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DEDICATION

For those of us who no longer knew how to live in peace. 
For those who found in the din of war the only familiar melody. 

And for those who, even after the last shot, continue to walk among us, hopeless 
specters. 
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CHAPTER 1

No one survives a war. Some just learn to walk among the dead, and I, in that 
winter of 1945, had been practicing that macabre dance for years. Night engulfed 
us at the border, a dense darkness that smelled of frozen earth and the rotten 
promise of another endless conWict. qe were a handful of shadows clinging to 
the belly of a freight train, hoping that the beeps and sTueaks would swallow any 
trace of our miserable presence. qe had no uniforms, only rags and the ugliness 
etched on the faces of those who have seen too much.

xhe cold metal of the car was a second skin, and the rattling was an irregular 
heartbeat announcing the journey to an uncertain destination. qe had crawled 
there like rats, huddled among empty boEes and the sweet, rancid stench of 
something that had been dead for a long time. It was the smell of Aurope, I 
thought, a miEture of old sweat, fear, and the soot from thousands of chimneys 
that no longer smoked. "n essence of decaying civilization.

D?o you think this old thing will last until dawnPD Haco muttered, his voice 
as rough as sandpaper. Ce rubbed his hands together, more out of nervous 
habit than because of the cold that penetrated his bones. xhe man always found 
something to complain about, and that night the train was his new victim, a rusty 
piece of iron that threatened to fall apart.
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R"LOóS SxAIN

Oe-n, sitting crossMlegged, did not respond. Cis eyes, two red embers in the 
gloom, scanned the darkness as if he could see through the steel of the car. Cis 
riWe, a 'auser with a worn stock, rested on his knees, a natural eEtension of his 
strong arm. Ce was our north, the rusty compass that kept us from scattering in 
the madness of helplessness. qith Oe-n nearby, at least one knew why one had to 
keep holding on, why one still clung to a smoldering ember of instinct.

DI donFt know about the old banger, Haco, but you canFt even handle a ride 
on a donkey,D replied Lojas, his usual acidity dripping from every word. Ce was 
leaning against the wall, his arms crossed and his gaze lost in the ceiling of the car. 
Cis glasses, which must once have been elegant, were fogged up and scratched, 
but he still wore them to hide the lack of faith in his eyes. " wall for his despair.

Haco hurled an insult at him that was lost in the growing roar of the train. 
xhey were like old dogs that bite each other out of habit, a ritual of survival in 
starvation. Not even the cold or the imminent threat of being discovered broke 
their routines, their little personal wars. ón the other side, Al Hadre muttered 
prayers in Oatin, his glassy eyes GEed on an invisible point. Cis rosary, made of 
what looked like human teeth, jingled slightly with each movement of the train, 
a jingle that was more of a warning than a prayer.

"mong the scrap metal, the óld 'an remained motionless, a lump indistinM
guishable from the rest of the accumulated rubbish. Ce could have been a corpse, 
were it not for the damp gleam in his eyes when the dim light Gltered through 
a crack. No one knew how he got there with us, or how he always found the 
darkest corner to disappear and reappear at will. 2or him, war was a natural state, 
as inevitable as breathing.

xhe train suddenly accelerated, throwing us violently against the wooden 
walls. " brutal jolt that reminded us where we were, in what skin, in what fragile 
shell. xhe border had vanished behind us like a bad dream, and we were entering 
the bowels of Bermany, a bleeding country groaning under the bombs. I felt the 
narratorFs pulse, the urgency to recount the descent. "nother step toward the pit.
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*ALOIN ?I?NFx q"Nx ;S

I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the acrid smell of old gunpowder that still 
clung to the fabric of my coat and the despair that seeped through every pore of 
the car, like thick steam. qe were the refuse of a war that no longer made sense, 
men without a Wag, without rank, without a homeland. "ll we had left were our 
wornMout weapons, the hunger gnawing at our insides, and the strange certainty 
that outside of hell, we did not know how to live.

333

xhe rattling was the only pulse in that rolling sarcophagus. 'y companions clung 
to it, each in their own way, like children to the skirt of a sick mother. xhe rusty 
metal eEhaled an organic, sweetish stench, a rancid patina that had adhered to the 
boards of the car. I realized then. xhis was not just any freight car: it was a cattle 
transport, an old slaughterhouse on wheels taking us to ours. xhe rotten wood 
had absorbed the fear of thousands of creatures, and now it was giving it back to 
us, drop by drop, seeping into every breath.

Dxhis stench... fuck, it smells like rotten cow intestines,D Haco muttered, shiftM
ing uncomfortably, trying to Gnd a position that didnFt eEist. xhe complaint was 
not new, but the tone was. xhere was a twinge of something else, a revulsion that 
transcended his usual grumbling, a nausea he couldnFt suppress. Ce scratched his 
armpit vehemently, as if the dense, heavy air itself were irritating his skin.

Lojas let out a sharp snort. D'aybe itFs you, Haco. Oately, you smell like a worm 
graveyard. Cell must be eEhaling from some oriGce of your body, and I donFt 
mean your mouth.D

DShut up, smartass,D Haco replied, but without force in his attack. Cis eyes, in 
the darkness, looked tired, not only from the night, but from all the nights that 
had been the same, a perpetual gloom with no end.

Oe-n did not take his eyes oY the crack. xhe moonlight, or what was left of 
it, barely illuminated his hard proGle, as if carved in stone by the winds of war. 
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R"LOóS SxAIN

Cis immobility was a heavy presence, an unspoken promise that, if we had to die, 
we would do so in line and with a knife between our teeth. Ce was the only one 
who seemed unaYected by the stench of decay, as if his sense of smell had become 
accustomed to the stench of death long before boarding the train.

xhe 2ather, oblivious to the discussion, remained focused on his refuge in 
faith. Cis lips moved in a constant murmur, broken phrases in Oatin that sounded 
like a dark incantation, a litany for the terminally ill. D?ies irae, dies illa, solvet 
saeclum in favilla...D he whispered, and a chill ran down my spine. xhe day of 
wrath, the day when the world will be dissolved into ashes. 2or him, I suppose, 
the train was already that place.

I looked toward the darkest corner. xhe óld 'an, an indistinguishable lump, 
barely perceptible. ónly the Weeting glint of his eyes, a pair of splinters in the 
night, conGrmed that he was still there. Ce seemed to melt into the shadows, just 
another specter in this car that moved like a coKn on rails. I had never heard him 
speak. I had never seen him eat. Ce was a fragment of the war itself, a blade of 
a scythe without a handle that kept cutting without anyone telling him why or 
how.

óutside, the landscape Washed by in burstsJ skeletal black trees, Gelds covered in 
dirty snow, the ghost of a deserted village passing by like a rusty, cracked memory. 
Avery time the train slowed down, the silence grew deeper, as if the night were 
watching us, waiting for our end. xhen the roar returned, and the reality of iron 
and speed dragged us back again. xhere was no dawn, only perpetual gray. xhere 
were no stars, only soot. ónly the train car, the darkness, and the echo of a Aurope 
bleeding to death as we headed toward the Gnal death rattle.

I knew they were taking us to the slaughterhouse, that we were just another 
shipment in the chain of killing. *ut strangely, that certainty did not frighten me. 
It gave me a kind of perverse calm. óutside that Glth, what were weP Nothing. 
xhe train continued on its way, swallowing up miles, and each jolt brought us 
closer to the abyss, but also to the only place where, in some twisted way, we felt 
we belonged.
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*ALOIN ?I?NFx q"Nx ;S
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xhe train continued on its way, devouring miles, and each jolt brought us closer 
to the abyss, the only place where, in some twisted way, we felt we belonged. 
Suddenly, a sharp screech tore through the air, and the car stopped so abruptly 
that we were thrown forward, a violent jolt. xhe silence that followed was more 
oppressive than the previous din, a heavy blanket that suYocated even our breath. 
'u6ed voices could be heard, boots crunching in the snow, a military rhythm 
that froze our blood. xhe tension became palpable, dense.

Oe-n slowly stood up, his 'auser ready, his presence a warning. Cis eyes, now 
accustomed to the darkness, Washed with alertness, tracking every sound. Haco 
stopped scratching and Lojas straightened up, his posture deGant like a wounded 
Gghting cock. xhe 2ather interrupted his litany and even the óld 'an, in his 
corner, seemed to sharpen his silence, becoming even more inscrutable. qe all 
knew what an uneEpected stop in that no manFs land meant. xhe wooden door 
at the end of the car opened with a groan that echoed like a complaint. " cold 
white light from a Washlight blinded us for a moment, and a gust of icy air carried 
the smell of snow and clean uniforms, an alien scent in our fetid living space.

In the doorway, silhouetted against the darkness of the night, stood an SS 
oKcer. 7oung, too young for the cruelty he already eEuded, his immaculate 
uniform contrasted with our misery like an open wound. Cis face, framed by his 
helmet, was sharp, and his eyes, blue and icy, scanned us as if we were sacks of 
potatoes, inanimate objects. Ce wore black leather gloves that looked absurdly 
neat, oblivious to the dirt of the world.

D"re you the shipment of foreignersPD Cis voice was harsh, without inWection, 
with an accent that sounded to us like orders given to dogs, the language of master 
and beast. It was not a Tuestion, but a statement that demanded an immediate 
and submissive response.
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R"LOóS SxAIN

Oe-n stepped forward.
Dqe are Spanish volunteers. "t your service.D
xhe oKcer did not respond immediately. Cis gaze lingered on our dirty faces, 

our rags, the motley assortment of weapons we carried. xhe Washlight rested on 
Al HadreFs rosary of teeth, then on the motionless bulk of Al Eiejo, lingering a 
little longer on his enigma. Cis eEpression did not change, but a hint of contempt 
appeared at the corner of his lips, thin as a knife cut.

DEolunteers, yes,D he said, the word dripping with irony like slow poison. Dór 
so they say.D

Ce took a few steps into the car, and the stench of cattle and old sweat must 
have hit him like a wall, because he frowned with an almost imperceptible gesture, 
a tic of contained disgust.

D'y name is ótto Flein. Raptain Flein. 7ouFre going to Stablatt. " training 
camp. If youFre as useful as they say, youFll have a chance. If not...D Ce shrugged, 
and the Washlight swept over us again, pausing for a moment on my eyes, empty 
of hope. xhere was no threat in his voice, just a statement of fact. It was the tone 
of someone talking about livestock, cattle marked for slaughter.

Haco muttered something unintelligible, an eEhalation that sounded like a 
stiWed insult, a spark that failed to ignite. Lojas stared at the oKcer, and I could 
feel the silent rage consuming him, boiling inside him like acid. Flein seemed to 
ignore them, or perhaps he didnFt see them as worthy of his attention. Cis gaze 
returned to Oe-n, perhaps recognizing an innate authority, a ferocity that even 
the SS uniform could not completely obscure, a primal beast that discipline had 
not managed to fully tame.

Dqe need manpower. It doesnFt matter where they come from, or what shit 
they bring with them. Gust kill. ;nderstoodPD Flein added, and the last word was 
a sharp blow, a hammer blow on the anvil of silence.

D;nderstood, Raptain,D Oe-n replied, his voice Wat, the same sharp obedience 
of a wellMsharpened steel blade waiting its turn.

Flein nodded with an almost imperceptible movement of his head.
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*ALOIN ?I?NFx q"Nx ;S

DBood. xomorrow you will arrive. xhere you will be assigned your role. *ut let 
this be clear. 7ou are not soldiers. 7ou are useful animals. Rannon fodder.D

Ce turned on his heel without waiting for a reply. Cis boots crunched on the 
Woor covered with dirty straw, and the door closed with a metallic click. ?arkness 
returned, denser than before, now permeated with the echo of his words. ;seful 
animals. "n old and familiar heat of rage rose in my stomach, miEing with bile. It 
was nothing new. qe had always been that, ever since we Grst picked up a riWe.

xhe train started moving again, with a slow, heavy groan, like a wounded 
animal refusing to die. xhe usual rattling was now a constant reminder of Raptain 
FleinFs words, of our destination. Stablatt. "nother name for the slaughterhouse. 
I looked at Oe-n, Haco, Lojas. None of them spoke, only the silence that had 
seen too much. xhe fog in the car, thick and sticky, enveloped us all, a sticky 
shroud. qe were rats in a cattle car, on our way to the slaughterhouse, and the 
only diYerence was that the eEecutioner had already come to name us.
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CHAPTER 2

The train stopped with a screech of rusty metal that tore through the frozen air. 
There was no platform, only a ditch blled with dirty snow and kroWen railroad 
ties. je vumped out of the car liWe sacWs of potatoes, stumkling o:er the frost. 
The darWness was still thicW, kut the pale gray of dawn was keginning to tinge the 
horizon, re:ealing a desolate landscapeS crooWed karracWs, frayed karked wire, and 
the sWeleton of a watchtower pointing to the sWy liWe an accusing bnger. -taklatt, 
as an -- nonHcommissioned oFcer had growled at us at the pre:ious station, was 
the hole in the world where cannon fodder rotted kefore keing thrown into the 
grinder. Oe was not wrong.

The air smelled of kurnt coal, sweat, and misery so thicW you could almost chew 
it. ;rom inside the karracWs came screams, coughs, and a constant murmur of 
despair that seeped through the cracWs. Gther trains, vust as ghostly, spewed more 
men onto the beld. They were hunched silhouettes, wearing illHbtting uniforms 
or none at all. -ome were old men with wireHliWe keardsE others were karely 
children, with the looW of those who had already seen too much. There were 
;rench prisoners of war in ci:ilian clothes, xerman deserters with their insignia 
torn o8, and what appeared to ke Bastern :olunteers, with high cheeWkones and 
stern eRpressions. They were all meat.
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IBND'A U'UA"T jPAT ó-

Cjelcome to the Neich"s daycare center,C Kaco said, spitting out a strand of 
frozen sali:a that dissol:ed on the ground. C'"m sure the wine here is eRcellent.C

DeVn didn"t respond. Ois eyes, sharp as car:ing Wni:es, scanned the camp in 
search of weaWness, a cracW through which to impose himself. Maptain Gtto 
!lein, our -- contact, appeared out of the shadows, wrapped in a fur coat that 
seemed too kig for his emaciated bgure. Ois hair was slicWed kacW, and a ner:ous 
tic in his vaw ga:e him away. Ois gaze lingered on Bl 9ievo, who, as usual, had 
materialized keside us without anyone seeing him get o8 the train. Ois Wnife, or 
at least the handle, protruded from his kelt. !lein frowned kut said nothing. The 
Gld ?an was an anomaly he didn"t kother to understand, vust another shadow 
among the many that populated that place.

C;all inqC !lein shouted, his :oice drowned out ky the icy wind. Ao one mo:ed. 
The other units, a handful of disorderly shadows, didn"t e:en seem to notice. 
!lein turned pale. Oe opened his mouth to repeat the order, kut Deon keat him 
to it.

C;orm up, damn itqC Ois deep :oice, weathered ky the stench of gunpowder and 
the trenches, cut through the murmur liWe a gunshot. Gur group, karely siR of us, 
lined up in a rudimentary formation. Kaco, Novas, Bl Kadre, Bl 9ievo. ' krought 
up the rear, watching. The heads of the other units kegan to turn, drawn ky the 
undeniakle authority that emanated from DeVn, a keast who Wnew hell brsthand.

!lein, though irritated at keing o:ershadowed, seemed to understand the :alue 
of that sa:age discipline. jith a gesture of his glo:ed hand, he indicated the 
direction of one of the karracWs.

CThere. There"s space. Pnd food. Tomorrow, we start.C
The word CstartC sounded liWe a threat, a dry echo in the dawn light. je dragged 

oursel:es toward the karracWs. The interior was a rat"s nest, with rotten wooden 
kunWs that sagged under our weight and freezing air that scraped at our lungs. 
P thicW miasma of mold, sweat, and unwashed kodies was nauseating. je tried 
to bnd a spot in a corner, far from the door. Gther recruits watched us with 
the curiosity of the damned. -ome were little more than teenagers, with sunWen 
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MPNDG- -TB'A

cheeWs and wide eyes, too kig for their gaunt faces. Ueath was etched on their 
features.

