, "for the upright the road is wide", I know – she interrupted him, taking his face with her left hand, and giving him a brief but intense kiss that paralyzed Simon. 

– Come on, let's go, – she added, pulling him along. 

– Do you know that I thank God every day that I found you that night in Algeciras? 

– Yes ... The truth is that He gave you the best gift – she answered proudly, opening the latch while smiling at the two girls who occupied the first place. 

That beautiful woman treated the little ones with a strange natural gentleness. It was extraordinary, Simon thought, seeing the joyful expression on the girls' faces. He connected with them instantly and won their trust with just a smile. It was certainly the best of gifts. And he loved her with all his might. Every day he dreamed of her, of being able to hold her and caress her ... But every day he remembered the promise a boy made to God to save the life of a half-conscious girl, terrified, wrapped in a blanket, and just waiting for death lying on the deck of a wooden boat. That promise turned out to be an immense joy when she came back to life in his arms, it was the greatest joy of his life. But now that commitment weighed like a burden, day after day. They were always together, they looked at each other, shared good and bad moments, and sometimes even hugged. Being together was all they needed, and it was enough for both of them ... But it was so hard to be close to her and not to be able to love her ... "Lord, give me strength to do your will ... and the promise I made to you ... give me strength ..."

... The third day dawned and the train was still motionless. In the distance, metallic noises, hammers and blows could be heard. "Workers repairing the tracks," Simon thought, but no one appeared or responded to the cries from other carriages desperately calling for help, which mingled with the muffled chanting of Esther's morning prayer. 

Smoke. A gigantic column of smoke enveloped Bystrica ... Stifling heat ... lack of air ... indescribable smell, mixture of sweat, humanity, burnt wood and excrement ... Nobody spoke anymore. Even little Danka didn't have the strength to laugh. Her face was the expression of confusion. She didn't know why they were going through all that. She couldn't imagine what they had done to deserve such treatment. Her honey-colored eyes, dull, without that sparkle, remained fixed on her little sister Stela, who was sleeping soundly on her mother's chest. 

Hour after hour, slowly, very slowly ... until at noon a chilling scream was heard, a scream that Simon was already expecting. 

– Dead! ... She's dead! 

No one answered. Svetlana Zacharova's limp body slumped to the ground. She fell next to Danka, who was not frightened. 

– Zuzka, help me! – Simon urged, trying to revive the woman. But there was nothing to be done. Her heart stopped suddenly. She couldn't take it anymore. The woman's eyes, still open, remained in front of Danka's, who looked at her with sorrow and gave her a sad smile as a farewell. Svetlana looked like a strong woman, and yet she fell to Simon's surprise. Her sister Katarina didn't even have the strength to mourn her. She just sat down next to her and held her hand as she gasped for breath, trying to breathe that unbreathable air. 

– Doctor Neumann, – Zuzka said, – we need space. We must place the deceased in an upright position. 

– Yes ... but let her sister be with her for a while. Then we'll find her a place and something to cover her up, all right? ... "Lord, take care of her soul ... and send us water, we need water, and soon. Lord, please help us ... we could use a little rain ...",  Simon prayed for that woman without being able to get those who were still alive out of his mind. 

The third night came, and the train was still under that scorched grove on the outskirts of Bystrica. Esther's songs were added to Simon's prayers for help, begging for water ... But instead of the help he expected, another enemy appeared: lice. Only one image crossed his mind when he saw them scratching compulsively, that nightmare he fought to the point of exhaustion, and that ended up taking away many people he loved: typhus. 

– You mustn't scratch! – he insisted again and again. – It is very important. I know it itches, but that's how typhus is transmitted, by scratching wounds. It is not the bite of the lice that contains the disease, but the excrement that they leave on your skin, and when you scratch it is when you introduce the poison into your blood, do you understand? 

Although they all seemed to understand and restrained themselves, little by little the tiredness made them go numb ... and then they scratched themselves. It was an involuntary, unconscious movement, but one that would cost many of them their lives. 

"Lord, help us ... I beg you ... I beg you ..." – He went round and round the carriage, watching the girls so that they wouldn't scratch themselves. 

– Doctor, you rest for a while, – Zuzka offered him in the early morning. – I'll keep an eye on the girls. 

– Thank you. I really need it. We'll take turns every two hours, all right? 

– Yes. Go on, get some rest. 

Simon went back to his corner and huddled next to Danka. He put his arm around the little girl and took both her hands. He closed his eyes ... 

