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This book is a work of fiction.

While it is inspired by historical events, all characters, dialogues, and situations are presented within a fictional framework. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, beyond historical figures explicitly mentioned, is coincidental and unintentional.

The views, thoughts, and opinions expressed by characters in this novel are those of the characters themselves and do not necessarily reflect the views of the author.

This work is not intended as a historical document, but as a literary exploration of human experience within a historical context.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

© Copyright / All Rights Reserved

Survival and Triumph
[image: ]


A Novel of Israel, War, and the Cost of Victory
© 2026 by Joseph Portnoj Gaj

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews or scholarly works.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION


[image: ]


To God,

for the mind to understand,

the chance to learn,

the strength to persevere,

and the patience to write.
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To the six million Jews murdered by the Nazis,

and to the survivors whose courage made new life possible.

*
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To my paternal grandparents,

to my aunt Nechama, her husband, and her children,

in remembrance and in honor.

*
[image: ]


To my father,

who fled in time to Mexico in 1937

and helped save his brother Eleazar after WWII.
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To my uncle Eleazar,

who rebuilt his life with dignity and hard work.
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To the commanders and soldiers, I knew in my service.
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To those who fell in the wars of 1948–1967,

and to those who returned home carrying memory.
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And to my wife and my children,

for whom life itself is not only the purpose,

but the reason everything endures.
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Author’s Note
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This novel is a work of fiction inspired by real historical events.

Some characters, situations, and timelines are drawn from documented history; others have been shaped by memory, experience, and imagination. The intention has not been to reproduce events exhaustively, but to explore the human and moral dimensions that accompany them.

Survival and Triumph does not seek to glorify war, nor to offer simple judgments. It is concerned with responsibility, with leadership under pressure, and with the cost—often silent—of decisions made in moments when no option is without consequence.

History is carried forward not only by victories and defeats, but by the choices of those who must live with them.

This book is written in respect for that burden.
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CHAPTER 1— Monowitz
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Monowitz, Auschwitz. Barrack VII. January 25, 1945
The cold was not a sensation; it was a presence. It did not strike all at once—it settled, entering through the skin, the bones, the memory, until it no longer felt like something outside the body, but something living within it.

Snow covered the dead. Not gently, not mercifully—only enough to make them resemble something they were not. From a distance, they could have been mistaken for men asleep. Up close, there was no illusion: mouths twisted open, jaws locked, eyes hollowed by typhus, dysentery, and the slow erosion of the body.

Few were still alive.

Among them, two children and a young man.

Joseph was twenty-nine, though nothing in him suggested youth. His body had collapsed inward, as if time had accelerated only for him. Masha was fourteen, Herschel twelve. All three were reduced to something fragile, provisional, as though life itself had not yet realized it was meant to leave them.

Each morning, when Joseph opened his eyes, he did not move at once. He looked—first at Masha, then at Herschel. If their chests still moved, however slightly, then the day could begin.

That was his prayer.

He had known them for five years. Five winters, five summers without seasons. Time in Monowitz did not pass; it accumulated. He had kept them alive as best he could, and that meant learning things no one should ever learn: how to disappear in open space, how to read a guard’s intention before it became action, how to move without sound, without pattern, without memory.

And above all—where the food was.

The kitchen stood at the center of a forbidden world, controlled and measured down to the last scrap. Joseph went there whenever he could. Not often. Never safely. He took what he found: potatoes, thin remnants of soup, hardened crumbs of bread. Nothing was easy. Nothing was enough. If he was caught, there would be no punishment—only an end. And still, he went back.

When he succeeded, he divided everything into portions so small they barely deserved the name. The largest always went to Masha and Herschel. For himself, he kept what remained—half a potato, sometimes less, bits of bread scavenged from what the guards threw away as if feeding animals.

He no longer cried.

At first, he had. Not quietly, not with restraint. There had been no dignity in it—only sound, raw and uncontrollable, torn out of him in the dark where no one would hear, or where no one would care. It had lasted days, perhaps weeks. Time had already lost its meaning; only loss remained.

Until one morning, he opened his eyes and nothing came. No tightening in the throat, no burning behind the eyes, no collapse. Only the same cold, the same bodies, the same need to stand up.

Something had ended. Not the pain—something else.

In its place, something harder had formed, something that did not break, did not bend, did not ask. It did not hope. It decided.

To survive. And one day, if there was such a day, to speak.

His parents and siblings had died four years earlier.

His father had been beaten to death for stealing a loaf of bread—not for himself, but for his children. After that, the rest were taken. His mother, his brothers, his sisters. No one said the word. They did not need to.

Joseph had been at the factory that day—Buna, synthetic rubber, work that existed only to keep the body moving until it no longer could. When he returned to the barracks, the others told him quietly, not out of kindness, but because loud voices attracted attention.

He did not answer. He sat.

Then the sound came.

It began somewhere deep, like something breaking under pressure, and then it rose—raw, uncontrolled, tearing through him until nothing remained to contain it. No one tried to stop him. No one looked. Grief was not an event there; it was part of the air.

By the time it ended, something inside him had already begun to dry.

Two days later, returning from work, he passed in front of Barrack VI. He heard it—not crying, something lower, unsteady, contained. The kind of sound that comes when there is no one left to hear it.

“They took them.”

She did not cry.

Joseph stood at the entrance for a moment, not moving, not thinking, only listening. Something in the way she said it—flat, emptied of anything that could still break—held him in place. Then he stepped inside.

The air felt heavier, as if it had already absorbed what had happened there and had no space left for anything else.