CMorporal Novas, what do you thinW of this paradise0C asWed Kaco, with a 
hungry wolf"s smile.

Novas tooW o8 his keret and scratched his head, his usual gesture when weighing 
up misery. C' thinW ?arR chose the wrong cemetery. This isn"t the end of history, 
it"s the keginning of decay. Pnd those of us who still ha:e some krains left will ke 
the brst to smell it, as the Yesh falls from our kones.C

The ;ather, who had keen muttering something in Datin, turned to us. Ois 
eyes, normally :eiled ky dementia, sparWled with an unsettling lucidity, liWe emH
kers in the darWness. CThere will ke no tomorrow. Gnly an eternal twilight. xod 
has gone to another war, one in which there may still ke souls to sa:e.C

The Gld ?an found a piece of dry kread lying on the ground and nikkled at it 
with the same indi8erence as a síuirrel or a rat might ha:e done, without a trace 
of urgency. Ao one doukted his akility to sur:i:e, nor his lacW of humanity. ', on 
the other hand, felt the frost clinging to my soul, my only constant companion. 
' wondered what war xod had gone to bght. Kerhaps the only one he could 
win. Gurs, of course, was already lost. Pll that remained was to prolong the bnal 
act, wa:ing our arms in the darWness so as not to see the cokweks, and dragging 
oursel:es through another day. Pnd drinWing. Plways drinWing, until okli:ion 
stucW to our tongues.

' sat on the Yoor, leaning against the splintered wall. ?y kody ached, e:ery 
muscle a lament, kut my mind was strangely clear. Too clear. ' could see e:ery 
detailS the rotten wood of the kunW, the dull gleam of the weapons on the Yoor, 
the mist escaping from our mouths with e:ery kreath, a Yeeting sign of life. jar 
was not epic, it was not glorious. 't was vust endless shit, a slow freeze, and we 
were the Yies kuzzing around, or the rats, as !lein had called us. Pnd in this hole 
in the world, in -taklatt, we were the most useful. ;or now.

The Cfor nowC in my mind was a wek in which the hours and days kecame 
entangled. The night in the karracWs dragged on, a vumkle of snoring, coughing, 
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and muéed moans. The stench solidibed, kecoming a tangikle layer that clung to 
our clothes and throats, a sweat of death. Gther kodies huddled together on the 
kunWs or on the Yoor, silent ghosts with their eyes open in the darWness, each with 
their own akyss of misery. They were the stragglers, the lefto:ers from all the wars, 
the spoils that the xerman military machine intended to recycle. 'nstincti:ely, 
we had huddled in a corner, forming a Wind of in:isikle fortress, a stronghold of 
hardened souls.

DeVn wasn"t sleeping. ' Wnew it. B:en sitting down, his bgure provected a 
tension that was almost palpakle, a promise of controlled :iolence. ' could feel his 
eyes scanning the darWness, calculating in:isikle threats. AeRt to him, Kaco snored 
liWe a pig at slaughter, an okscene murmur, and Novas muttered incomprehensikle 
phrases in his sleep, perhaps fragments of poetry or forgotten manifestos, echoes 
of a world that no longer eRisted. The ;ather, for his part, had wrapped himself in 
his threadkare cassocW and was reciting the rosary in corrupt Datin, peppered with 
kloodHcurdling apocalyptic eRclamations. The Gld ?an, as usual, had :anished. 
't wasn"t so much that he was asleep, kut rather that he simply dissol:ed into the 
atmosphere, kecoming another shadow until he decided to reappear, one more 
specter in the darWness.

Pt brst light, which karely managed to penetrate the kroWen windows liWe 
pale ghosts, a xerman sergeant with a face co:ered in pustules and a hoarse :oice 
entered the karracWs. Oe carried a cane that he tapped rhythmically against the 
Yoor, creating an annoying echo.

CPufstehenq xet up, parasitesqC Ois :oice, more than an order, was an icy slap 
in the face.

?ost of the men mo:ed slowly, liWe kroWen puppets whose strings had keen 
cut. je got up faster, a conditioned reYeR that the war had kurned into our kones.

C-paniardsqC shouted the sergeant, pointing at us with his katon. C4ou, the 
lowest apes in the food chainq Gutq Nunq To the fucWing síuareqC

DeVn didn"t wait for a second order. Oe ga:e each of us a push, a silent signal 
that we understood instantly. je went outside, where the air cut liWe razor klades. 
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The camp was waWing up in organized chaos, a hi:e of desperation. Oundreds 
of men, of all ages and nationalities, were forming sloppy lines. The sun was a 
mere memory kehind the gray clouds that stretched liWe a shroud o:er the world, 
heralding death.

The sergeant led us to a line already formed, made up of men e:en more 
ragged than us, some with dirty kandages on their heads, others with uniforms 
in tatters. P few looWed at us with suspicious eyes, fearing our arri:al. They were 
;rench, vudging ky their faded insignia and their accents as they kakkled among 
themsel:es, unintelligikle murmurs of kitterness.

C-tand still, monWeysqC -ergeant -chmidt shouted, kanging his katon on the 
ground. Then he turned to another oFcer, a young lieutenant with a face too 
clean for the hell around him, the face of a child lost in the slaughter. !lein was 
nowhere to ke seen.

The neRt few hours dissol:ed into a macakre parody of "training". Mircular 
marches in the mud, hea:y logs with no destination, ditches dug and reblled. 
ónder the koneHchilling rain, there was no tactic or discipline, only constant 
humiliation and eRhaustion, designed to kreaW our spirit and reduce us to mere 
animals.

Kaco, WneeHdeep in mud, growledS CThis is worse than military ser:ice in 
Plmer5a. Pt least there we had a cape that didn"t smell liWe :omit, and the sun 
tanned your sWin, it didn"t rot your soul.C

C't"s the dialectic of degradation, Kaco,C replied Novas, sweating under the 
weight of a log he could karely hold. CThey"re stripping us of our last shell. The 
ideology of mud prepares us to ke fertile ground for worms.C

C-hut up, guys,C DeVn growled, without looWing at them. Ois gaze was bRed on 
the horizon, on the :ery spot where Bl 9ievo had reappeared, sitting on a mound 
of rukkle, watching the scene with the impassi:ity of a :ulture waiting for its prey.

The ;ather, his lips purple from the cold, looWed up at the gray sWy. CThe Dord 
gi:es us mud so we can see where we are. 't is preparation for the bnal gra:e, the 
great pit where Yesh is one with the mire.
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?y mind, detached from the need to understand, found a strange likeration in 
the mechanical act of mo:ing one foot after another, of digging the sho:el into 
the frozen mud. 'rony had kecome a luRury. Pll that mattered was the neRt kreath, 
the sip of wateredHdown co8ee, the night when you didn"t freeze. 't was the peace 
of automatism, of keing vust another tool in the great machinery of destruction. 
The day promised to ke long, endless.

The sun bnally kroWe through the wall of clouds, kut it only krought a harsh 
light that made the desolation more :isikle. The hunched bgures followed the 
pace set ky the sergeants, shadows mo:ing in the mud, dragging empty sandkags 
or trying to lift wooden posts that sanW again and again into the mud. Pn aksurd 
dance, a pantomime of preparation that fooled no one. Oere, no one would ke a 
ketter soldier, only more kroWen, more empty, closer to keing fodder.

-ergeant -chmidt, the one with the pustules, tooW particular delight in torH
menting the Bastern recruits, who did not understand his orders and responded 
only with klanW stares. Ois screams tore through the air, followed ky the sharp 
cracW of his katon against Yesh or the ground. je, the Capes,C had learned to stay 
on the periphery, a rat"s strategyS mo:e fast or kecome in:isikle, klend in with the 
trash.

DeVn Wept us grouped together, a solid mass against the wind of humiliation. 
Ois gaze was a constant warning to the others and silent protection for our own. 
Novas had fallen silent, his irony drowned out ky the monotony of mud and sweat. 
Gnly Kaco continued to cracW voWes, little darW voWes that karely managed to elicit 
a grimace from our parched lips.

C'f we Weep this up, we"ll put the worms out of worW,C he muttered as he pushed 
a wheelkarrow full of mud. CPnd on top of that, we"re not getting paid, and we 
ha:e less dignity than a mold spore.C

The ;ather, okli:ious to fatigue, with an otherworldly smile, had kegun to 
CklessC the wooden posts with a stream of urine, murmuring apocryphal psalms. 
-ergeant -chmidt saw him. Ois eyes opened wide with rage, glowing red.
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COeyq 4ou crazy old manq jhat the hell are you doing0C he shouted, running 
towards him, katon raised.

DeVn stepped in with a íuicW mo:ement, without saying a word, a wall of Yesh 
and kone. Ois presence alone, the way his forty years of bghting, Wnife bghts, and 
bstbghts accumulated in his posture, was enough to stop the sergeant in his tracWs. 
-chmidt hesitated. The ;ather, serene, bnished his ritual, a klessing on misery.

C't is a klessing, my son,C said the ;ather with a toothless smile, his eyes bRed 
on the sergeant. C-o that the rot does not su8ocate us kefore our time, so that the 
earth will accept us when the hour comes.C

-chmidt swallowed hard. Deon"s face was a stone car:ed ky despair. The 
sergeant looWed away, annoyed and humiliated, kut did not dare to raise his katon. 
Oe walWed away gi:ing orders to others, taWing out his anger on the weaWest. je 
had won a small truce, a respite in the relentless war of degradation.

That afternoon, lunch was a watery kroth of rotten potatoes and a piece of stale 
kread, hard as a kricW. je huddled in a corner of the karracWs, trying to maintain 
what little dignity we had left, each of us clinging to our misery as if it were a 
treasure. Pnother unit was watching usS a group of ;renchmen, emaciated, in 
e:en dirtier uniforms, their eyes blled with an ancient, ancestral hunger that made 
them looW liWe wol:es. Gne of them, a klond giant with a kroWen nose, approached 
our ration.

C-hare, comrade0C he asWed in kroWen -panish, eRtending a tremkling hand, a 
plea.

DeVn stared at him, his gaze as cold as ice. CThis soup is -panish. Pnd it"s not 
for sharing.C

The klond man insisted, a desperate whisper, his :oice kroWen. Cje ha:e chilH
dren, comrade. 'n the other karracWs, they"re freezing to death.C

Kaco let out a dry laugh, rough as sandpaper. Cje"re all children here, comrade. 
Pnd we"re all star:ing to death. xo pray to your ?arshal KHtain, or your fucWing 
mother, if you still ha:e her.
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The tension thicWened, tangikle liWe fog. Gther ;renchmen mo:ed, forming a 
circle, their emaciated silhouettes a silent threat. They outnumkered us, and they 
were desperate, with the glassy stare of those who ha:e nothing left to lose. The 
Gld ?an, whom no one Wnew where he had come from, was now sitting neRt to 
me, sharpening his Wnife with a slow mo:ement, a metallic scrape that blled the 
air. The glint of steel was the only :isikle response to the threat, the promise of 
spilled klood. The klond saw the Wnife. Ois gaze hardened, his eyes now liWe klunt 
Wni:es.

Iefore he could taWe a single step forward, Deon stood up. Ois height, his 
kulW, the scar on his cheeW, e:erything spoWe of contained :iolence, of a keast vust 
waiting for the signal. Oe didn"t say a word, vust looWed at him, and in that looW 
was condensed all the krutality of war. The ;renchman, despite his size, tooW a 
step kacW. Ois men followed him, murmuring, their :oices muéed, kut they left, 
dragging their shadows kehind them.

je sat down again in silence. The kread tasted liWe old cardkoard, the kroth 
liWe ash and the rot of the earth. Iut we had defended it, inch ky inch.

CMi:ilization is a piece of stale kread,C said Novas in a low :oice, without looWing 
at anyone, with the resignation of someone who has seen too much. CPnd we tear 
oursel:es apart for it. ' suppose that"s our role. Gld wol:es, with our claws already 
klunted.

CAo,C DeVn corrected him, his :oice deep, a hoarse sound coming from the 
depths of his chest. CNats. Iut rats that Wnow how to kite. Pnd they don"t let go 
of their prey, no matter how hard they pull.

' thought of the rats ' had seen in the ports of ?adrid, in the darW alleys, 
bghting o:er scraps, o:er crumks. They were eFcient, krutally logical, without 
remorse or ideals. 'n this hole in the world, we were learning to ke liWe them. The 
training was not to bght the enemy we were sent to Will, kut to sur:i:e alongside 
them, our own people, and oursel:es. -o that when true hell arri:ed, at least we 
would ha:e sharp claws and the pure instinct of the keast.
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The day faded into a :iolet and gray twilight, a last kreath from the sWy. 
;atigue crushed our kones, our muscles were in constant pain, kut something 
had changed. je had marWed our territory, won a small symkolic :ictory on the 
scale of sur:i:al. Aot for ideals of homeland or camaraderie, kut for the simple 
and krutal need to continue eRisting, to secure the neRt kreath. Pnd in the silence 
of that karracWs infested with kroWen kodies, our little pacW of rats had grown a 
little closer, their kond hardened ky :iolence. Pt least we were no longer alone, 
not entirely, not yet.
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CHAPTER 3

The rattling of the cattle car marked the monotonous pulse of desolation. We had 
left behind the training camp, that parody of discipline where fear was trained 
with beatings and the future was little more than a grimace. Now we were a 
handful of shadows thrown into the heart of Germany, a nation crumbling under 
the weight of its rubble and broken promises. Through the cracks in the dirty 
wood, the landscape revealed itself in ruins, as if the apocalypse had taken root in 
the earth and was growing with cancerous slowness.

Smoke. Always smoke. Gray columns rising into the sky, sometimes like lazy 
exhalations, sometimes dense like the ghosts of burning cities. The railroad tracks, 
twisted like iron intestines, led us through ravaged Helds where only the skeletons 
of trees and the earth remained, churned and bleeding from shrapnel. And amid 
that lunar landscape, the silent processions. Mundreds, thousands of refugees. 
:others with children wrapped in rags, old people with backs broken under 
the weight of a lifetime reduced to a miserable bundle. They walked in our 
direction, or in the opposite direction, without a clear destination, dragging their 
feet through the frozen mud. Their gazes mirrored our ownq empty of Ouestions, 
stripped of hope. 1nly the inertia of taking one more step kept them on their 
feet.
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PEook, Narrator,P jaco murmured, pointing his chin at an old woman pushing 
a creaking cart. PAnother one who lost the recipe for happiness, if she ever had it. 
War is a bitch, yes, but it has the gift of making us all eOual in ugliness.

Lo'as, who until then had been brooding in a corner, slowly raised his head. 
Mis eyes, once ablaze with the fury of an ideologue, now held a glassy light, like 
that of a match about to be extinguished.

P"t?s not ugliness, jaco,P Lo'as replied in a hoarse voice. P"t?s the naked truth. 
War tears oF the masks and shows you that all ideologies are 'ust lies wrapped 
in shells of heroism. Eook at those people. What are they Hghting for- Yor the 
Thousandó8ear Leich- Yor :other Lussia- No. They?ll Hght for the next piece 
of bread, for a night without the cold gnawing at them. They are the Bock, and 
we are the rabid dogs herding them to the slaughterhouse.

EeDn, sitting with his knees drawn up and his riBe resting in his hands, only 
growled. Mis pragmatism was a shield, his leadership the echo of an older code 
forged in action and silence, and he needed no words to express his agreement 
or his contempt. The Yather, oblivious to the conversation, recited his litany of 
Eatin and prophecies. Mis voice, now a hissing murmur, like the brush of a bat?s 
wing in the dense darkness of the car, spoke of the wrath of God and the pale 
horsemen who would ride on Iurope?s last breath, of the bowels of the earth that 
would open to swallow the wicked like blind worms.