"... After a week without sleep, he could no longer stand. Simon dropped his battered body in a corner of the crowded courtyard, exhausted, but before closing his eyes, he contemplated with a smile the result of so much effort: more than two hundred children, on an army of improvised beds, were recovering from that nightmare, from typhus. He looked at Hannah, who was haphazardly cleaning a nine-year-old girl, and wondered where she got her strength from. She had worked as hard as he had, she had endured so much tension, so much sadness, so much helplessness during that infernal week ... She had prepared the corpses of the thirty-six children who had died. She attended to them and smiled at them until the end, closed their eyes and covered them with a sari. And yet she still had the strength to care for yet another child. It was unbelievable. 

Neither of them would ever forget that week. That week that began one random Tuesday, when Janira appeared with a reddish rash that spread all over her body, which made Simon shudder when he noticed that, strangely, the rash did not affect the palms of her hands and the soles of her feet. It was an unmistakable symptom. It was typhus. The same disease that killed over thirty thousand of Napoleon's proud soldiers. The same disease that ravaged eastern Poland just a few years ago. A disease that appears in conditions of decay, misery and lack of hygiene. And that forgotten hole was the perfect place for that deadly bacteria. 

We don't have the vaccine! ... Hannah, we don't have the Weigl vaccine! – Simon despaired that several children in the line had the same rash. – If we were in Europe, the vaccine is expensive, but we would have been able to ... but here in India ... 

– Easy, easy ... Doctor, what can we do, what is within our reach? – she answered in her sweet, serene voice, taking his left arm gently. 

– All right, um ... quarantine. To begin, we will sort these children on the playground according to their likelihood of having contracted the disease: "Send to the north corner," he said, pointing to the farthest area, "all those who present symptoms, exanthema or high fever. To the east, those we have doubts about, and to the south, those who seem healthy. And Hannah, you have to open everyone's files ... yes, I know you don't understand it. We need an interpreter. 

– I know ... Bodin, Bodin! – she shouted down the line. 

An arm was raised out of the turmoil, and with a leap the little one escaped from the tail. His short legs carried him to her in a second. Bodin was an alert boy, and he soon learned that the English tourists his father took in his rickshaw were amused to have such a young and sharp guide. He found that the better he spoke English, the more shillings rained down from the hands of those rich tourists. There was no school to attend and he couldn't imagine any better life prospects, so he struggled to learn English. 

– Yes? What do you need, Miss Hannah? 

– Thank you, sweetheart – she said, giving him a little hug for which he was grateful. – Stay with us, we need your English, all right? 

– Yes, don't worry. 

– But first ... Tell me, are you in pain, do you have a fever? – Simon asked, examining his skin. 

– No, Mr. Simon. I am very well ... I just came to take care of my sister. 

– Well, well, Bodin ... Simon smiled at him, – We'll take care of your sister, don't worry. Hannah, we need help ... Go see if Pratim and some workers ... 

He hadn't finished saying it when he saw the men running out into the street in panic. 

– But where are you going? We need help, come back! – he shouted angrily. 

– No, Sahib ... no ... bad fever, bad fever – Pratim stammered without stopping running. 

Simon looked at Hannah, resigned but not losing that confidence he always had. 

– Well, my queen ... alone again. We've been through worse, haven't we? 

– Yes – she answered, taking his hand. 

– Well, here we go ... 

The line never seemed to end, and when it finally did, a few more children came running to join in. Five hours later they finished examining them all: of the one hundred and eighty-six children, eighty-two showed clear symptoms. Fifty-seven were doubtful, and the rest seemed healthy, although they should be quarantined for at least a fortnight. 

– We need stretchers ... at least a hundred. We will place them in several rows in each area of the courtyard, – Simon said, mentally calculating the distribution. 

– But the beds we bought will take at least six months to arrive. 

– Yes, yes ... I know ... where can we get those stretchers from, where? ... 

Simon kept looking for a solution to that question with his eyes fixed on the group in the north corner, where almost all the children had severe headaches, high fever, chills, coughs ... and some even had delirium and bleeding under the skin. He turned and looked at the street across the square, where a procession of pedestrians and rickshaws passed unnoticed and indifferent to what was happening in the courtyard of that rickety hospital for Dalit children. No one stopped to help. Nobody cared. 

– Simon ... Simon, dear ... – Hannah called out to him. 

Suddenly he turned around with half a smile on his face. 

– Rickshaws ... he said in a mysterious tone, still somewhat dazed. – Hannah, go with Bodin to see Shakti. That man is the owner of the dump where there are hundreds of old abandoned rickshaws. We need the poles. At least two hundred – Hannah's big blue eyes were lighting up as the idea dawned on her –. If you have to, buy them. Then you go to the market and ... 

– Yes ... I know, two hundred white cotton kurtas, right? 

– That's right ... you always read my mind. 

– And we'll also need curtains; about a hundred saris will do. 

– Exactly ... And talk to the workers. We need at least four. Pay them a pound if you have to. I want concrete blocks to support the poles of the new "beds". 