PWe didn?t get on the horses, Yather,P " said, more to myself than to him, my 
voice barely a scratch in the frozen air. PThey put us in a rolling wooden coUn.P

And so it was. The wagon, a cold and claustrophobic wooden box, vibrated 
with every 'olt, pushing us relentlessly eastward, toward a destination no one 
dared name. The air was thick, impregnated with the rancid dampness of wood, 
old sweat, and the pungent stench of fear. We were canned meat, waiting for the 
moment when they would open us up to expose us to the voracious cold and 
blind shrapnel.

"n the darkest corner, almost melting into the gloom, appeared The 1ld :an. 
No one had seen him board the train after the previous station, nor had we 
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noticed his presence before, but there he was, motionless, the blade of his knife 
glinting slightly at his waist like a cold promise. Mis face, furrowed by a thousand 
lines, was a geography of forgotten battles, a map of scars. Me didn?t even seem to 
feel the penetrating cold that chilled us to the bone, as if his own soul were already 
ice.

PWhen did you get on, 1ld :an-P asked jaco, always the Hrst to break the 
silence, even though deep down he feared the answers he might get.

The 1ld :an blinked slowly, and his gaze was lost somewhere beyond the 
wooden walls, perhaps in the frozen Helds blurring behind us, or in the icy 
promise of those that awaited us.

P" don?t remember,P he said, his voice as scratchy as the rubbing of two dry 
stones.

That was all he said. Then he sank back into silence, staring into the void, as 
the train dragged us through the broken arteries of a bleeding empire. The rattling 
became more and more rhythmic, more insistent, like the beating of a tired heart 
that refused to give up, even though it knew the blood in its veins was already 
frozen. <erlin awaited us at the end of that tunnel of decay and extinguished hope. 
And the train car, in its inexorable slowness, was the promise of a descent into the 
'aws of the unknown.
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CHAPTER 4

The rattling of the cattle car stopped abruptly. It was not just any braking, but a 
sudden and brutal deceleration that threw us mercilessly against each other. The 
darkness, already almost absolute, became even denser, pierced by the agonizing 
groan of twisting metal and the clanging of something heavy, incomprehensible, 
rushing outside. A deep silence. Then, in the distance, a roar. Another, and 
another. As if the sky were tearing apart, throwing incandescent splinters of "re 
at us.

SPhit,S Haco muttered, rubbing his head. -is Lask, miraculously, was still inó
tact, a small bastion of normality in the chaos.

xe;n was already on his feet, a block of muscle and nerve, struggling with the 
heavy sliding door. The jolt had jammed it, or perhaps the impact from outside 
had warped it. -e kicked it with his boot again and again as the car continued to 
sway with a "nal metallic groan. The eWplosions did not stopF they were getting 
closer. Oe felt the shock wave in our chests, a hollow, constant drumbeat. The 
Rather, oblivious to everything but his demons, muttered something in xatin, his 
voice rough as pebbles swept along by a stream.

SEpen that damn door, xeon,S 2ojas spat, his riLe already at the ready, his gaze 
"Wed on the dark hole of the opening. -e, who had seen the worst on the 0astern 
Rront, was always ready for the most terrible ghost, the one we did not yet know.

BN

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



D02xI' UIU':T OA'T MP

Oith one last brutal push, the door gave way. It didn:t open conventionally, but 
collapsed outward with a "nal creak, revealing a landscape that seemed to have 
been vomited straight out of a nightmare. It was not a village, but its shroud! 
charred skeletons of houses, roofs like broken dentures, a thick blanket of dust 
and smoke devouring the dying light of winter. Eur train lay stranded on a side 
track, parallel to a crushed platform, its own body just another piece of rubble in 
the desolation.

There were "gures. qany. Too many. Dodies.
S0veryone down1S xe;n ordered, a sharp roar that drowned out the stillódistant 

echo of the eWplosions. -e was already outside, moving with the agility of a 
wounded beast, crouched neWt to the car, his riLe pointing nowhere in particular 
and everywhere at once, scanning the debris, his eyes like radar.

Oe crawled over the frozen ground, the crunch of pebbles under our knees 
the only sound of our caution. The air. That air. It smelled of Cuicklime and 
burnt Lesh, a sweet, corrosive, nauseating miWture that stuck to the back of our 
throats, a taste of recent death. Dut the sight was even worse, a stab in the heart. 
The platform, or what was left of its concrete, was littered with lifeless lumps, 
too many to count, too many to comprehend. They were not fallen soldiers in 
uniform with weapons. They were men, women, children, their clothes in tatters, 
many still covered by woolen blankets that had oGered them not the slightest 
protection against steel or the shock wave.

SRuck,S whispered Haco, and the word came out without his usual sarcasm, 
hollow, like the ringing of a broken bell. -e crouched down, seeking protection 
he knew was illusory behind a pile of smoking railroad ties, his face hardened by 
a bitterness unknown to him.

2ojas pressed his lips together into a hard line, his face pale under the visor 
of his helmet, eWpressionless. I saw him try, with almost palpable desperation, to 
process the image, to "t it into one of his twisted theories about the meaninglessó
ness of war. Dut this was not a philosophical abstraction about human madnessF 
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this was Lesh, bones, life cut short. This was an openóair morgue, without any 
possible rhetoric.

The Eld qan, impassive as ancient stone, said nothing. -e simply slipped out 
of the car, a ghost made of Lesh and silence, a shadow that eGortlessly merged 
with the rubble of the station. -is eWistence was a constant Cuestion mark for me, 
a walking omen, the inescapable silhouette of what we would all end up being if 
the war decided to drain us of every last particle of our souls.

Oe moved forward with animal caution, following xe;n:s silent trail. 0ach 
step raised a "ne cloud of dust and ash that covered us with its deathly veil. The 
platform was a frozen massacre, a gallery of silent horrors. The blood, dark and 
coagulated, formed macabre patterns on the concrete, and the harsh winter cold 
had frozen the eWpressions of panic and pain on many of the dis"gured faces. 
There were no doctors, no nurses, only the grim reaper sitting on his throne of 
rubble. Puddenly, the distant hum of engines became audible, a murmur growing 
in the distance. Airplanes. Er tanks.

SThere:s a bunker. Er what:s left of it,S said xe;n, pointing with a sharp gesture 
to a halfóburied structure at the end of the platform. qore than a shelter, it looked 
like the mouth of an ancient cave, its entrance boarded up with sandbags gnawed 
by moisture and timbers rotten with age, about to give way.

The Rather raised his wooden cruci"W, almost like a weapon, his eyes wide 
with horror, staring with an intensity that pierced reality. SPanguis fundetur 
super terram in die illa,S he shouted, his deep voice trembling, not with fear, but 
with feverish conviction. It was prophetic madness that found its truth in that 
landscape of death. Dlood will be spilled on the earth that day. It already has been. 
And it will be until the last man burns in the hell he has created.

Oe approached the bunker. The air. A wall of stench hit us! fermented sweat, 
urine, the metallic sweetness of dried blood, and the sour acidity of entrails. This 
was not a makeshift medical stationF it was the very breath of disease, of eWposed 
entrails, of something worse than death! prolonged, collective agony that never 
ended. It was a slaughterhouse where the beasts still breathed, and their suGering 

BB

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



D02xI' UIU':T OA'T MP

was audible. The moans, low at "rst, almost inaudible in the icy wind, became 
with each step a chorus that grew clearer, more human, more unbearable. They 
were the sound of souls that had already left their bodies but remained chained 
to the earth by the invisible shackles of pain.

xe;n looked at us, his eyes, always hard, two polished pieces of obsidian that 
reLected nothing but will. Sxet:s see what:s left here. And who we can use.S -e 
didn:t say Ssave.S The word didn:t eWist in his vocabulary of survival. -e said Suse,S 
and in that pragmatic brutality, I understood that, for him, everything was a tool, 
a scarce resource in the great inventory of death. 0ven dying lives. It was war 
stripped of any veneer, of any illusion, raw and stark. And that nakedness, that 
irremediable truth, froze my soul beyond the 3erman winter.

The moans had turned into a chorus, a constant howl of pain and primal 
fear that clung to the walls like mold. 2ojas stopped short, his riLe dropping a 
few inches, as if it had suddenly become too heavy for him. -is gaze, a spark of 
contained rage, "Wed on xe;n:s unyielding back. SMse who, xe;n4S asked 2ojas, 
his voice raspy, rough as sand in a gear. SThe dying4 -ow do you use a dying 
man4S -elplessness burned inside him.

xe;n didn:t even bother to turn his head. -e just kept going, into the darkness 
of the bunker, as if the blackness were his natural habitat, his kingdom. There 
was no time for compassion, we knew that. 'or for Cuestions. Dut the answer to 
2ojas: Cuestion hung in the icy air, tangible, cold and cruel as an iceberg! to use 
the dying to remind us how lucky we were to still be walking, or perhaps, and this 
was the most terrible thing, to make us realize that we were already as dead as they 
were, only we hadn:t yet had the decency to fall.

I felt goosebumps, a cold that penetrated beyond my bones, beyond the 3eró
man winter. It was not only the cold of the weather, but also that of the soul that 
was slipping away. I felt that I was no longer part of those who truly breathed, 
of the living. ?ust an observer, another ghost, silent, walking among other ghosts 
with empty eyes. The day did not begin as before, not because of the sunrise, but 
because of the stench of sulfur and burnt Lesh that permeated the breath of the 
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world. The Rather was not wrong! the world had twisted its hinges, morality had 
decayed to the bone. And we, our essence, were sunk up to our necks in that rot, 
being uninhabited, a body with nothing inside.
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CHAPTER 5

The train, a metal beast exhaling rust and desolation, spat us out into a hole. What 
was once a town now lay spread out like an open jaw, a collection of broken teeth 
spat out onto the frozen, cracked earth. Smoke, a perpetual gray shroud, clung to 
the few skeletons of houses that deved graEity. ;ach step echoed with the crunch 
of pulEerized tiles and charred beams, a mournful echo of immense and silent 
death. The cold was not just a layer on the skinL it was an emanation from the earth 
itself, from the rubble that Eoraciously absorbed any trace of heat, any glimmer 
of hope.

óeHn led the way, his ri'e swinging with studied slowness oEer his shoulder. 
Bis eyes, eager as a EulturePs, scanned the blurred horizon, hunting for any sign of 
life or threat. Rehind him, Faco, always complaining, snorted through clenched 
teeth about a sharp pain in his groin, a constant lament that was now part of his 
burden. Iojas, absorbed in his own darkness, kicked a piece of brick mechanically, 
his gaze lost, obliEious to the crunching, obliEious to the world. The 2ather, 
also obliEious, his gaze vxed on the leaden sky, let out a continuous murmur of 
incomprehensible phrases, a torrent of words that sounded less like a prayer and 
more like an ancestral curse. 5 dragged myself behind them, each stride adding to 
my fatigue, my own shadow dissolEing into the East canEas of desolation.
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We found no ciEilians. Mot eEen the starEing silhouette of a dog. The air lacked 
the distant echo of artillery, that perennial soundtrack of our existence. :nly 
the wind, an inEisible specter, whistled among the ruins, carrying the acrid smell 
of burnt metal and a more insidious essenceG that cloying, nauseating sweetness 
of rotting 'esh that we already knew all too well. The :ld -an, as usual, had 
Eanished. Be was a ghost among the ruins, a silent obserEer who appeared and 
disappeared without a trace, an autonomous shadow inhabiting his own time.

We turned down an alleyway. The roof of what must haEe been a bakery 
had collapsed, spilling broken sacks of 'our onto the ground. The 'our, now 
hardened, formed whitish mounds under the frost, ghosts of snow in the middle 
of Npril. 5t was precisely there, among the absurd remains of a makeshift barricade 
of shopping carts, broken cabinets, and the skeleton of a piano, that our eyes met 
theirs.

They were children. :r rather, the childish specters of what they once were. N 
dozen, maybe vfteen. Their uniforms, designed for grown men, swallowed them 
up mercilessly, coats that turned them into shapeless lumps. 6erman helmets 
coEered almost half their faces, leaEing only bulging eyes and red, runny noses exD
posed. Their childish hands clutched ri'es, some as disproportionate as their own 
height, others rusty and almost useless pistols that looked like crude, heaEy toys. 
They stood motionless, like statues of salt in a lunar landscape, their weapons 
pointing toward nothingness, or perhaps toward the abyss itself. They were too 
small for the terror that wrinkled their features, but not for the desolation that 
was already withering their souls.

Mext to them stood an SS oUcer. Bis uniform, immaculate in contrast to the 
surrounding decay, seemed untouchable. BoweEer, his eyes were hidden, coEered 
by a thick white bandage that coEered the upper half of his face, sealing the 
outside world from his gaze. The bayonet on his ri'e, vxed in place, glinted with 
a dull light. Ns rigid and immobile as the children, he stood in the center of that 
absurd constellation of armed kids. Bis posture, almost ceremonial, eEoked that 
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of a wax vgureG his baton resting on the churned earth, his gloEed hand clinging 
stubbornly to the hilt of his sword.

óeHn stopped dead in his tracks, a block of stone sculpted by war. Bis muscles 
tensed like bowstrings, a predator sniUng the precarious stillness of the air.

7?amn... What the hell is this<7 FacoPs Eoice, always insolent, was drowned out 
by an inaudible s=uawk, a mixture of reEulsion and his darkest humor. 7TheyPre 
kids.7

Iojas pressed his lips together until they turned white, his face a tortured map 
of contained rage. Bis eyes, in'amed by old wounds that neEer healed, stared 
at the bandaged SS oUcer with Eisceral hatred, as if that blind man were the 
embodiment of all his miseries. The 2ather, obliEious to us, leaned forward, a 
hoarse whisper emerging from his lipsG 7...Berod has returned for the innocent. 
The blood of those who haEe not sinned will 'ood the earth, and the lament will 
be eternal.7

They were not soldiers. They were children dressed as scarecrows, cannon 
fodder for a blind and deaf god. The oUcer was no warrior eitherL he was the 
conductor of a silent orchestra, directing a macabre symphony of ruin with a 
battalion of specters. The scene was so preposterous, so brutally absurd, that it 
made you doubt reality itself, wonder if you had not already dissolEed into the 
utter delirium of war. The children, obliEious to our presence, or perhaps too 
petrived to react, stood vrm, their small bodies shiEering slightly from the bitter 
cold, or perhaps from something much more primal that war, in all its brutality, 
had not yet managed to erase from their soulsG an instinctiEe and uncorrupted 
fear.
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CHAPTER 6

The mouth of the tunnel was a vortex of tar, mud, and broken promises. The 
miasma of rotten sludge clung to our nostrils, so thick you could almost chew it. 
After days of crawling through the remains of charred trains and villages devoured 
by a merciless winter, the entrance to Berlin's sewers promised no refuge, but 
rather the antechamber of an open grave. SS Captain Otto Klein, a man with a 
face as expressionless as a cobblestone, had pointed out the crack in the concrete, 
illuminated only by a dying sun that tinged the horizon with bloody orange.

"This way, useful animals," Klein said, his voice muDed by distance, as if the 
proximity of our misery disgusted him. "The streets are clean. Lown below, 
what's left of this hole is boiling.

óeHn snorted, a low sound that barely broke the damp silence, but he obeyed. 
Ie always obeyed the brutal logic of survival. Ie tied a dirty handkerchief around 
his mouth, a useless formality against the stench that promised to rot us from the 
inside out. The rest followed him in single Rle. j walked behind PoWas, listening to 
the irregular rhythm of his breathing, and behind me, ?aco, the sergeant, cursing 
under his breath, his voice a corrosive murmur in the darkness.