– Don't worry – she said as she took off her white coat and came out like a cyclone with little Bodin. 

– I'll stay with the kids. Sasha will help me ... if he is not afraid of typhus. 

– You can count on me – Sasha replied confidently from his stool, as he sorted through the children's files that he had been filling out for hours. 

Simon did not answer. He had his eyes fixed on a black lump walking by the gate, a small suitcase dangling from his hand. He came to the door and walked past the line of children. He couldn't believe my eyes. It was like an apparition. 

– Ivan? Ivan Blaskowitz? – he asked incredulously, rising from his old chair with a smile. 

– Simon, I am so glad to see you, my friend! – the man in the black cassock replied, giving a warm embrace to that doctor's coat that pretended to be white. 

– What are you doing here? 

– A couple of days ago we at the Bhopal mission received an urgent cablegram from Rome. 

– Miklas or Ledochowski? 

– They both send you their greetings. It seems that in Rome they thought you would need help, and I see they weren't wrong. Besides, you'll also need a priest since you don't ... Ivan left the sentence in the air with a certain jest. 

– Are you coming to stay? – Simon dodged the joke with a knowing expression. 

– Yes ... if that's all right with you. I have everything of mine – said the blond man with light eyes and a simple smile, lifting his tiny suitcase. 

– It's great news, great news. You arrive at just the right moment, like a miracle from heaven ...

... Two loud whistles woke Simon up. It was still dark, but the dawn was already breaking. Metal clanking, clattering between the buffers of the carriages, creaking of the springs, a couple of puffs of steam, and the train was on its way again. Some fresh air was coming in again through the two small windows. "Like a miracle ...," Simon thought as he remembered his friend Ivan. "Lord, thank you for allowing us to set out on the road again. Remember us ... water, please, I beg you ..."

The train was gaining speed and the swaying was increasing. Simon woke up and saw Silvia leaning against the wall rocking her baby. Her eyes were empty. Her gaze, lost somewhere in the dirty wood of the carriage. She swayed rhythmically without even blinking. And her baby wasn't moving. She no longer kicked and cried. 

– Sylvia – he approached her slowly, – let me see your baby – he said as he stroked her arm. 

The girl didn't flinch. She didn't even look at him. She was still rocking, clinging to that dehydrated, limp body. Her arms held her tightly as if she were still alive, as if she had to restrain her kicking. 

Simon sat down beside her and put his arm around her. From that day on, Silvia Masaryk never spoke a word again. 

– Doctor Neumann – Zuzka asked in a low voice – would you like me to help you? 

– No ... we can't do anything. We can't do anything ... – he replied, shaking his head. "Lord ... send us water, I beg of you ... I beg you" – he prayed with tears in his eyes. 

That day was very long. None of them had the energy to move anymore. Not even the girls, who abandoned their games to lie on top of their mothers. Esther's songs and prayers were now only a distant memory. The windows remained empty. The corpses of the two old women who collapsed at dawn, piled in the corner next to that of Svetlana Zacharova, appeared like specters, standing stiff and covered with sheets. But the heat also affected the dead; their bodies began to decompose and give off a pungent stench, a smell you never forget. 

No one had the strength to stand. Huddled on the floor, half-naked, covered in sweat and dirty straw stuck to their bodies, they could no longer reach the bucket and urinated all over themselves. They had lost all sense of modesty and hygiene. No one cared about any of that anymore. They were like animals that were kept alive only by their instinct for survival. They were only introducing that charged and unbreathable air into their bodies. Once again ... and again ... and it was getting harder and harder to find some oxygen in that air that smelled like death, and every time they managed it meant a few more seconds of life. 

Simon looked at them, shaken but with an enormous rage, a rage that generated the feeling of impotence, of being there so close to them and not being able to do absolutely nothing to save them. He looked at the weaker ones, Eva Kostka, her sister Lucia, and the two widows. He knew that when they reached their destination and opened the doors, some of those older women would not be able to get out; they would have died right there, with their eyes open, unnoticed by anyone. But there was nothing he could do. He went over the girls again and again. They all seemed to be holding up. Leni sighed in pain ... and despair. Danka, with her eyes closed, was holding her hand. The itching continued, and even Zuzka scratched herself from time to time. 

The afternoon came after a slow and interminable agony, and at last it cooled off to general relief. The sky began to darken and the sun disappeared behind a dense layer of lead-gray clouds. With a bit of luck, it might even rain. The women began to dress, to endure the cold of the night again, when someone shouted from carriage number two: 

– Factories! Look, there! Prisoners! ... We're here at last! 

That hell was coming to an end. The feeling of joy that spread through the train gave them back some energy. It was the last effort. It would all be over very soon, and they had succeeded: they were still alive. 

Leni got up with the help of her sister Danka, and still staggering, went to a window. She was overjoyed; her eyes radiated joy, perhaps because of the hope of receiving some painkiller to alleviate her torment. She turned around and gave Danka a huge smile. 

– Miss ... Will you do me the honor of dancing with me? – he asked the little girl in the voice of a young soldier. 

– It would be a pleasure – Danka replied excitedly, bowing. 

Leni took her sister by the waist, and even with her injured right leg, they danced together the Myjava, a Slovak folk dance. Zuzka began to sing and some clapping joined in the little celebration. It was a simple, even awkward dance, but they were both happy while it lasted. That nightmare was over, and the future would undoubtedly be better. It was only a small gesture but it brought many smiles in the carriage, although those smiles were short-lived. "Lord, thank you for allowing us to arrive alive ... and especially for Leni," Simon prayed as he watched the sisters enjoy that moment. 

The locomotive gave two loud whistles and slowed down as it rounded a wide curve. A thick plume of black smoke emanated from the chimney and drifted in through the windows, now teeming with curious gazes. The brakes began to squeal, softly at first, gradually turning into a high-pitched, powerful whirring ... until at last the train came to a halt. The boiler exhaled its last breath with a prolonged discharge of steam, and then came those voices, voices in German, loud voices, shouting orders. And through the small windows appeared the first images of those uniforms with gleaming skulls on the lapels. A shiver. 

No one said anything. They had all heard the terrible stories about the camps, about the showers, about children crying as the poison seeped into their lungs and they collapsed in a nervous spasm. The little ones were the first to fall ... No one commented on that during the trip. Perhaps not to frighten the girls, or to put that horrible possibility out of their minds. "What's the point of killing those who work for you?" – No, it just couldn't be true. All that was just gossip spread by the people who hated the Jews, the people who one day were joined by those neighbors who had always been friends. The same people who said goodbye to them in Bratislava shouting "Farewell Jews!", and who anxiously awaited their departure to get rid of those rats ... and to appropriate their property. 

No; none of that could be true. In any event, they were there now, and although they were smiling at their daughters, in the eyes of all those women there was this mixture of curiosity ... and fear. 

Metallic sounds. They all get up, expectant, impatient to contemplate their destiny. The padlocks are opened and the carriage doors start to roll with a squeaking sound ... 

... Never before had they breathed such clean air. The lingering smell of burning charcoal faded to a fresh scent, a mixture of pollen and damp grass. A gentle breeze sways the tops of the birch trees. Its leaves dance and whisper in the wind. Flocks of blackbirds play indifferently in their branches to the melodic song of hundreds of sparrows. The faint light of the afternoon sun invades the darkness of that carriage with a certain caution, respecting it, with gentleness. Those eyes were beginning to get used to that bath of light, and the picture that was drawn before them was at least hopeful: an immaculate meadow covered in vibrant yellow, and, in the background, a row of small wooden towers topped with bright red tiles reminiscent of doll's houses ... until the sound of those loud, rude voices, shouting rudely, contemptuously, came again. 

– Come down and form two columns! Women over sixty and girls under sixteen, to the right. The rest of you, form five rows to the left. 

The sergeant in charge of the ramp kept shouting the order. His arrogant voice mingled with those of others repeating the same words several carriages away. 

... And at that moment that beautiful picture faded into a sinister image. The charming wooden towers no longer looked like toy towers, but like the posts where the SS guards hid their machine guns and searchlights. Some German shepherds began to bark fiercely as if they had sniffed out their prey. Soldiers in impeccable uniforms set up wooden ramps to descend to the platform, which was nothing but a stony plain beside a dusty square, where five small tables had bene set up and dark uniforms covered by immaculate white coats sat waiting in silence. 

And those graceful towers, strung by a powerful electrified wire fence as if it were a rosary and that marked the boundary between freedom, happiness, life ... and the abyss. Those towers that were not toy towers, but which delimited the perimeter of the Auschwitz II-Birkenau concentration camp. 

Curiosity vanished from their gazes. There was only fear left in the eyes of those women. 

– Come on, come on! ... Come down at once, you stinking, lazy cattle! ... This is not a luxury sanatorium, nor a holiday home! – A soldier shouted at them in his coarse voice. – This is a German concentration camp, and the only way out ... is through the chimney! ... ha, ha, ha, ha – he burst out in disgusted laughter. 

An icy shudder came over them all. The girls did not understand what the soldier meant, and looked to their mothers for an explanation, but none of them could articulate a word. 

– Achtung, Oberscharführer Richter! – a voice called out to the sergeant, – I've had more than enough of your jokes! Stop frightening these women or I'll have you arrested! – the man with the stern but unimpeachable manner reprimanded him sharply. Tall, dark, elegant and good-looking, the intervention of that handsome Siegfried smiling at the girls calmed the whole carriage. 