"By my balls, this smells like rat shit with bubonic plague," ?aco grumbled, 
spitting in the mud, "there's no other way around it. Nhat the hell kind of war is 
this2 8o wine, no women, Wust fat rats like rabbits fattened on human shit.
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"jt's the Rnal Wudgment, ?aco," sang Fl ?adre, who was already several meters 
ahead, a deranged smile lighting up the incipient darkness of his gaunt face. "The 
purgatory of cities. Soon we'll see the angels, or the demons, which is the same 
thing when the Mather sends them to settle scores."

óeHn didn't even look at him. Iis eyes, already adapted to the perpetual gloom, 
scanned every bend in the tunnel like two frozen embers. Ie was a beast made for 
this underground hell, his instincts sharper than any hunting knife. There was 
something in the way he moved, a predatory cadence, that promised a Yuick and 
silent death to anyone who got in his way. Ie had turned us all into his shadows, 
silent extensions of his own contained rage.

PoWas walked silently, each step a heavy drag. The incident with the child 
soldiers in the ravaged village of -il IoWas de la -etralla had tattooed a bitter 
grimace on his mouth. Iis idealism, already battered by years of barbarism, had 
been pulverized against the tiny bodies, turning to ash that now covered his soul. 
jt was no longer the fury of the newcomer, nor the resigned contempt of the 
veteran. Ie carried his ri9e as an extension of his own emptiness, without looking 
up from the mud, as if searching for answers in the stagnant waters.

The Old -an was gone. Ie simply ceased to be, without fuss. 8o one saw 
him disappear. One got used to his spectral nature, the way he blended into the 
shadows and reappeared without warning. Ie might have been in some damp 
corner for hours, hunting giant cockroaches for food or praying to nothingness 
with his machete in his hands. 3ou never knew with him. Ie was a ghost among 
the ghosts that populated that dead city.

The feeble light of our 9ashlights barely pierced the veil of darkness. The 
concrete walls sweated sticky moisture, glistening under the 9ickering beam. The 
constant sound of dripping water, the distorted echo of our own footsteps, and 
the distant muDed murmur of the bombed0out city above created a macabre 
and su<ocating symphony. Occasionally, the sharp sYueak of a rat or the splash 
of its paws in the stagnant water broke the monotonous concert. They were the 
undisputed rulers of this forgotten kingdom.
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A chill ran through me to my bones. The air down here was heavy, stagnant, 
laden with the decaying breath of thousands of lives that had perished in the 
darkness. jt was the breath of Berlin, rotting from within, and we, its parasites, 
crawled with it, deeper and deeper. There was no easy way out. Only more 
descent, more darkness, more of this icy, fetid dampness.

Suddenly, óeon stopped. Ie raised a hand, a silent and absolute command. 
The silence grew even thicker, so thick that j could hear my own heartbeat, racing 
with tension. Ahead of us, in the unfathomable darkness, there was something. 
A shapeless lump. jt wasn't a rat. jt was bigger. The smell suddenly intensiRed, a 
sour, familiar aroma that stuck in my throat. Leath.

>?

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



CHAPTER 7

The Russians came, not like a stampede, but like a silent tide, a gray mass creeping 
through the fayed streets oB .erlinv Their adwance Was not the heroic charge oB a 
wictorious army, but the sloW craWl oB a Wounded predator Who knoWs its prey can 
no longer escapev :e Were giwen the most thankless part oB the deBeatA guarding a 
column oB prisonersv G hundred men, perhaps more, their uniBorms reduced to 
tatters and their Baces sculpted by starwation and terror, Were pushed BorWard by 
qerman bayonetsv :e Were the last guardians oB an empire that Was bleeding to 
deathv

The sLuad, more like a handBul oB shadoWs, had entrenched themselwes in 
the monotonous guard dutyv óePn, With his helmet dented and his Bace a mask 
oB Brost, kept one eye on the prisoners and the other on the leaden skies that 
promised snoW or more deathv jaco lit a cigarette With What Was leBt oB his lighter, 
the White smoke mingling With the icy breath that came out oB his mouth like a 
ghostv RoMas, his hands clenched around his xauser, had his eyes FOed on the 
ground, as iB looking Bor a reason to keep mowing BorWard among the raised 
cobblestonesv The ;ather murmured in óatin, pointing his bony, trembling Fnger 
at a group oB prisoners Walking bareBoot, the soles oB their Beet already blackv The 
3ld xan, as alWays, Was noWhere to be seen1 he appeared and disappeared like 
the last breath oB air in a burst lung, a presence as feeting as hopev
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JTheyDre all the same,J spat jaco, a strand oB tobacco staining his chinv JIame 
shit, di-erent packagingv "t doesnDt matter Who WinsvJ

JIome hawe souls to sawe,J replied the ;ather, his woice as rough as sandpaper, 
Jothers donDt ewen hawe a shadoW oB one leBtv !ust carrionvJ

" looked at them, at that procession oB hungry ghostsv The cold Was an icy bite 
that gnaWed at our bonesv zeBeat Was a leaden slab that dragged us all doWnv 
qerman boots creaked on the cracked ice, bayonets glinted With a liBeless light, 
dewoid oB any Moyv Iuddenly, Brom the uniBorm mass oB men, a barely audible woice 
broke the silencev "t Was not the desperate cry you Would eOpect Brom a man on the 
werge oB collapse, but a Whisper that Was both a plea and a lament, an eOhalation 
that barely rose abowe the rhythmic murmur oB their Bootsteps and the Windv

J:atervvv pleasevvv WatervvvJ
That phrase, barely a thread oB liBe, made its Way through the icy Wind that 

lashed usv "t Was not qerman, nor Russianv RoMas raised his head suddenly, his 
eyes, prewiously absent, noW FOed on the prisonerv The man Was young, but 
emaciation had aged him, With a split lip and a lost look in his eyesv G blurred 
tattoo peeked out Brom under the sleewe oB his torn uniBorm, a Fwe2pointed star 
smudged by dirt and timev Gnd then, the Word rang out again, this time With 
an urgency that pierced my stomach, not only out oB compassion, but out oB a 
buried recognitionv

J:ater, damn itU ;or qodDs sakeUJ
RoMas tensed, his body straightening With a rigidity " had newer seen beBorev " 

recogniHed the accent myselB, unmistakableA the rough, Weathered Ipanish oB a 
man Brom eastern Ipainv The prisoner Was one oB usv G Republicanv G red, in the 
Margon oB the :ehrmacht and II surrounding usv .ut Bor RoMas, he Was a mirror, 
a splinter oB his oWn past stuck in the throat oB the presentv

JóePn,J RoMas murmured, his woice barely audible, as iB he Were talking to 
himselBv
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óePn, Who had not stopped scanning the leaden horiHon, turned his head With 
glacial sloWnessv äis eyes, tWo cold pebbles, rested Frst on RoMas, then on the 
dying prisonerv

J:hat is it, corporal4J
JäeDs Ipanish,J insisted RoMas, his woice taking on a desperate urgency, and he 

took a step BorWardv JEomradevvvJ
Jäold still, RoMas,J said óePn, and the order cut through the icy air like a 

gunshotv
RoMasD bayonet trembled, a blade wibrating against his oWn historyv äe Was the 

ideologue, the one Who had taken up arms on the other side, the one Who had 
been Borced to Moin the Eondor óegion to awoid starwing to death in a concen2
tration camp or in eOilev 'oW, in Bront oB him, not a ghost, but an open Wound 
Brom his oWn past, pleading in a Borbidden languagev

Gn II o–cer, a Bat captain With a Bace too Well2Bed Bor those days oB siege, named 
3tto 5lein, approached the group With a barrage oB heawy Bootstepsv äe had taken 
us under his temporary command, and his pretentious superiority smacked oB 
pure coWardicev äe had sensed RoMasD unease, the incipient disorder in the ranksv

J"s something Wrong, Ipanier4J 5lein asked, a mocking smile spreading like a 
grease stain across his lipsv

J'othing, äerr 5apitün,J óePn replied, Without deigning to look at himv .ut 
his eyes remained FOed on RoMas, a silent, stony Warningv

RoMas made a desperate attempt, a last cry against Batev äe dropped his xauser, 
the metal thudding against the ice, and took another step toWard the prisoner, 
eOtending a trembling hand, an o-er oB salwationv

JEomradeU äereUJ
The prisoner, seeing the outstretched hand, a glimmer oB humanity in that hell, 

Bound a spark oB hope in his empty eyesv äe took a staggering step toWard us, 
toWard the promise that lay beBore himv

.ut 5lein didnDt Waitv äe didnDt say a Word, didnDt blinkv óike an automaton, 
he pulled his óuger Brom its holsterv The shot rang out in the BroHen air, a dry, 
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brutal bang that droWned out the collectiwe gasp, the crunch oB snoW, and ewery 
other soundv The prisoner stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes Widening, and a 
crimson trickle spurted Brom his Borehead, staining the snoWv äe Bell to his knees, 
then Bace doWn, Without a cry, Without a last breathv äis hand, Which had tried 
to reach RoMasDs, lay on the ground, Must inches Brom salwationv The Fwe2pointed 
star tattoo gloWed Bor a feeting moment in the grayish snoW, a last fash oB a stolen 
liBev

RoMas stood petriFed, his hand suspended in midair, a broken bridge to a ghostv 
äis Bace did not Balter1 it shatteredv " saW rage and horror Fghting in his eyes, but 
underneath, something deeper Was breaking, the last thread that tied him to an 
old loyaltyv 5lein holstered his óuger With the neatness oB a butcher cleaning his 
toolv Jjroblem solwed,J he said, looking at óePn, not RoMas, as iB the corporal Were 
noW nothing more than a broken piece oB Burniturev J:e canDt alloW disorder, can 
We4J

óePn didnDt ansWerv äe Must looked at RoMas, his eyes hard as ice pebbles, 
unperturbedv jaco cursed under his breath, a hoarse Whisper lost in the Windv The 
;ather continued to murmur his óatin, but noW the Words sounded like a Buneral 
litany Bor a dying Worldv " could only Beel the cold, not Must in my bones, but in 
my soul, the same cold that had killed the ;renchman in the ditch, the same cold 
that aWaited us all like a Fnal embracev The prisonerDs body greW cold Luickly, a 
dark, spreading stain on the stained snoWv Gnother ghost in the long procession 
oB the Borgottenv Gnd RoMas had noW seen not only a comrade die, but his oWn 
refection, the last spark oB hope he thought Was buriedv

The march continued, but the cohesion that remained in our small unit had 
been shatteredv The silence Was heawier than beBore, broken only by the crunch 
oB boots in the snoW and the mu6ed groans oB the prisonersv The corpse Was leBt 
behind, another sign on the endless road to deBeat, Bading With each step, and With 
it, the image oB RoMas, absorbed, his gaHe FOed on noWherev There Were no Words, 
no reproaches, only a woid that 5lein had opened With his bullet and his smilev 
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The cold noW seemed less physical than emotional, a chill that penetrated to the 
core oB our already battered humanityv

äours later, With the aBternoon tinging the rubble With wiolet, We Were diwerted 
Brom the main route, aWay Brom the direct battleBronts, to an area that, according 
to 5lein, Was oB Jstrategic importancevJ The cold continued to bite, but noW it 
Was accompanied by a di-erent silence, a Weight that Was not only that oB deBeat, 
but oB impending madnessv :e arriwed at a huge, nineteenth2century building 
With boarded2up WindoWs and a Bacade Worn doWn by years and bombingsv G 
rusty, almost illegible metal plaLue readA Jäeilanstalt .erlin2.uch E jsychiatric 
IanatoriumvJ

"nside, the air Was no betterv G stench oB stale disinBectant mingled With the 
sWeet smell oB urine and the stench oB Bearv The long, labyrinthine corridors 
Were lit by sparse, dim light bulbs that barely Bought o- the shadoWsv Gnd then 
We saW themv They WerenDt soldiers, not reallyv They Were patientsv Iome Wore 
:ehrmacht uniBorms, others owersiHed or undersiHed hospital goWns, armed With 
old rifes, bayonets, or ewen pieces oB Wood With nailsv

5lein, pu–ng out his chest like a peacock, eOplained the situation to us With 
barely concealed contemptv JThese elements,J he said, gesturing toWard the legion 
oB Wretches With a Wawe oB his hand, Jare the nationDs strategic reserwev Re2edu2
catedv jatriotism, order, disciplinevvv ewerything they need to deBend the Reichv 
They hawe Bound their purpose in these last daysvJ äis woice resonated With the 
echo oB madness, and his Words, Bar Brom reassuring us, plunged us ewen Burther 
into absurdityv

3ne oB them, an old man With a White beard, brandished a bayonet tied to 
a stick, his eyes FOed on an inwisible point on the Wall, as iB Fghting ghosts We 
could not yet seev ;urther aWay, a young man hummed a lullaby, cradling his rife 
like a childv G Woman With thinning hair and a look oB eternal panic repeated 
the numbers oB a Borgotten phone number ower and ower againv Reality had not 
dissolwed1 it had rotted, Bermenting in a thick broth oB madness and Warv The old 
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prophecies oB the ;ather, Which had once seemed like the rawings oB a man on the 
brink oB the abyss, noW sounded like a War reportv

jaco muttered something about an asylum, but his usual cynicism Was tinged 
With barely concealed horrorv óePn, in his usual silence, obserwed ewery corner, 
ewery emaciated Bace, as iB searching Bor a tactic in the deliriumv .ut it Was RoMas 
Who seemed to dissolwe beBore my eyesv äis dilated pupils refected the same 
emptiness as those uniBormed Wrecksv "t Was as iB, among them, he had Bound 
his true comrades in arms, those Who had nothing leBt to lose because they had 
already lost ewerything, ewen their sanityv

The ;ather crossed himselB, a murmur oB prayers escaping his dry lipsv JThese 
are the children oB Eain, punished Bor their sins,J he said, but the conwiction in 
his woice Was Weakv J3r perhaps,J he corrected, glancing at RoMas, Jthose sacriFced 
on an altar oB iron and liesv äere, in this place, the weil betWeen the World and hell 
is thinner than ewervJ

5lein interrupted the contemplation With a click oB his heelv J3ur mission,J 
he announced, Jis to secure the south Wingv G nest oB .olshewik rats has inFl2
trated through the basement tunnelsvJ The tunnelsv The Word ewoked a Wawe oB 
claustrophobiav JGnd to do so,J he continued, his woice icy, Jyou Will hawe tWo 
eOperienced guidesv jatients Brom the sanatoriumv They knoW the passageWays 
like the back oB their handv They are wolunteersU jatriotsUJ

TWo Fgures emerged Brom the shadoWsv 3ne Was a man With Wire2rimmed 
glasses and a shawed head, holding an unlit pipe and a tattered botany bookv The 
other, a young man With Bewerish eyes and a nerwous laugh, Wore a rag doll hanging 
Brom his belt neOt to his grenadesv They introduced themselwes, or rather Were 
introduced by a nurse2soldier With a blank stareA 5arl and óudWigv 5lein smiled, 
a deranged grimacev JThey Will shoW you the Wayv G great eOample oB the ;GhrerDs 
WillvJ The air greW ewen thicker, heawy With the imminence oB deeper madnessv 
The tunnels aWaited us, and With them, the possibility that the thin line betWeen 
the patients and us Would be blurred Borewerv
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CHAPTER 8

The air in Berlin was thick, a grainy mixture of dead lime and soot, steeped in the 
sickly sweet stench of rust and cooked .eshW be walked among ghosts clinging 
to ruEEle, not to lifeW The ruins stood like cathedral skeletons, Elack holes where 
windows once were, gaping maws where doors once stoodW Nach alleyway was a 
new chapter in the same misery, an open wound on the face of the earthW Ro one 
spoke, except for the distant roar of Lussian shells falling to the south, a metallic, 
dull thud that marked the pulse of the dying cityW

óeHn led the way, his stride that of a Eeast that knows where its prey isW 'e 
wasn:t looking for a map, Eut for the most direct route to the heart of the 
destructionW 'is silhouette loomed large and menacing against the smoke rising 
from some distant Pre, smoke that promised more smokeW be followed him like 
hunting dogsv ;aco, with his ri.e slung ojer his shoulder and a stony grimace on 
his lipsF LoOas, his eyes sunken, his youth turned into a shadow that dragged the 
weariness of a hundred yearsF the Mather, dragging his feet, his torn cassock wajing 
like a frayed Eanner of madnessF and the Ild 3an, who appeared and disappeared 
among the piles of Ericks as if he were an extension of the ruin itselfW 7 walked 
alone, recording ejery detail, knowing that my only task was to rememEer the 
horror so that the horror would exist, so that it would not die without a witnessW
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YThey look like crow:s nests,Y said ;aco, Ereaking the silence like glassW 'is chin 
pointed upward, toward an indistinct point in the gray skyW

The image stuck in my mind like a rusty nail, a jision that pierces your soulW 
Mrom a twisted lamppost, a child:s Eody hung, swaying gently in the EreeKeW 
"nother, and another, a macaEre rosary of children in 'itler -outh uniforms, 
executed for desertionW Their faces were masks of froKen terror, their eyes open 
to the gray sky that had not wanted themW Their faces still showed a hint of 
faded innocence, the last glimmer of what they could haje EeenW 7 wondered what 
heajen would haje done with them if it had wanted them, if it had oUered them 
mercyW

Y7t:s the natural order, ;aco,Y said LoOas, his joice a metallic, Eiting echoW YMirst 
the children, then the traitors, then the generalsW 7t:s the logic of the snake Eiting 
its own tail, dejouring itselfW 7n the end, only the guardian angels will remain, 
hanging from their own Ealls and wondering who the hell they were supposed to 
protectWY

Saptain Itto 8lein tripped ojer a piece of ruEEle and almost fell .at on his 
faceW 'is once immaculate uniform was now a map of dust and fear, each wrinkle 
a confessionW 'e composed himself with forced dignity, Eut 7 saw the tremor in 
his hands as he tried to wipe a nonDexistent stain from his lapelW 'is face was pale 
and sweaty, like a soaked ragW YQnit, hold the line,Y he muttered, his joice a thread 
that the wind almost carried awayW 'e was no longer an o?cerF he was a mediocre 
actor playing a role he had forgotten, reciting lines without conjictionW Ybe can:t 
stopWWW forWWW for these thingsWY

óeHn didn:t ejen turn aroundW 'is response was a growl, a guttural sound that 
meant Yyes, we:re going to stop, if 7 feel like itWY 'e approached the lamppost and 
stared at it with a ferocity that was neither pity nor rage, Eut pure understandingW 
"s if he were seeing the inejitaEle fate of us all, a photograph of our own futureW 
'e raised his ri.e and Pred twice at the Eody of the nearest childW The impact 
caused the Pgure to sway harder, like a Eroken pendulum, Eut the rope remained 
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intactW 'e wanted to gije it rest, a Pnal act of Erutal mercyW 'e couldn:tW There 
was no rest for anyone in BerlinW

The Mather raised his wooden cruciPx, his Eulging eyes shining with a fejerish 
light, as if the apocalypse were his true homeW

YVuis ut 9eus4Y he EaEEled, his óatin deranged, the words lost in the howling 
wind, in the clamor of the wounded cityW Ybho is like 0od4 These are the last 
days, ErothersW The worm that nejer dies and the Pre that nejer goes outW These 
childrenWWW they are seeds of hell, watered Ey the wrath of a god who has gone madWY

;aco crossed himself with a distracted, almost mocking gesture, like an auD
tomatonW Y9amn it, Mather, couldn:t wrath Ee a good cognac4 These 0ermansWWW 
always with their ceremonies, ejen for their last EreathW bhat a haEit of compliD
cating deathW

be continued on our way, the thick air still heajy with the specter of the chilD
drenW Njery Euilding was an open woundW Njery pile of Ericks, a silent testimony 
to a life destroyedW bomen with headscarjes passed Ey us pushing empty EaEy 
carriages, their faces wrinkled like ancient parchment, their eyes old and tearlessW 
Ild men in uniforms too Eig for their shrunken shoulders carried panKerschrecks, 
their gaKes lost in the mist of a past that no longer existed, or a future they did not 
want to seeW The war had Elurred ages and distinctions, creating a single type of 
existencev that of the surjijorsW Shildren hanging, old men armed, women with 
death in their eyesW Berlin was not a cityF it was a mass graje in real time, a gigantic 
ossuary where ejery ruin was an exposed EoneW "nd we, the rats, were digging 
among them, looking for something to eat, something to kill, something to make 
us feel that we were still alijeW Mor now, we only found smoke and the certainty 
that the end was nearW

" few meters ahead, óeon stopped aEruptlyW be entered what was left of an 
apartment Euilding, Earely a concrete shellW The Easement, surprisingly intact, 
smelled of dampness and stale hopeW There, in the dim light, were the last cijilian 
defenders of that areav a young woman, Nlsa, with a 8üG ri.e that was too Eig for 
her, her Erown eyes full of contained furyF a tremEling old man in a 1olkssturm 
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uniform with a look that had seen too muchF and a teenager, not much older than 
the children at the streetlight, clutching an 3;CD suEmachine gun as if it were 
his only possession in the worldW The Pre from a small EonPre illuminated their 
exhausted facesW

Y"re you reinforcements4Y Nlsa asked, her joice surprisingly steadyW The tip of 
her ri.e did not wajerW

óeHn let out another of his gruntsW Ybe:re heading westW óooking for a roadWY
The old man coughed, a dry, hollow soundW YThere is no roadW The Eridge 

on óEtKowstrasseWWW they Elew it up an hour agoW Lussian artillery keeps fallingW 
There:s nothing left east of the zpreeWY

" titanic roar shook the groundW Mragments of concrete fell from the ceilingW 
The Mather murmured a prayer in óatinW

Y9amn it,Y said ;acoW Ybe need to cross the rijerW 7t:s our only way outWY
Nlsa looked at us, weighing our desperation against her ownW YThere:s a sewer 

entrance nearEyW 7t leads under the zpree, to the other sideW 7t:s the only wayW But 
the water is freeKing andWWW it:s not guaranteedWY

YRot guaranteed4Y asked LoOas, his joice thick with Eitter sarcasmW Y7s anything 
guaranteed here, Eesides shit and death4 Tell us where it is, womanWY

óeHn nodded, his decision a foregone conclusion Eefore the words were spoD
kenW 7t was the logic of a cornered predatorW

The teenager, who had Eeen silent until then, dared to speakW Y7 can guide youW 
7 know the tunnelsW ButWWW it:s darkW "nd there are ratsW óots of themWY

Y" mouse more or less, what does it matter4Y muttered Nl 1ieOo, his joice 
hoarse, emerging from the shadowsW Y7n the end, we:re all ratsWY

Nlsa led us to a heajy iron gate in the darkest corner of the EasementW The air 
emanating from the opening was cold and dense, laden with the stench of decay 
and the eFujia of a dying cityW " steep descent down slippery, rusty metal stairs 
disappeared into aEsolute darknessW The light from our .ashlights Earely pierced 
the darkness that swallowed ejerythingW
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óeHn was the Prst to descend, his massije Pgure disappearing into the aEyssW 
'e was followed Ey the young guide, then ;aco, his ri.e pressed against his chestW 
LoOas didn:t miss the opportunity for one last Ead Ooke aEout the jacation that 
awaited us in the sewersW The Mather, after a Pnal prayer, crossed himself and 
clutched the cruciPx, his feet searching for the steps with the caution of someone 
descending into hellW 8lein hesitated for a moment, his face ejen paler in the 
light of the .ashlightsW 7 gently pushed him from EehindW The Ild 3an simply 
followed, Oust another shadow in the darknessW "nd 7 followed them all, each step 
a deeper descent into the rot of Berlin, toward a new lejel of hell that awaited us 
undergroundW
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CHAPTER 9

The air hit us with a constant punch of burnt gunpowder, pulverized lime, and 
the sweet stench of still-warm blood. Berlin, under that yoke of rubble, no longer 
knew the sky. Only a perpetual dome of thick smoke and smoldering rubble, 
bleeding soot over everything. We moved like frightened rats through the sewers 
of a dead city, between alleys that had swallowed entire neighborhoods and the 
memory of their people. The sound of gunLre was no longer a noise, but the 
heartbeat of an endless hell.

óeHn, leading the way, was a whirlwind of Lsts, ri;e butts, and the blade of his 
shovel, sharp as an old machete. Ie cleared a path through the maze of rubble, 
transforming the shadows that fell upon us into bundles of inert ;esh. There were 
no bullets left for close rangeR only nicked steel, tense muscles, and a silent rage 
that smelled of desperation. ' saw his shovel strike a jussianxs Paw, a wet crack 
that was lost in the orchestra of screams, the nearby roar of machine guns, and 
the distant e4plosion of a mortar.

2aco was panting beside me, his lungs rasping like a worn Lle. Iis T-shirt, 
soaked through, clung to his body like a second skin. Ie swung the neck of a 
broken bottle he was holding like a makeshift club, striking a young jussian 
soldier in the throat before he could raise his bayonet. The sound was like wet 
fabric tearing, like life unraveling. 2aco didnxt even blink. Ie Pust wiped the 
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sweat from his forehead with a forearm stained with soot and something darker, 
something sticky.

3One less for the slaughterhouse,3 he muttered, his voice hoarser than an old 
dogxs bark. ' didnxt know if he was referring to the jussian who was collapsing or 
to us, who were still standing.

joPas had been emptied of everything he once was. Ie was no longer a thinking 
man, but a chain reaction. Ie moved with manic energy, his bayonet an un-
controlled sting, his helmet lost somewhere along the way. Iis hair, soaked with 
sweat and dust, stuck to his forehead. ' saw his eyes, and there were no longer any 
philosophical debates in them, only the Lre of blind rage, his teeth clenched as if 
he wanted to bite the air. ' saw him struggling with a jussian soldier, both rolling 
over a pile of broken bricks, their bodies entangled in a dance of death. S muCed 
gurgle, and joPas stood up, breathing heavily, a broken brick in his hand and a 
dark stain spreading across the other manxs chest, like ink on paper.

We were approaching a crossroads, yet another crossroads in that dismembered 
city. óeon pointed his ri;e toward the open mouth of what was once a bakery. 
The windows were torn out, their sockets empty like dead eyes. The entrance, 
an irregular hole in the wall, promised respite, a brief respite from the open-air 
carnage, some cover. S chance to take a deep breath. Or to die a little slower, 
between the smell of stale bread and death.

The urge to reach it was brutal. The air vibrated with nearby e4plosions, like 
giant drums shaking the ground beneath our worn boots. ' stumbled over a limb, 
an invisible obstacle, falling almost at the same time as a burst of submachine gun 
Lre swept the wall where ' had been a second before, leaving a scar of holes. :y 
ri;e felt heavy, an anchor to my e4hausted body, a painful e4tension. The bayonet, 
already nicked from use, seemed to groan in my hands.

The Old :an, as always, made not a sound. Ie glided among us like a shadow 
among other shadows, more eFcient than anyone else, a knife in each hand, as 
silent as falling snow. ' saw him disappear behind a group of jussians hiding 
behind an overturned truck, seeking to ambush us. 't was a blink, an e4halation, 
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and three bodies fell without a cry. The knives moved with supernatural eFciency, 
no splatter, no hesitation. 't was like watching a wolf hunting in the night5 pure 
predatory mechanics, without a shred of emotion or remorse. ' wondered if ever, 
in some distant past, that man had been human.

The bakery entrance swallowed us up. S dark, protective mouth, a momentary 
pause in the whirlwind of battle. We rushed in, stumbling over the debris that 
carpeted the ;oor, the smell of stale bread and ancient death clinging to the walls, 
to every corner. The interior was a cavern of collapsed shelves, ghosts of wood and 
metal, sacks of ;our petriLed by time and moisture, the skeletal remains of what 
might once have been a counter. S grim sanctuary for the living seeking to hide 
from the dead.

The ;ather, who had run alongside him with a strength that did not seem his 
own, fell to his knees amid the ;our and rubble, a white cloud rising around him. 
Iis rosary, clutched with the desperation of a shipwrecked man clinging to a 
plank, hit the ground with a faint tinkling sound. Ie looked up, his eyes glassy and 
cloudy, like those of a prophet who sees the end of time, and a murmur emerged 
from his lips, cracked with thirst and fear.

3Dt terra mota est, et petrae scissae sunt... et monumenta aperta sunt...3 Iis 
voice was a thread, a litany of the damned, a spell for a world that no longer 
listened to <od.

2aco glanced at him sideways, his skepticism still intact, though fragile.
3Snd what does the mad priest say now, storyteller= That the dead are rising= 

There was a bitter, short laugh. 3We were already fed up with them when they 
were lying down.

' leaned against a splintered wall, trying to catch my breath, which the city was 
stealing from me, my chest burning, each breath a Lre. The sounds of the battle 
outside, though muCed by the thick walls, were constant, a beast roaring relent-
lessly, surrounding our fragile refuge with its hot breath. :y mind, a Pumbled 
mosaic of images and sounds, was beginning to fray at the edges, like an old rag. 
Was this now, or was it yesterday= Or last week= The faces of the fallen mingled 
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with those of the living, indistinguishable in my fevered memory. We were all Pust 
shadows dancing in the same endless, collapsed dream.
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CHAPTER 10

The stench of burning aesh dnl the dncestrdm fedr of pen ,erpedtel the lenseR 
dshen dir surrounling the Ceich yhdncemmer.N woR it 'dsnIt sugdrN Wt 'ds the 
petdmmic s'eetness of aesh rodstel b. jreN ke hdl been thro'n into the vd's of d 
l.ing lrdgonR right 'here its hedrtR the bunFerR stimm bedt 'ith d frdnticR puüel 
,umseN The Sicinit. of the zPhrerIs mdir 'ds d ,ressure cooFer of pdlnessN AA 
somliers 'ith e.es gmdMel oSer frop pethdp,hetdpines rdn bdcF dnl forthR their 
scredps echoing miFe broFen echoes dpong the sFemetons of buimlingsN There 'ere 
chimlrenR bdrem. dbme to homl u, the -dnMerfdusts the. hdl been giSen ds ledlm. 
to.sR their fdces lustel 'ith soot dnl trdnsjgurel b. terrorN xnl oml penN Odn. 
oml pen in uniforps thdt 'ere too big for thepR 'dSing rust. bomtKdction riaes ds 
if the. couml sto, the d,ocdm.,se 'ith d hunting hodHN

Lur cd,tdinR Ltto 4meinR 'ho untim then hdl been the epbolipent of -russidn 
drrogdnce dnl ,eldntic lisci,mineR no' crupbmel miFe d rdg lomm unler the dcil 
rdin of lefedtN 6is ldrting e.es scdnnel eSer. ldrF tunnemR eSer. ,ime of crupbming 
bricFsR mooFing for d crdcF to smi, throughN 6e hdl mong since sto,,el giSing us 
orlersR relucel to puttering incoherencies dbout honor dnl gmor. ds his shin. 
boots sdnF into the pul of les,dirN Beon 'dtchel hip 'ith thdt ldngerous 
stimmnessR the sdpe stimmness dn oml log leSotes to its pdster 'hen he hds most his 
pinlR Fno'ing thdt the enl is nedrN
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-dcoR besile peR s,dt out d ,iece of che'el tobdccoR his hd'FKmiFe gdMe jHel on 
4meinN

qBooF dt the cmo'nR wdrrdtorN 6e mooFs miFe heIs dbout to cr. his ,dnts oGN The 
enl of the o,erettdN