– I am the Medical Officer in charge of the selection of this train. I beg your pardon for the sergeant's manners. You may get out quietly – he added with his pleasant smile. 

– Thank you very much, sir – only Danka's sweet voice answered. 

The officer, impeccably dressed in the green-gray uniform of SS medical Haupsturmführer (captain), was wearing some particular details: a long dark green cloak, white gloves covering his hands, and an Iron Cross, First-Class hanging from his left pocket. A silver skull shone on his peaked cap, and he walked on shiny leather boots. He glanced at Danka and gave her a friendly nod before leaving. 

"There's no question: reverse racism," Simon thought as he observed the immaculate appearance of these soldiers. It was the first image their emaciated victims would have of them and that stark contrast was no doubt the first blow, the seed to generate in their minds a keen sense of inferiority. Treat them like animals and make them feel like animals. It was not a good sign of what lay ahead. 

Those cattle began to go down the ramps with wandering and distrustful steps. It was nothing but a herd of dirty, smelly animals, covered with lice and sheathed in old, threadbare cloth coats. Their legs were shaking. They whispered as if they were people praying. Those who were wounded wept and wailed as humans would. Some, the older ones, were gasping for breath, trying to stay alive ... just like a human would. 

Silent pairs of men in striped suits carried the corpses of those who hadn't survived the trip to the hold of two trucks placed for that purpose. Simon watched those trucks as he descended the ramp of car number one, and estimated that more than a hundred women had died during the four days they had been locked in those cars. They were ordinary, gray, open-hold trucks ... but parked in front of carriages number five and fifteen. It was no coincidence; those were the optimal places to minimize the transport of the dead. It was a minor detail, but it clearly indicated that everything had been studied rigorously, coldly, and methodically put into practice. There was no room for improvisation. Only a few soldiers were enough to handle more than a thousand head of those submissive cattle. Simon had the sensation of entering a factory, a huge factory whose forced labor was human beings. He couldn't take his eyes off the nearest truck as he advanced at the front of his group to the tables. His terrible cargo was growing steadily. The bodies were transported and thrown into the box like common sacks. Two other prisoners were waiting on the box, trying to stack the packages in an efficient way: this head in this hole, that arm around this other corpse, and that baby, Silvia's baby, so stiff and whitish that it looked like a ceramic doll, carefully placed between the rickety legs of that old woman ... although no one seemed to notice the horrible scene. It was as if it didn't exist, as if it wasn't happening. None of them looked back. "Lord ... if they have been capable of this, if they have been able to transport more than a thousand women without giving them water for days, what else will they be capable of, is it true what Canaris told me ...? Einsatzkommandos ... a million victims ... How can you execute defenseless civilians, on what pretext, how can a human mind be convinced that farmers and children can be someone's enemy, what kind of man would do such a thing? ... Lord, why is this world bent on destroying itself?" 

All in order. More than a thousand women formed into one column and five rows. In the ranks at the left, only the middle-aged, those able to work, those still capable of contributing something to the Third Reich. In the right column, Eva Kostka and her sister Lucia shared the honor of being the first. Behind them, all the old women and the little girls, who kept crying, looking towards the rows in front of them, where their mothers were waiting. There were more than two hundred restless and frightened little girls mingling with the calm and resigned old women. 

– Stay in that column! – their mothers told them, hoping to spare their daughters the hardships of forced labor. 

Simon walked to the front of the first row, taking Silvia by the arm, almost dragging her, who was no more than a mute specter staring into the void. Behind him, Olga, who, following his advice, hid her young daughters, Danka and Stela, in order to keep them in the "productive" line. Zuzka helped Leni to stand up straight and walk with a limp. 

The five rows were organized in front of the tables where the white coats with skulls sat, that filter that would separate the usable from the unproductive, from the waste. 

"SS doctors, to the right ...," Simon thought. "Thus, in addition to ensuring the selection of the healthiest ones, they will bring to the procedure a certain 'Darwinian scientific justification' ..." 

The column of old women and girls would not go through there; there was no need. It turned directly to the right down the road to head for the entrance to the field. More than five hundred old women and two hundred girls, exhausted, thirsty and hunched over, dragged themselves to their destination. 

– You! Get off the train! – shouted the rough Sergeant Richter a couple of cars back. 

– You see ... I am a doctor ... look, I have ... a safe-conduct pass – came the man's fearful, halting reply, and he held out a document to the soldier. 

– Safe conduct pass? What for? – the sergeant replied, snatching the paper from him ... – Ahhh, now I understand ... you are nothing but a cowardly rat. 

– No ... no. I am a doctor. I only came all the way here to take care of them during ... 