CovdsR his riae medning dgdinst d crupbming 'dmm thdt stimm refusel to fdmmR lil not 
mdughN 6is 'edtherelR stern fdce 'ds tenseR his e.es jHel on dn AA somlier 'hoR d 
fe' peters d'd. frop usR 'ds mdughing h.stericdmm. ds he ep,tiel the pdgdMine of 
his Aturpge'ehr into the medlen cmoulsN

q6eIs not d cmo'nR -dcoRq sdil CovdsR 'ith unusudm hdrshness in his SoiceN q6eIs 
the scup thdt brought us to this homeN xnl scup dm'd.s jnls the nedrest se'erN 
óonIt eH,ect dn.thing emseNq

x comlR cmdpp. rupor rdn through the pdFeshift trenches dnl aoolel bdseK
pentsN ke hdl hedrl it beforeR frdgpentelR d Seimel hintR but no' it 'ds d sentence 
dmpost 'his,erel b. the sdpe 'inl of ledth thdt s'e,t through the cit.N The 
zPhrer hdl coppittel suicileN The ne's cdpe to us miFe d foum 'inlR d 'his,er 
thdt cmung to the 'dmmsN Be?n lilnIt eSen bminF7 for hipR gols dnl ponsters 'ere 
eYudmm. usemess 'hen gun,o'ler s,oFeN Covds met out d lr.R hupormess mdughN 
qThe brodlKbrush ,dinter hds run out of cdnSdsRq he sdilN -dco vust shruggel his 
shoumlersR resignelN qxnother one 'ho medSes 'ithout ,d.ing the bimmNq There 'ds 
no sur,rise in their redctionsR onm. the conjrpdtion of d mongKdntici,dtel fdrceN Wf 
8ol hdl shot hipsemfR 'hdt the hemm 'ere the d,ostmes loing in this hemm 'ithout 
sdmSdtion9 The ilom of pimmionsR the drchitect of this cdrndgeR hdl commd,sel onto 
his o'n throne of miesN xnl 'eR his mdst rdtsR 'ere lefenling dn ep,t. topbN The 
ne's ,roSoFel neither tedrs nor dngerR onm. dn eSen lee,er resigndtionR d jndm 
ndim in the co5n of dn. ho,e 'e pight hdSe hdlN

Be?n hdl gdtherel us in d spdmm roop bemo' grounl meSemR 'ith d ceiming thdt 
ooMel poisture dnl lustR d constdnt coml s'edtN Wt 'ds not d refugeR it 'ds d stone 
cemmR d tep,ordr. pdusomeupN The eH,mosions outsile shooF the founldtions 'ith 
d lumm fur.R senling lebris a.ing dnl ,ropising ippinent commd,seN The zdtherR 
obmiSious to the storp bre'ingR recitel in Bdtin 'ith d cdSernousR dncient SoiceR 
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his feSerish e.es jHel on d ldp, ,dtch on the 'dmm thdt heR in his lemiriupR seepel 
to inter,ret ds the ipdge of d crucijel sdint or d murFing leponN The Lml Odn 
sdt in d cornerR his bdcF dgdinst the 'dmmR potionmessR miFe d scum,ture of lriel aesh 
dnl tenlonsN 6e lil not eSen leign to mooF dt 4meinR 'ho 'ds jlgeting nerSousm.R 
'i,ing the s'edt frop his forehedl 'ith the bdcF of his gmoSel hdnlR his gestures 
betrd.ing d gro'ing ,dnicN

Aullenm.R 4mein stool u, 'ith fdmse leterpindtionR d gmint of les,erdtion in his 
e.esN

qke hdSe toNNN 'e hdSe to jnl dn eSdcudtion ,ointN This is unsustdindbmeN This 
,osition is suicileNq

6is Soice 'ds d ,recdrious thredlR bdrem. dulibme dboSe the incessdnt rodr of 
Cussidn drtimmer.R 'hich sounlel miFe the jndm thunlerN Uut his e.esR for d aeeting 
popentR pet Be?nIsN xnl in thep there 'ds not the orler of d su,eriorR but d 
,medR d ,dthetic reYuest dnl dn db.spdm fedrN

Be?n sdil nothingN 6e vust stool u, smo'm.R his emongdtel shdlo' cdst on 
the ceiming unler the aicFeringR ghostm. might of d tdmmo' cdnlmeN The simence thdt 
fommo'el 'ds pore o,,ressiSe thdn the cdnnon jreN

q"SdcudtionR yd,tdin9q Be?nIs Soice 'ds d lee, gro'mR d 'drningN
4mein co'erelR d pdn fdmming d,drtN
qAesR 'e pustNNN 'e pust regrou, in dnother ,ositionN xs fdr d'd. frop here ds 

,ossibmeN There dre routesR W Fno'N ke cdnNNNq
Wt 'ds d crule mieR d co'drlm. dnl brdMen escd,eN 6e intenlel to lrdg us 'ith 

hipR to use our ,resence ds d ,dthetic coSer for his o'n piserdbme getd'd.N Uut 
there 'ds no q'e cdnq in his toneR no qregrou,Nq Lnm. d les,erdte dnl semjsh qWq 
echoelN

Be?nIs e.esR usudmm. coml dnl cdmcumdtingR tooF on d 'imlR ,ripdm gmedpN There 
'ds no uncontrommel dnger on his fdceR onm. d fdtdm unlerstdnlingR dn dcce,tdnce 
of the ineSitdbmeN 6e repoSel his hempet 'ith the lemiberdte smo'ness of d ,reldK
tor ,re,dring for the jndm bmo'N The hedS. pdtte steemR lentel b. d thousdnl 
bdttmes dnl s,mdtterel 'ith the pepor. of bmoolR gmintel fdintm. in the lip mightN 
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4mein sd' itN ke dmm sd' itN x siment grodn choFel in his throdtR d bubbme of dir 
dnl terrorN 6e hdl no tipe to redctN The jrst bmo' strucF his tep,me 'ith d lr.R 
ndusedting crdcFR miFe dn oml brdnch snd,,ing unlerfootN 4mein femm to his FneesR 
his hdnls cmutching his hedlR frop 'hich 'drp bmool 'ds dmredl. s,urtingR 
o,ening d ,dth of no returnN The seconl bmo'R to the bdcF of his necFR bent hip 
oSer the grounlR his bol. shdFing miFe d broFen dutopdtonN The thirl bmo' meft 
hip potionmessR bmool s,redling miFe d ldrF dnl ,erSerse ao'er in the lust thdt 
enSemo,el us dmmN

Be?n lilnIt sd. d 'orlN wot eSen d sighN 6e dlvustel his hempetR fdstening his 
chin strd, 'ith d fdpimidrR ,recise gestureR ds if he hdl vust crushel dn dnno.ing 
insect on the 'dmmN The sounl of gunshots dnl eH,mosions outsile jmmel the 
brutdmR ghostm. simence of the roop once dgdinN wo one poSelN wo one s,oFeN 
The zdtherR obmiSious to the Siomence thdt hdl vust been ,er,etrdtelR continuel 
reciting his pdcdbre BdtinR miFe d pdntrd for the ldpnelN -dco dnl Covds mooFel 
dt the yd,tdinIs mifemess bol.R then dt Be?nR dnl jndmm. dt nothingR their fdces 
ip,dssiSe dnl hdrlenelN The Lml Odn repdinel potionmessR obmiSiousR miFe d 
stone gdrgo.meN W mooFel dt the yd,tdinR dt his lisjgurel fdceR dnl redmiMel thdt 
his uniforp 'ds stimm ,ristineR dmpost ne'N 6e hdl seen no pul other thdn thdt 
on his shoesN xnl no'R eSen thdt lilnIt pdtterN Oordme hdl not Sdnishel7 it hdl 
sip,m. neSer eHistel be.onl s,eechesN Lnm. obelienceR brutdm dnl bminlR to the 
md' of surSiSdmN xnlR frop thdt popent onR to Be?nIs md'N

The zdtherR ds if 4meinIs bmool hdl unmocFel sopething in his broFen pinlR 
interru,tel his mitdn.N 6e mooFel u,R his 'ile e.es jHel on the fresh bmool on the 
aoorR but he seepel to see sopething emseR fdr d'd.N

qWISe dmredl. cut it oGR p. sonRq he 'his,erelR his e.es most in the cdnlme adpeR 
or in d puch omler jreN qx mong tipe dgoN zor the moSe of the sdcrelN x .oung 
pdnNNN d hereticN 6is mdughter lesecrdtel the dmtdrN 6is aesh 'ds 'edFR sinfumN WNNN 
W 'ds the drp of the BorlN x singme cutN ymednN To restore simence to the house of 
8olR to the sdnctit. thdt hdl been summielN 6is bmool 'ds dn oGeringN
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The echo of his 'orls jmmel the s,dceR comler thdn the hedt of bdttmeN W mooFel 
dt BeonR 'ho no' scrutiniMel edch of us 'ith dn inscrutdbme gdMeR dn duthorit. 
ne'm. cepentel b. SiomenceN The tipe for 'diting 'ds oSerN Wt 'ds tipe to medSe 
the brief res,ite of thdt cemmR to ,munge bdcF into the chdosR into the pdemstrop of 
bdttmeN ke hdl to jnl dn unlergrounl escd,e routeR d se'erR d tunnemR sopething 
to get us out of hemmR ds the Cussidn dssdumt intensijelR its scorching bredth on the 
bdcF of our necFsN The cit. 'ds bmeeling to ledthR dnl 'e 'ere vust d lro, in its 
jndm torrentN
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CHAPTER 11

Hell didn't smell like sulfur. It smelled like molten iron, scorched earth, and 
the metallic sweetness of blood evaporating in the frozen air. The howl of the 
Katyushas was no longer background noise; it was the heartbeat of the dying 
city, a vibration that embedded itself in our bones and promised to disintegrate 
anything insolent enough to remain standing. The Wames licked the leaden sky, 
painting it an apocalyptic orange that made every piece of rubble look like the 
silhouette of a newly awakened demon.

Se had arrived at this meat grinder weeks ago, a handful of men skinned alive 
in Rtablatt, dragging ourselves inch by inch through a dying Beich. 5erlin had 
been our last hope, an escape from the madness, but the city was nothing more 
than an ossuary, a charred stage where the air itself was heavy with the sweat and 
fear of the damned.

Se were in what remained of a checkpoint, an open scar of broken bricks 
and twisted beams that o1ered little shelter. The entrance to the bunker was a 
hundred meters away, a hole in the ground that no longer looked like a refuge, but 
the open mouth of an oven. The Bussians were coming from all sides, like a plague 
of armored locusts. Their tanks were masses spewing shrapnel and Cre, followed 
by infantry shouting in a guttural language, a chorus of hungry predators.
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NePn roared orders, his voice torn apart by smoke and e4asperation. He Cred 
his 0"F! in short, brutal bursts, moving with stubborn cadence among the few 
who still held their position. He had the unyielding ferocity of a cornered beast, a 
refusal to yield that understood no defeat, only rage. His eyes, reddened by soot, 
searched for any crack, any weakness he could e4ploit, as if there were still a chance 
to gain more than a few seconds of life.

j9ire8 ón three8j he shouted, pointing the barrel at a group of Bussians Wanking 
the nearest wall.

"aco, with a submachine gun that looked like a toy in his thick hands, emptied 
a magazine on them. E twisted smile stained his face, a mi4ture of terror and black 
humor bordering on madness. The smoke made him cough, but even so, he let 
out a loud laugh that barely pierced the din.

jThese guys are going to Cnd out what a funeral with Creworks is like, damn 
it8j His voice was pure sarcasm, a cry that denied the pain. He put his hand to his 
side, where an old wound had started to ooze again, without stopping shooting. 
The grimace of pain stuck to his laughter like an oil stain.

Bo2as, crouched behind a pile of sacks that were no longer sand but dust and 
gravel, seemed to have reached the limit of his own disbelief. He had abandoned 
any attempt at harangue or discussion. His eyes, once Clled with intellectual Cre, 
now reWected only a cold emptiness. He Cred his KarDUk with an almost ritualistic 
slowness, as if each bullet were the last syllable of an epitaph. He looked at the 
Bussians without hatred, only with the disgust of someone watching the endless 
repetition of a bloody farce. It was absurd theater, and he was the last forced 
spectator.

E mortar e4ploded a few meters away, and the shock wave threw us all against 
the rubble. The air was Clled with the taste of lime and rust. Shen I got up, the 
9ather was on his knees, his arms outstretched, his cassock in tatters. He did not 
look like a frightened man, but a prophet in ecstasy. His eyes, once sunken, were 
now white and shining with a feverish light, and words poured from his lips in a 
torrent of Natin and broken Rpanish.
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jIgnis eternus8 The 9orge of the 5east opens8 The demons of the steppe come 
to claim their due8 ó 5erlin, whore of 5abylon, your end has come8j he shouted, 
his voice barely audible above the ghostly wail of sirens still sounding uselessly 
somewhere in the city. His madness was a shroud of sound.

NePn looked at him for a second, a Weeting shadow of recognition in his feverish 
eyes, but he did not stop his machine gun. He was a specter, 2ust another element 
in the landscape of madness. The óld 0an, for his part, was not there. ór at 
least, I couldn't see him. His absence had become as common as his une4pected 
appearance. He was part of the chaos, a shadow dancing on the margins of the 
slaughter, waiting for the moment of his particular harvest.

I clung to my 0auser, its cold, familiar butt in my sweaty hands. xach bullet 
I Cred was an echo, a grain of sand falling into a clock that no longer measured 
time, but e4tinction. I didn't feel fear, it wasn't that. It was a strange lucidity, the 
realization that all of this3the Cre, the noise, the blood, the screams3was the 
end of a feverish dream. The war wasn't going to end us; it had already ended us. 
Se were 2ust ghosts dancing in the ashes, and I was the last to recognize it.

The whistle that followed the mortar e4plosion was not the end of the world, 
but its noisy dessert, a shower of hot gravel that scraped my helmet and my soul. 
The air, already thick with smoke, became even more opa?ue, laden with lime 
and a bitter breath of metal and defeat. I sat up with the taste of blood and dust 
in my mouth, my left ear buzzing like a nest of angry bees. The realization settled 
in, cold and complete- we were already dead, this was 2ust the hellish epilogue.

Rhadows moved among the ruins. Oloser. The Bussian shouts were no longer 
distant, now vibrating in the air like an icy slap. E tank shell tore a chunk out of 
the wall a few meters away, raining down debris and dust. NePn's eyes searched 
for something in the fog of gunpowder, not a plan, but pure, burning rage. Sith 
a guttural growl, he lunged toward the edge of what remained of the makeshift 
barricade. His 0"F! spewed a burst that mowed down three dark Cgures that 
had come too close. It was useless covering Cre, yes, but necessary. There was an 
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animal ferocity in him, the same ferocity that had allowed him to survive so many 
hells. 5ut even the strongest will erodes.

"aco coughed harder than before, the blood no longer concealed by smoke, 
now staining his beard. He crawled ne4t to me, his old submachine gun scraping 
against the concrete. The skin on his face, weathered by a thousand hangovers 
and a thousand battles, now had a greenish, almost deathly hue.

jqamn these Bussians, they have no manners8j he said, his voice hoarse, the 
same crooked smile, now more tense than ever. jMot even a shot of vodka before 
gutting you8 How inconsiderate8j

His Cngers trembled visibly as he reloaded, but he didn't stop aiming. The 
wound in his side must have been hell on earth. He could see it in his eyes, in 
the nervous twitch of his 2aw, but laughter remained his last and most desperate 
shield.

Bo2as no longer made any sounds, not even grunts of annoyance. His face was 
a mask of soot and e4haustion, his skin taut over his sharp cheekbones. xach shot 
from his KarDUk was more of a sigh than an o1ensive, a mechanical gesture of 
e4haustion. He looked up for a moment, and his eyes met mine. There was a 
silent plea, a ?uestion that needed no words- Shat for6 It was the echo of all the 
ideological arguments, of all the broken ideals, summed up in the emptiness of a 
gaze.

The 9ather had risen completely, ignoring the shrapnel whistling around him. 
He stood in the center of the Cre, like a beacon of madness. His cassock, soaked 
with sweat and grime, Wuttered like a rag in the wind of devastation.

jThe horsemen ride8 The ungodly souls will be puriCed in this crucible of 
metal and fury8 Here, in the tomb of empires, the seven7eyed Namb unleashes his 
wrath8j His voice, raspy and mystical, was barely audible above the roar of battle, 
but his presence was imposing, almost ghostly, a walking omen.

There was no comfort in his words, only conCrmation of the barbarity. I 
watched the 9ather, Neon, "aco, Bo2as. Se were pieces of a broken machine, each 
with our own way of falling apart. The end was imminent; we could feel it in 
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the thick air, in the creaking of the crumbling buildings, in the metallic stench of 
death that clung to our clothes. It was not defeat, it was dissolution, a return to 
the nothingness from which we should never have emerged.

E Bussian tank, a T7GF covered in mud and debris from some previous battle, 
turned its turret with menacing slowness. Its cannon, thick and dark as a bot7
tomless pit, pointed directly at our position. Time stretched out, became dense. 
Se knew what was coming. There was no escape, nowhere to run. ónly to wait 
for the blow that would blow us apart like empty shells.

NePn, who had seen the same deadly threat, roared. Mot an order to a man, but 
a beastly warning.

jqown8j he shouted.
End without waiting for anyone to react, he lunged toward an abandoned 

0YF— machine gun a few meters away, among the smoking rubble, as if he alone 
could stop the advance of an entire army. It was madness. E Cnal act of deCance, 
an e4plosion of rage before the end. He wasn't Cghting to win, but to give his all 
for every inch of this fucking hell, taking as many souls with him as possible.

The steel beast roared. E blinding Wash spat out shrapnel, and the world 
became a hammer blow on a giant anvil. The impact threw us into the air, a 
whirlwind of dirt, bricks, and twisted metal. The air condensed into an invisible 
Cst that s?ueezed our chests until it knocked the breath out of us. Then silence- 
not real silence, but the silence of broken eardrums, a sharp, cruel ringing that 
replaced the roar. I fell face down on a bed of gravel and dried blood. 0y helmet 
had cushioned some of the blow, but the back of my neck hurt as if I had been 
beaten.

Shen my vision cleared, or at least stopped dancing, I saw the crater. E 2agged, 
smoking mouth where the makeshift barricade had once stood. The T7GF had 
taken its toll. The 0YF— machine gun that NePn had tried to reach was now a 
tangle of molten iron, embedded in the concrete. Ell that remained of NePn was 
a blurred silhouette in the center of the newly created hell, a motionless form that 
was beginning to fade into the smoke and dust. He had thrown himself forward. 
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Toward death. He had served as a shield, as a last act of rage, and in doing so had 
given us a few seconds, a breath of life more. It was his way of dying, without 
giving up an inch.

"aco, beside me, was convulsing. His submachine gun had disappeared, and 
now he was clutching his side with both hands, his Cngers white on the dark stain 
that spread mercilessly. His eyes, C4ed on NePn's Cgure, had lost what little hilarity 
they had left. E deep cough shook his body, and a trickle of blood spurted from 
his lips, mi4ing with the soot.

jNePn... that bastard,j he murmured, his voice barely a muFed croak. jElways 
the same... always rushing into the Cre.

There was no reproach in his words, only bitter resignation, that of someone 
who had seen his brother fall as he always knew he would. It was a hoarse lament, 
the last 2oke the war would allow him, that of mourning a dead man who had 
sought his own death with honor, not for his own sake.

Bo2as, miraculously unharmed by the e4plosion, remained crouched behind 
what little remained of a wall. He did not shoot. His KarDUk lay inert on the 
ground. His gaze was C4ed on the e4act spot where NePn's body was disappearing. 
There was no emptiness in his eyes now, but a cold, devastating, contained rage. 
He brought his hands to his face, a slow, painful gesture, as if trying to tear o1 his 
skin so that the air would not burn him. He had hated him, he had argued with 
him ad nauseam, but NePn was the a4is, the magnet that held them all together. 
Sithout him, Bo2as's internal compass, and ours, had been completely thrown 
o1 course, leaving us adrift in a sea of meaninglessness.

The 9ather, however, seemed to have been given new life by the e4plosion. 
Rhrapnel had torn his cassock even further, and a superCcial cut was bleeding on 
his forehead, but he didn't notice. He had approached the edge of the crater, his 
mouth open, his arms outstretched toward NePn's Cgure, as if blessing or cursing 
him.

jThe Nion has fallen8 The beast has been struck down in its fury8 The spirit of 
the Wesh returns to the mud8 "raise the Nord who has shown us this8j he shouted, 

AG

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



5xBNIM qIqM'T SEMT :R

his words charged with insane euphoria. His voice rose above the distant rattling 
of machine guns, a mad chant in the midst of the apocalypse. He believed that 
NePn's death was a sign, a sacriCce, another piece in his puzzle of revelation.

I crawled toward "aco, the 0auser hanging from my hand. 0y skin bristled as 
I felt the cold absence of the óld 0an. He wasn't there, of course. He was never 
there when you e4pected him to be. It was the only certainty in that chaos. His 
instinct had taken him away before the impact, or perhaps he had simply dissolved 
into thin air like a wisp of smoke. He was a ghost, a shadow. End now that Neon 
had fallen, that shadow of the óld 0an was the only constant force, the only 
promise of unpredictability we had left.

The world continued to turn around us, relentless. The Bussians, embold7
ened by the e4plosion and the relative silence of our position, advanced faster. 
I could hear their boots dragging over the rubble, their guttural voices already 
too close. The line between Cghting and surrender blurred with every passing 
second. Sithout Neon, the Cght had a di1erent taste, bitter and lonely. Se were 
2ust drifting pieces, waiting for the ne4t tide to hit. Se weren't men in retreat, we 
were simply what was left, the detritus of a war that had already been won.

The scrape of boots on pulverized concrete, the guttural shouts3the Bussians 
were already upon us. The smell of burnt metal mingled with that of their bodies, 
sweat, and fresh gunpowder. There were too many of them, a relentless tide 
pouring over the ruins, their silhouettes magniCed by the distant Cres. They were 
no longer a threat; they were an inescapable sentence.

"aco was struggling with a wet, wrenching cough. The stain on his side had 
spread, dark and sticky, and his Cngers were visibly trembling. He tried to sit up, 
a grimace of pain contorting his face, but his eyes searched the leaden sky, where 
smoke mingled with low clouds. He wasn't looking for Yod, but for a target for 
his last blasphemy.

j9uck you all8j he spat with a last breath of rage and bile, his voice a dying rattle. 
jEll of you8 End the one above Crst8 5astards8j
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E Cnal violent cough shook his body, and a thicker stream of blood escaped 
from his mouth, mi4ing with the soot on his lips. His eyes remained C4ed, glassy, 
on the sky that did not respond to his challenge. His hand, still clenched over 
the wound, rela4ed. The submachine gun, abandoned, rolled to a stop ne4t to his 
head, a silent witness to his last act of bravado. "aco the Rergeant, the 2ester of the 
apocalypse, had met his end laughing at the abyss. ór, at least, insulting it with 
everything he had left, sarcasm his banner until the very last drop.

"aco's death was the catalyst for Bo2as. E Wash crossed his empty eyes, not of 
hope, but of icy fury. He didn't reach for his riWe. His hands clutched a pile of 
grenades, as if they were the last arguments in a lost argument against human 
stupidity. His gaze lingered for a moment on "aco's lifeless Cgure, then on me, 
and Cnally on the torrent of Bussians already climbing the nearby rubble.

jI've had enough of listening to your bullshit8j he shouted, his voice, once sharp 
and cerebral, now a primal roar that rose above the din. jOhoke on your fucking 
victory8j

Sith a cry that was a mi4ture of despair and deCance, he lunged at the Bussians. 
He didn't run; he threw himself. His silhouette rushed forward, the grenades in 
his hands like macabre o1erings, the rage of trampled reason. There was a series of 
deafening e4plosions, an orgy of Cre and metal that took out several Bussians and, 
undoubtedly, himself. The wall of men cracked for an instant, a respite that only 
served to accentuate the void it left behind. His sacriCce, as futile as all the battles 
we had fought, was a Cnal act of protest against a universe that was determined to 
erase any glimmer of meaning. He did not want to die without his death carrying 
with it a modicum of incendiary rage.

The 9ather, oblivious to everything, followed his own gospel of ashes. He had 
moved toward the red and orange light of the nearest Cres, like an insect attracted 
to the Wame. He did not look at the Bussians, or at the bodies of NePn or "aco, or 
at the cloud of smoke where Bo2as had disappeared. His arms were raised again, 
his scorched cassock Wuttering in the hot wind. Rhrapnel had torn his tunic even 
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further, and a superCcial cut was bleeding on his forehead, but he did not notice, 
immersed in his vision.

jThe great whore is consumed8 The incense of her ini?uity ascends to the 
throne of the Namb8 ó children of the night, your punishment is Cre and eterni7
ty8j His eyes, C4ed on the sky, seemed to see beyond the battle, beyond the ruined 
city, in a macabre ecstasy, his mouth drooling. He seemed to be inviting the Cre 
to consume him, to merge with the destruction he had so often prophesied.

I remained silent, clutching my 0auser, the only piece of metal that felt familiar 
in that madhouse of Wesh and Cre. The Bussians were regrouping, their voices 
angrier, their boots heavier. The brief respite that Bo2as had bought us was 
coming to an end. I was alone, or almost alone. Iou can't Cght the dead. Iou can't 
reason with the mad. I felt the pulse of despair, not as a shrinking fear, but as a 
cold rage settling in my chest. Bun away6 Shere to6 5erlin was a trap of Wesh and 
bone, and the outside world, if it still e4isted, was not waiting for us with open 
arms.

The 9ather's voice, delirious and melodious, pierced my skull. Sas the war the 
Cnal 2udgment or 2ust a bloody farce6 I crawled to where "aco had been. The 
metal of the 0auser burned my hand. óne last look at the lifeless body, then at 
the smoking stain where Bo2as had immolated himself. The 9ather, consumed 
by his vision, was no longer of this world. End the óld 0an... the óld 0an, of 
course, was gone. He had vanished, as always, when the air became too thick with 
death. Es if the earth swallowed him up and spat him out into another hell, he 
was the only one who knew how to truly disappear.

5ut the óld 0an's disappearance was a skill I would never possess. 0y feet did 
not know how to Woat, my bones refused to dissolve into smoke. I was Wesh, earth, 
and memory, and the ground clung to me stubbornly. The sharp hiss of a nearby 
Wame made me turn my head. The 9ather had moved even closer to the Cre, the 
tongues of Wame already dancing around his cassock. He had not Wed, no. He had 
surrendered himself, a lamb on the pyre, his face illuminated by a yellow glow that 
stripped him of any human features.
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jEmen8 Emen to the great bonCre8 Ylory be to the Nord8j he cried, his voice, 
once hoarse, now strangely clear, almost heavenly, as if Cnally freed from the Wesh.

The Wames engulfed him without resistance. There were no cries of pain, only 
a murmur, a Cnal prayer lost in the crackling of burning wood and fabric. His 
silhouette distorted, melted away, until all that remained was a column of black 
smoke rising into the ash7Clled sky, another Weeting monument in the city of 
the dead. The incense of his ini?uity, or his faith, rose. Mothing remained of 
the 9ather, only the echo of a self7fulClling prophecy, a Cnal grotes?ue lesson on 
delirium in hell.

I stood motionless, staring at the spot where the 9ather had been consumed. 
The blast from a Bussian submachine gun passed a few inches from my ear, 
tearing splinters from the wall behind me. I was no longer a passive observer. Mow 
I was the prey. The last one. E new e4plosion, closer, shook the ground. I felt the 
animal urge to crawl, to look for any crack, any shadow, any hole in the ground 
that hadn't already claimed me. I wasn't thinking about escape, but about hiding. 
5erlin was no longer a stage, but a mass grave in which I was trying not to be the 
ne4t body.

The Bussians did not shout victory, they 2ust advanced. They were hunting 
dogs, and I was the last rat cornered. I looked at my 0auser. I had barely a handful 
of bullets left. Shat for6 9or whom6 NePn had died of rage. "aco, of sarcasm. 
Bo2as, of a Cnal outburst of protest. xl "adre, out of insane faith. I had none of 
that. ónly e4haustion, a dull emptiness, and the need for the pain to end. 5ut not 
with the roar of a grenade or the cold of a bayonet. I needed it to be my way. If 
there was still a way, in this labyrinth of death.

The ground shook again. The light from a nearby Cre reWected in a pool of 
dirty water and blood, showing me my own face. qisCgured by soot, several days' 
stubble, eyes sunken into dark sockets. I didn't recognize the man staring back at 
me. He was a specter, witness to his own e4tinction.
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CHAPTER 12

The mud had become a second skin. The season mattered little; whether the rain 
soaked to the bone or the pale sun struggled to break through the perpetual clouds 
of soot. The mud clung to my boots, my pants, the folds of my memory like a 
shroud. Each step was a sigh dragged by the dead earth, an echo in the mud. He 
had left Berlin as one leaves a corpse, without a last glance. Or perhaps I was the 
corpse, and Berlin had spat me out into a life that no longer belonged to me, 
empty and without footholds.

I walked west. The direction was nothing more than a broken compass, a vague 
idea that only meant "away from here." Away from the stench of burning, away 
from the sterile echo of gunshots, away from Paco's last mocking glance, from Fa-
ther's last sententious word, from Leon's last relentless gesture. My companions. 
My ghosts. I no longer had names for them. They were just blurry silhouettes 
dancing in the corners of my mind when the night became too quiet, like shadows 
without substance.

The villages were black holes, open scars on the earth. Chimneys that did not 
exhale smoke, blind windows. The bombings had redeNned the concept of home. 
6ow they were broken ribs of a giant skeleton, arranged for the wind to whistle 
through them with its lament. I wasn't looking for people, or even food at Nrst. 
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CASLOJ JTEI6

zust the silence, dense and omnipresent. The only comfort the road oWered, a 
blanket of oblivion.

Hunger became a constant companion, a dull pain that scratched at my stom-
ach. I learned to look for roots, to recogniDe the tender shoots that the earth, with 
stubborn determination, still dared to oWer. I ate like a cornered beast, mud stuck 
to my lips, tasteless, only pure primal need. :ater came from puddles or streams 
that carried the detritus of war, a grayish soup. I no longer cared. ?istrust was a 
shield thicker than mud, a crust over my soul.

I slept in empty barns, under the remains of a dilapidated roof, or directly in the 
Neld, if fatigue overwhelmed me. The cold, an invisible predator, was a constant 
guest. I curled up, trying to extract warmth from my own 2esh, or from the rags 
that covered me. I didn't dream. Or if I did, the dreams were the same as the 
dayU wisps of smoke, crumbling ruins, the crunch of bones under my boots. The 
diWerence between wakefulness and rest had been erased, melted into a perpetual 
fog.

My name. One of the Nrst things to fall away from me, like a layer of old, dry 
skin. One day, while crossing a froDen river, the question of my identity bounced 
around my empty skull. There was no answer. It didn't matter. 6o one would 
ever say it. I had become the voice that narrates, without identity of my own, just 
a walking witness, an echo without origin.

Jpain. That word was now a distant rumor, a rotten promise on the palate. 
:ould they wait for me with open arms, or with loaded guns* I didn't know. And 
I no longer cared. The war hadn't killed me, but it had emptied me to the core. 
I was a shell that still moved, propelled by inertia, by a strange and inexplicable 
inability to fall completely. Other ghosts, the truly dead, walked among the living. 
I was one of them, a shadow among shadows.