It was a dry gunshot that echoed across the platform, but oddly enough, it only attracted the attention of the nearest group. "Maybe something has fallen and hit a carriage," they would think further without noticing the incident, but the man's body was dashed to the ground as if someone had suddenly disconnected him from its power source. Blood gushed from the wretched man's forehead and formed an ephemeral pool of blood that seeped through the reddish gravel. 

The sergeant holstered his weapon with a half smile on his face as the women walking past him, who had seen the man fall from the top of the ramp, didn't even dare to look at him. Impunity. Absolute power. That was what those sinister guards posing as soldiers had, Simon thought indignantly and furiously storming the first of the tables with determination. 

– Hey ... What the hell are you doing? Are you doctors or murderers? – he shouted at the surprised SS doctor in the room. 

– What? You don't say anything? Don't you understand what I'm telling you? I am Walter Neumann, Pathologist at Vienna Central Hospital, and I will file a complaint with the International Red Cross – he rebuked them, out of his mind. 

At that moment, the officer with the fine manners appeared, looked at Simon steadily, and replied in a low voice with a defiant expression: 

– I don't care who you are. You're nobody here. You don’t exist, do you understand? So calm down at once if you don't want the sergeant to teach you manners too. Your colleagues and you have permission to return to Bratislava, but forget about the complaint ... My superiors wouldn't like it, and ... who knows how many of these women would pay for it? 

– I ... prefer to stay – Simon answered, biting his tongue. 

– Well, as you wish. A pathologist would be helpful. Come this way – he said, pulling him across the first table. 

– But what have we here, our little flower has decided to work? 

Danka, hugging her violin, looked at the man suspiciously as she left her hiding place behind her mother's skirt. 

– You play the violin? – the officer asked with a smile. 

– Yes, sir – Olga answered, speaking for the girl, – she plays very well, that's why I thought she should be in this row. 

– Well ... Maybe you can play in the camp orchestra ... 

– Certainly, sir – the little girl said, – I can play Vivaldi's Winter – she added resolutely. 

– And what is the name of our fine little interpreter? 

– Danka, Danka Veselá. 

– That's a very pretty name – he remarked, keeping his smile as he pulled an almond chocolate bar out of his pocket. – Are you traveling alone with your mother? 

She hesitated at first, but ended up shaking her head when the officer fixed his stern gaze on the little girl's huge honey-colored eyes. 

– I see ... – He said, handing her the candy, which she eagerly took. 

The officer glanced around and then added in a jovial tone: 

– I assume that this is your big sister – he took Leni by the shoulder, – and that little rascal peeping out from behind your mother is the little one, eh? 

– Yes ... Ha, ha – Danka acknowledged with a chuckle, confidently. – They're Stela and Leni. 

– But ... Is this blood dripping down your sister's leg, eh, Leni? ... Can you work when you're hurt? 

– It's only a scratch – Simon interrupted. – I treated her myself on the train. She's perfectly fine. 

– Well ... we'll see about that, he said wryly. 

Then he turned and looked at Danka with his gentle smile for a couple of seconds, pondering, calculating. Until, suddenly, his kindly expression vanished and a sadistic smile appeared, his eyes turned cold, and his face tensed into that of one disturbed, excited and even delighted by a dreadful idea. He approached the little girl, bent down, gave her a caress and whispered something in her ear. No one heard what he said, but Danka's pupils disappeared. The rosy color of her cheeks turned pale whitish. Her smile faded without a trace, as if she had never laughed. The pretty face of that seven-year-old girl turned into a trembling jumble of terror. She looked at her mother, who gave her a faint, shy smile, at her sister Leni, at little Stela, and back at the officer. She didn’t utter a word. She only raised her violin and wielded the bow decisively. She closed his eyes, and breathed. 

They all looked attentively at that little girl with brown hair tied up in a dirty scarf, with her old cloth coat, thick socks and patched shoes, in front of that impeccable German officer dressed in the uniform of the elite, wearing his brand-new peaked cap, who glistened as if he were a superior being. She, a Jewish girl, weak and armed only with her old violin, against the all-powerful SS. It was a familiar image, the image of David versus Goliath. 

Tension dominated Danka's face. Five rows. Sinister uniforms with skulls walk up and down. Crying children, tables, voices, pain, barking dogs, screaming, wailing ... 

... and suddenly, in the midst of all that chaos, in the midst of that heartbreaking and inhuman scene, above the contempt for human life that shone on that platform ... 

... a solitary violin, a sigh coming from the small, innocent hands of a seven-year-old girl. An ordinary girl, one of many, a Jewish girl. Vivaldi, The Four Seasons, Winter, first movement ... First chords, floating down the platform with unusual sadness, harmless, passing among the old coats, suitcases and trucks loaded with lifeless bodies. Hundreds of eyes searched curiously for the origin of that soft melody, which suddenly grew into a dazzling succession of notes masterfully strung together with extraordinary force. That potent spell permeated the ears of guards and prisoners alike, paralyzing every soul it penetrated as it advanced until it reached the last carriage. Time seemed to stand still when that moan finally silenced the thousands gathered there ... 