Jometimes I saw others. Columns of refugees, hunched Ngures crawling to-
ward a better place or simply toward somewhere else. :e passed each other 
without looking, without recogniDing each other. :e were specters inhabiting the 
same hell, each in our own separate circle of desolation. A silent nod. A silence 
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that said it all. Empty, lifeless eyes. 6o one spoke. There was nothing to say that 
the landscape, a silent witness, did not already say for itself.

The days merged into a shapeless, indistinguishable mass. Time had lost its 
meaning and its anchor. The only thing that was real was the next step, the next sip 
of murky water, the next makeshift shelter from the elements. The road was my 
only purpose, the most basic survival, an inescapable mandate. And deep down, a 
froDen certainty, like a knife in my chestU I kept walking, but inside, I was carrying 
my own grave on my back, an empty co3n that was myself.

óóó

That tomb, though ethereal, had an undeniable, real weight. It manifested itself 
in the absence of surprise, fear, even relief, as if my soul had turned to lead. Each 
new horiDon of ruins was identical to the previous one, a carbon copy of the 
horror. Every dawn 4if the dense fog and perpetual smoke allowed one to be 
distinguished5 was the same gray gloom. My eyes saw, my ears heard the howling 
of the wind among the charred bones of what was once a tree or a house, but 
my brain only registered data without emotion. Like a war machine without fuel, 
which for some reason insists on moving, propelled by a remote, almost forgotten 
impulse.

The smell of cold had lodged itself in my nostrils, a pungent mixture of rusty 
metal and froDen earth. Jometimes, a faint trail of charcoal smoke rose, a sign 
of some stubborn life clinging to existence. But it was not the life-giving Nre of 
a home, but the trace of desperate survival, of organic matter burning to avoid 
freeDing. One morning, as I crossed an open Neld, I saw a fallen bell tower. Its 
bell, broken in half, lay in the snow like the cracked skull of a giant. 6ot a single 
sound escaped from its broken bronDe. Only silence, dense and white, covered 
everything with its blanket of oblivion.
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Figures moved in the distance, in a forest of stunted, skeletal pine trees. They 
did not hide, but they made no noise either, as if they feared that any sound would 
disintegrate them. :omen and children with bundles on their backs, dragging 
themselves like aimless shadows. Their eyes did not seek help, they only avoided it, 
mirrors of my own futility. Mine did not seek to connect either. They were ghostly 
re2ections. I was a re2ection. Humanity had been reduced to shapes moving in a 
blurred landscape, each carrying their own silence like an invisible burden. There 
were no words on their lips, nor on mine. Only the crunch of snow under our 
boots, a monotonous melody.

Jometimes, an echo. 6ot a clear voice, but Paco's deNant laughter, or Sojas' 
sarcastic comment, both blurred into a single harsh melody. Or Le7n's silhouette 
ahead, relentless as a rock, against a low, smoky sun that stained the horiDon with 
blood and soot. They were sparks from a pyre that had already been extinguished, 
2ashes without heat, ghosts of a life that had been pulveriDed. Berlin had taken 
care of erasing the rest. It didn't want its memories. They were like shrapnel em-
bedded in 2esh, impossible to remove without tearing away what little remained. 
There was no physical pain, but there was the stinging irritation of feeling the 
constant rubbing of that absence, like a phantom limb.

The :est was not a destination, but an imposed direction, a residual mandate. 
An atavistic magnetism. The animal instinct to get away from the shredder, to 2ee 
from the jaws that chewed civiliDation. There was no map or goal, only the blind 
persistence of movement. The legs moved, the lungs breathed with a hollow gasp, 
the heart pumped stale blood through hardened veins. It was a rusty mechanism, 
an e3cient automaton, programmed for the last leg of an endless, purposeless 
race. :here to* It didn't matter anymore. As long as I wasn't standing still, as 
long as I didn't allow myself the luxury of feeling the full weight of immobility, I 
continued to exist. One way or another, carried by the wind.

The notion of day and night had become completely blurred. The Father, with 
his calm and wise voice, had once said, "The day no longer begins as it used to." 
And he was right. There was no longer a before. Only an eternal now, a perpetual 
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present of biting cold and froDen mud. I slept and woke up, heard the wind 
howling and saw the clouds drifting by, but there was no rhythm. The cycles of 
life had been torn out. It was a broken ticking in a clock without hands, oblivious 
to time.

My Nngers, stiW with cold, clung tenaciously to any edible root I managed to dig 
out of the hardened earth. My nails were black, the dirt encrusted under my skin. 
I was like a mole, a blind and voracious insect. There was no longer any dignity in 
the way I sought sustenance. Only basic voracity, the primal response to a brutal 
need. It reminded me of Paco, not because of his jokes, but because of his strange 
ability to Nnd life in the most rotten places, like those tenacious fungi that grew 
on his feet. 6ow I was the fungus, growing silently in the detritus of civiliDation, 
feeding on its rot.

The world had become a desolate canvas, a mural of death where I was just 
another stain, moving without tracing a discernible path. I didn't expect to Nnd 
anything at the end of my journey. 6o forgiveness, no peace, not even death, a rest 
that was denied me. Only the continuation of this inertia that carried me, like a 
dry leaf, swept along by the last breath of a storm that had swept away everything, 
even my own soul. The tomb followed me, and it grew lighter and lighter, because 
what it contained was fading into oblivion, evaporating.

óóó

The tomb was still on my back, now so light that I could barely feel its presence; 
what it contained was fading into oblivion, grain by grain. It was no longer a 
dead weight, but an absence that was becoming more and more pronounced, 
more hollow. The faces of my companions, which had once assailed me on the 
threshold of sleep or in the silence of a ruin, were now blurred sketches, faded 
caricatures. Paco's laughter, so full of life and irreverence; Le7n's roar, an order 
that inspired respect and fear; Sojas' cynical speeches; the Father's enigmatic 
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parablesU everything had become an indistinct murmur, as if the corpses had 
decided to take their voices with them to the other side of the veil.

My body was a puppet, moved by invisible strings. My legs moved forward, 
driven by an energy that was not will, but the simple residue of inertia, an echo of 
life. A rhythmic heartbeat, automatic breathing, a soulless pulse. I was a machine 
that, once started, had forgotten how to stop. Muscles contracted, bones bore 
the weight of the empty shell. And somewhere inside, deep within that rusty 
mechanism, I was the silent passenger, observing the gray landscape through 
alien, glassy eyes. There was no longer a driver at the wheel, only the road that 
lay before me.

The cold, biting into the very essence of the air, had ceased to be a nuisance 
and had become the atmosphere itself, dense and cutting. I didn't feel it on my 
skin, I breathed it in with every breath, and it was like inhaling the icy breath of 
a cemetery, a glacial fog. The snow, Nne and grayish, fell at times, but it did not 
whiten the earth; it only covered it with another shroud of despair, a dirty veil. 
The trees, black skeletons against a leaden sky, looked like statues mourning a past 
that no one remembered. I moved among them, another ghost in the macabre 
procession of desolation.

:alking westward was not running away, but simply changing the direction of 
my being's free fall. The war, with its steel fangs and gunpowder breath, had been 
left behind, like a sated predator that had abandoned its prey. But the mark of 
its claw was on every destroyed village, every mutilated tree, every froDen puddle 
re2ecting a sky without promise. And on me, of course. ?epersonaliDation, com-
plete and absolute, was the last poisoned gift of the carnage.

Jometimes, when passing by a house that still had a wall standing, a rancid 
smell, like mold and neglect, reminded me of somethingU cheap tobacco, ferment-
ed wine, stale bread. Jmells of a life that no longer existed, olfactory ghosts that 
vanished as quickly as they appeared, leaving only a bitter trace. They did not 
evoke nostalgia, only a distant recognition, like someone looking at a yellowed 
photograph of a stranger who once bore their name.
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I crossed paths with others, shadows wandering the same apocalyptic canvas. A 
few soldiers, unarmed and disorganiDed, with the same absent, lost look. Families 
crammed into carts pulled by skeletal horses, their heads bowed, as if the leaden 
sky were too heavy to lift. Our paths crossed in a brief silence, a tacit communion 
of specters. There was no direct eye contact, only a mutual awareness of shared 
misery, an unwritten pact. It was a desolate courtesy that required no words.

One afternoon, I stopped at the foot of a hundred-year-old oak tree, now a 
burnt giant, its crown reduced to black, twisted branches. The wind moaned 
through them, a ghostly lament. I felt neither cold nor heat, only unfathomable 
emptiness. I took a piece of dry bread, as hard as a millstone, from my bag 
and chewed it with my tired jaw. Eating was just a mechanical act to keep the 
machine going. The taste was nonexistent, like ash. The tomb became so light 
that sometimes I wondered if I myself still existed, or if I was just the echo of a 
man who had vanished with the last explosion. Oblivion no longer amputated 
memory, it only hollowed out the soul. Absence was the only content, the only 
truth.

óóó

Beyond hollowing out, oblivion had already consumed all content, leaving be-
hind only the most absolute emptiness. And that emptiness was the landscape 
that stretched before my eyes, a vast expanse of nothingness re2ected in every pore 
of my skin, in every pulse of my blood. The boundaries between the outside world 
and my own non-existence had completely dissolved. I was not a man walking 
through 0ermany; I was the silence of 0ermany moving through a body, a hollow 
resonance in the desert of my being.

The cold, biting into the very essence of the air, had ceased to be a nuisance 
and become the atmosphere itself, dense and cutting. I didn't feel it on my skin, 
I breathed it in with every breath, and it was like inhaling the icy breath of a 
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cemetery, a glacial fog. The snow, Nne and grayish, fell at times, but it did not 
whiten the earth; it only covered it with another shroud of despair, a dirty veil. 
The trees, black skeletons against a leaden sky, looked like statues mourning a past 
that no one remembered. I moved among them, another ghost in the macabre 
procession of desolation.

One afternoon, I stopped next to what was once an iron bridge. 6ow, only 
the broken pillars emerged from the froDen river, like amputated Nngers pointing 
at the gray sky. A piece of twisted metal, with rust barely shining under the 
frost, hung precariously like a trophy of destruction. There should have been 
a noise, an echo of the explosion that brought it crashing down, but there was 
only the ghostly moan of the wind. My eyes registered the shape, the color, the 
deterioration of its iron entrails. But my mind, a smooth, polished surface like 
a mirror without re2ection, did not retain the impression. It was a fact without 
resonance, an echo that did not return.

The hunger was still there, a constant murmur in my belly that no longer 
aroused urgency, but it had lost its sting, its torturous Nre. It was no longer a 
pain, but a vital function, a signal on the dashboard. I ate whatever I found with 
the same lack of emotion, without discernmentU the tough 2esh of a rat froDen 
to death that I found under a rock, the bitter shoots that the earth oWered with 
a perverse obstinacy. I chewed, swallowed, my esophagus a simple conduit. The 
body demanded fuel, and the machine provided it, without disgust, without 
pleasure, without the slightest nuance. The act was as mechanical as breathing, 
as lifeless as the landscape.

On the few occasions when I came across other survivors, the ritual was iden-
tical, unchanging. Emaciated faces, sunken eyes that looked at me without seeing 
me, as if I were just another ghost. 6o words were exchanged, only a mutual 
recognition of the unfathomable abyss that separated us from the rest of the 
world. The children, little specters with old eyes, watched me without the slight-
est hint of childish curiosity, without the innocence that had been taken from 
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them. They were part of the landscape, blurred Ngures in a mural of desolation. I 
moved among them like a cold draft, invisible and intangible, leaving no trace.

The idea of Jpain, which in the early days had been the embers of a distant pos-
sibility, a dying ember, had completely disintegrated. There was no homeland on 
the horiDon, only wasteland. There was no home, only makeshift and ephemeral 
shelters. The road west was no longer a journey toward something tangible, but 
a departure from nothingness, a perpetual escape from a void that, paradoxically, 
already inhabited me entirely. The war had not ripped my life away, it had taken 
away my purpose for living, the ultimate reason for being human.

My body was a shell that dragged itself along, driven by residual inertia, a 
muscular memory. The memories of my companions, if I ever had any, were now 
silent shadows, without form or voice, mere scribbles. Paco, with his cheeky laugh; 
Le7n, with his stony silence; Sojas, with his venomous diatribes; the Father, with 
his obscure advice; the Old Man, with his steely gaDeU their names were just hollow 
sounds, echoes of a melody that my brain could no longer reproduce. It was as if 
they had been erased from my internal hard drive, leaving only the empty, cold 
space they once occupied, like tombstones without epitaphs.

The nights brought no dreams, only mechanical rest, a brain blackout. I would 
lie down on the froDen ground or in the corner of some dilapidated barn, and my 
body would shut down completely. There were no images, no voices, no torment 
of nightmares. Only the deep, impenetrable blackness of the unconscious, a relief 
I did not feel, because there was no feeling at all. )pon awakening, the cold was 
my Nrst contact with a reality that no longer concerned me at all. The light was 
the same grayish gloom I already knew, a dawn without promise, a simple change 
from darkness.

I had become a tiny dot on the horiDon, an indistinguishable speck on the 
desolate canvas of the postwar period, just another stroke of the brush of de-
struction. The question of my name, my origin, my past, no longer arose from 
the mire of my mind. It was meaningless, an echo without an answer. I was the 
nameless narrator, the silent witness to a catastrophe that had transformed me 
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into an inherent part of it. The grave was not an object I dragged behind me, it 
was the very absence of what I once was, an absence that became more and more 
absolute with each step, a void that Nlled itself. The end of the road stretched out 
before me, not as a goal to be reached, but as the inNnite continuation of this 
nothingness that completely inhabited me.
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AUTHOR'S NOTES

When the idea for Berlin Didn't Want Us began to take shape, I wasn't looking for 
a story of heroism or redemption. Instead, I was obsessed with the image of men 
who, for one reason or another, didn't ct into peaSe. voldiers who, euen with the 
war in its cnal throes, felt more Somfortable in the mqd and shrapnel than in the 
xqiet of a home that no longer eTisted. ;hey did not cght for ideals, bqt beSaqse 
Shaos had beSome their only langqage" hell, their only homeland.

I wanted to eTplore the soql of that -sxqad,- those -Unmentionables,- a disN
parate groqp of eTiles, Sriminals, and madmen who Sling to toTiS Samaraderie 
as their only raft in a sea of deliriqm. ;he Aarrator, a SyniSal obseruer, was my 
gateway to this hell" his sarSastiS and lqSid uoiSe, the only beaSon in the darkness. 
Lnd at his side, óePn, brqte forSe and relentless Sode" jaSo, the rqde Rester who 
laqghs so he won't Sry" EoRas, the frqstrated ideologqe who still seeks a battle 
for his mind" and the distqrbing shadows of Vl jadre and Vl 1ieRo, who eleuate 
madness to a mystiSal and primal dimension. ;hey are speSters that refqse to 
dissolue, eaSh in their own way, into nothingness.

Berlin, in the early months of 9457, is not Rqst a baSkdrop. It is a dying entity, a 
Sity resisting its own end, deuoqring those who still dare to inhabit it. Its rqins, its 
3ooded basements, its sewers, beSome a labyrinth where the Sqnning of sqruiual 
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miTes with the Srqdest despair. ;he war here is not grandiose" it is a stenSh, a 
Sonstant soqnd of Sollapse, a meaningless re3eT aStion.

If there is a message in Berlin Didn't Want Us, it is not one of hope, bqt of 
brqtal honesty. It is an qncltered look at the hqman Sondition when all layers of 
Siuili:ation fall away, and all that remains is the will to breathe one more day, to 
laqgh at death so as not to sqrrender to it. BeSaqse sometimes the real tragedy is 
not dying, bqt sqruiuing withoqt knowing why, dragging the weight of a hell that 
has shaped qs in sqSh a way that we no longer know how to liue withoqt it. ;his 
nouel is a bitter toast to those men, to their absqrd persistenSe in a world that did 
not want them, and to the impossibility of esSaping what decnes qs, euen when 
it is selfNdestrqStion.
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