... The wounded forgot their crying, the guards stopped shouting, the suitcases fell to the ground, the dogs stopped barking, and even the blackbirds drowned their song to listen to that sound, the most disturbing sound the SS medical officers had ever heard ... 

It couldn't be true. This seven-year-old girl was playing a piece of enormous difficulty, impossible for her age ... and she was a Jew! That contravened all the assumptions, the whole National Socialist creed they had so fervently embraced. "Perhaps her father was an Aryan," one of them thought, while the rest of the doctors and SS guards simply looked at the little girl with contempt. 

Danka swung the bow, caressing the strings with the delicacy and impetus of a great performer while her fine fingers leapt with surprising agility, absolutely concentrated, giving her soul, as if she was putting her life into every note. That day her hands did not touch alone ... 

The terrible roar of thunder burst upon the scene to announce the rain, which began to pour down in torrents. The water bathed her violin, the strings, the bow, and soaked her clothes, but she continued to play with great intensity. The rain pattered on the roof of the carriages, intoning a symphony of metallic sounds, but the girl continued to swing the bow with determination, as if that soft background noise did not exist, as if it were a delicate accompaniment to her solitary violin. The kerchief that gathered her hair soon began to ooze water, dirty, trickling down two shiny curls to her forehead. Her face, wrinkled, contained a few drops, but it was only a matter of time before they reached her eyes. She looked at her sister Leni, who was watching her proudly, and at little Stela, and then her eyes became bright. She broke down and began to cry. Danka's tears mixed with the rain that ran down her cheeks as she remembered the voice of that kind officer, that devil in uniform who smiled at her. That voice played over and over inside his head, a voice whispering in his ear: "Play Vivaldi's Winter and I'll let you live ... but if you fail ... your two sisters will die today ... will die today ...". The echo of those words did not fade. Every note was a torment. Each chord, an agony, a suffering that choked his breath. The little girl sighed to be done. Every bone in her body ached. Scared, dirty, hungry and completely soaked, she begged God to let her finish the piece. 

That wasn't music. It was the pain, the cry of pride of a people mocked, denigrated, tortured ... and exterminated. No one who heard that violin would ever forget that scene ... which lasted only three minutes, the three minutes that Vivaldi's work lasts. But those three minutes turned out to be the longest of Danka's life. 

Almost faint, she finally extracted the last note from the exhausted strings. She lowered her weapon, her violin, and looked at the officer as he caught his breath. Water streamed down her fearful face. No one was moving in the torrential rain. No one blinked. No one dared to breathe. 

... Clap ... clap ... clap ... 

The demon, with an impassive expression, clapped his hands only three times, very slowly. The water seemed to fall around him without disturbing his dark uniform. He smiled. 

– Very good, Danka ... you have done very well ... – he said in his soft voice. 

Those words relieved the girl of the enormous tension she had been subjected to at only seven years of age, and relieved, she wielded a broad, luminous smile. 

– But – he added, – ... you missed three notes ... 

Everyone looked at him in bewilderment, except Danka, who felt a shiver shake and paralyze her small body. She was the only one who knew what was going to happen, but she couldn't form a word. She was petrified, staring at her sister Stela, who was waving at her with her hand. 

– Sergeant Richter! – the officer shouted, pointing to little Stela. It all happened so fast. The brutal sergeant rushed forward, grabbed the girl by the hair, and in one swift movement flipped her in the air as if she were a doll until he slammed her violently against a wheel of the locomotive. 

Stela fell to the ground with her skull deformed, engulfed in a pool of blood. Her bright blonde hair turned into a slimy reddish mass. Looking up, her little blue eyes still wondered how it was possible, how the world had treated her like this at only four years old. Unable to comprehend it, the last thing she saw was her mother, Olga, collapsing amidst heart-rending cries of pain. 

Simon burned inside as he watched those small blue eyes go out, that expression that reminded him of his beloved Hannah. He couldn't hold back any longer, he didn't think about it and quickly removed the Luger from the officer's holster. Disturbed, he pointed at the sergeant's head who, far from being intimidated, looked at him defiantly while muttering through gritted teeth: 

– Shoot, you coward! 

Simon felt hatred. His soul, his faith and his humanity were struggling at that moment. Several guards came quickly to the aid of their sergeant. Something was pushing him to shoot, something as human as revenge ... but his hands trembled and were unable to pull the trigger. Enraged, he threw his weapon to the ground and lunged at the assassin with a right hook that sent him tumbling into a puddle. 

– Damn you! ... Damn you! – he shouted madly, striking him again and again, until the soldiers kicked him away. Zuzka exploded with rage and leapt at one of the soldiers, who brushed her off without a flinch, almost indifferently, like one who shooed away a fly: a single blow with the butt of his pistol and the girl fell in shock. The powerful blow broke the only attractive portion of her face that still remained. 

– I'm going to rip out your guts and piss in your ashes, you filthy friend of the Jews! – the offended sergeant Richter snapped at him as he rose to his feet, spitting a torrent of blood from his mouth, his proud uniform now covered with mud. With an expression of satisfaction, he unsheathed his long knife and approached Simon, who, held by two soldiers, looked at him impassively. 

– Richter! Put that knife away! – the refined officer interjected, to the sergeant's disgust. – Our good doctor and his angel-faced friend are in the mood for a fight, eh? ... We'll have to teach them some manners ... ha, ha, ha, ha – the words seemed to amuse the sinister officer. 

– We'll see each other another day ... doctor – the sergeant whispered to Simon with his sadistic smile. 

Leni wept bitterly as a guard dragged her to the "unproductive" column. Olga and Zuzka were still lying in the mud, exhausted. The rest of the women did not dare to look those soldiers in the eye. 

And Danka, motionless, absent, could not move a muscle. She watched without blinking as her sister Stela died on the spot, and saw her other sister disappear along with the column of old women and girls. She couldn't even say goodbye to them. She couldn't even cry. 

The devil looked back at her and gave her a gentle smile, as if nothing had happened. He put the Luger back in its holster, climbed up on one of the tables, and raised his voice to all those women who were waiting silently, horrified: 

– I am Dr. Josef Mengele, the doctor in charge of the selection of this train. 

And in the rain, with open arms, and wearing a splendid smile, he added in a brotherly tone: 

– Welcome to Auschwitz!
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An Unsolvable Problem 
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Chelmno, Wartheland. 

December 8, 1941. 

That day the trucks arrived for the first time; 796 Jews from the neighboring village of Kolo, including more than 200 children, were transported to the Palace outside Chelmno. "You are going to be taken to a work camp in Austria, but first, you must take a bath and your clothes must be disinfected" – they were told –. They entered a heated room on the ground floor, where Polish prisoners collected all their valuables, which they numbered and inventoried. They were taken in groups of 35 to 40 to rooms in the basement, where they were ordered to undress. A well-lit corridor with the inscription "To the Shower Room" led to a flight of stairs and a wooden ramp. That's when they became suspicious, but it was too late. Armed guards goaded them up that ramp, and the next moment, the doors closed. 

SS Corporal Walter Burmeister climbed down from the cab of the huge van and turned the handle, which twisted the exhaust pipe until it connected with the interior. He returned to his seat, started the engine, and waited. Exhaust fumes flooded the hold and suffocated the victims, who died clawing at the walls while he smoked a cigarette in his seat. Fifteen minutes later, he switched off the exhaust again and drove to a clearing in the Rzuchów forest, four kilometers away. There they would unload the van and bury the cargo in huge prepared ditches while Burmeister returned to pick up another shipment. 

The Chelmno extermination camp, called "Kulmhof", had the dubious honor of being the first to use the method of deceiving the victims and poisoning them with gas. Their "mobile" gas chambers were the first. It happened on December 8, 1941.
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Berlín.

January 20, 1942. 

Although a cold and intense breeze was caressing the runway of the airfield southwest of Berlin that morning, the small aircraft maneuvered indifferently and was ready to land with ease. Its wings swayed and the fuselage shook with every gust, but nothing seemed to bother the pilot of the Fiesseler Storch, who flew down the runway with absolute confidence. A couple of violent jerks and purring of the engine, which protested to the effort required, but little else. The tiny plane landed with the softness of a kid glove. 

"Extraordinary," thought the young soldier sitting in the Mercedes 320 Cabriolet waiting at the edge of the runway as the thing came to a stop in front of him. The cockpit door opened and the pilot, a slender black figure, appeared. He descended the steps and put on his peaked cap, black, with a silver skull on the front, which, even on that sunny day, shone like a powerful light in the darkness. When the tall, thin man started walking towards the car, it seemed as if he was a dark shadow moving precisely and methodically. His feet seemed to move on cue, calculating the distance at which they should strike with the heels of his black leather boots, perfectly timed with the slight movement of his arms so that his head remained strangely still. He kept his small, lifeless gray eyes fixed on his assistant, not diverting his attention one bit. His face, cold and imperturbable, did not move a muscle. That man was different from the rest. His presence alone instilled terror. Even his closest collaborators feared him. Reinhard Heydrich, Director of the RSHA, the Reich Security Main Office, had under his command all the police apparatus of the Third Reich: the Gestapo, the SD and the Kripo. 
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