They were in the darkest corner. The girl held the boy tightly—not to comfort him, but to keep him from coming apart. Their eyes moved at the same time. They said nothing.

Joseph crouched in front of them slowly. He extended his hand, then stopped.

For the first time in months, he hesitated.

Not because it was wrong.

Because it might not be possible.

“If I stay,” he said quietly, “I can’t promise anything.”

His eyes moved from one to the other.

“I can’t promise you won’t die.”

The boy held his gaze. The girl tightened her grip.

Joseph swallowed.

“But you won’t be alone.”

He extended his hand again.

This time, there was no hesitation.

“We stay together.”

He did not say family. He did not need to.

The boy moved first, slowly, as if breaking something invisible. His hand was so light that for a moment Joseph thought he had missed it. The girl followed, not immediately, but she came.

Joseph closed his fingers around theirs.

In that moment, he understood something with absolute clarity: this was not rescue. It was a decision. A narrowing of whatever chance remained.

And still, he did not let go.

Maurice was Jewish.

And he was a capo.

The stick never left his hand. He did not shout. He did not need to. He watched, and that was enough. He knew who took extra steps, who avoided eye contact, who held something too close to the body. He noticed breathing—too fast, too careful, too alive.

It was at night when he approached Joseph, behind the bunks.

“I saw you,” he said. “The kitchen.”

Joseph did not answer.

“You either share... or I talk.”

Not a threat. A fact.

Joseph looked at him, searching for something that remained. There was something—but it was not enough.

He spat.

It landed on Maurice’s cheek.

Neither moved.

“You’re a bastard,” Joseph said. “You should have been born German.”

Something flickered, then vanished.

Maurice raised the stick slightly.

Joseph moved.

No plan, no decision—only motion.

Maurice stumbled back. His head struck the wood with a dull sound. The body collapsed too quickly, too easily.

Joseph stood still.

Waiting.

Nothing came.

Maurice lay there, eyes open, fixed on something that was no longer there.

Joseph turned.

He did not look again.

The explosions began as a distant murmur. Not close enough to fear, not far enough to ignore. The guards spoke in low voices, too quickly, too often. Something had shifted.

When the Russians arrived, there was no moment of understanding. No signal. They were simply there—different uniforms, different faces, different eyes.

They did not shout.

They looked.

At them.

Not through them.

Food came—too much, too fast. Some ate. Some could not stop. Some died.

Joseph watched Masha, then Herschel.

Breathing.

Always breathing.

They were moved days later, or perhaps more. Time no longer held shape. In the camps in northern Italy, the silence was different. It did not crush; it waited.

For the first time since Auschwitz, a name came without fear.

Elazar Zahavi.

Joseph did not react at first. Names had lost meaning. People had disappeared behind them too many times.

When they met him, no one spoke. Masha cried first, then Herschel. Joseph did not.

When he finally spoke, it was not about survival. It was about the promise.

Zahavi listened.

Then something simple.

A place.

He took them with him.

Not as rescue.

As continuation.

Not alone.
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CHAPTER 2— The Refugee Camp
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Italy, 1945
Joseph woke with a jolt, his body reacting before his mind could follow. For a second, he did not know where he was. There were no shouts, no blows, no orders in German. The silence felt wrong—too wide, too open, as if it could swallow him whole.

It took him a few moments to understand that he was still alive.

Masha slept beside him, curled inward, her breathing uneven but steady. Herschel lay on the other side, thinner somehow, as if even survival had not yet fully reached him. Joseph did not move at first. He watched them the same way he had in the barracks, measuring, waiting, confirming.

Still breathing.

Only then did he allow himself to breathe normally.

The camp smelled different. Not clean—never clean—but no longer death. Thin soup, damp fabric, sunlight touching skin that had forgotten warmth. Something in between. Something unfinished.

Joseph walked among the tents carefully, too carefully, each step measured as if the ground might give way if he trusted it too much. No one shouted. No one pushed. No one demanded anything. The absence pressed against him harder than violence ever had.

That was when he noticed the man.

He stood apart, not because he was isolated, but because he did not belong to the same rhythm. He wore no uniform, yet there was a stillness in him that did not come from exhaustion, but from intention.

Joseph slowed.

The man did not move. He waited.

“My name is Elazar Zahavi,” he said when Joseph came close. His voice was quiet, controlled. “I’ve been looking for you.”

Joseph felt something tighten in his chest. Not recognition. Not relief. Something older, something learned—suspicion.

“Who told you my name?” Joseph asked. His voice sounded unfamiliar to him, thinner than expected.

The man did not answer immediately. He studied him first, as if confirming something.

“I knew your father,” Elazar said.

The word landed wrong—not because of what it meant, but because of where it had been spoken.

Joseph said nothing.

Elazar’s gaze moved past him, toward the children. Masha had stirred. Herschel was awake now, watching, silent, alert.

“I am your father’s brother,” Elazar said.

There was no emphasis. No attempt to persuade. Only the statement.

Joseph felt something shift. Not belief—not yet. Something resisting.

“Say his name,” Joseph said.

Elazar did. Without hesitation.

That was enough. Not proof—nothing was proof anymore—but enough.

Masha moved closer. Herschel followed, not toward Elazar, but toward Joseph.

Joseph felt something then—not joy, not relief, something unfamiliar, something the body did not quite know how to hold.

Elazar knelt in front of them slowly, giving them time to pull away. They did not.

“From today on,” he said, “you are not alone.”

No one answered. Not immediately.

Joseph looked at the children, then back at the man.

A door had opened. Not wide. Not safe. But open.

For the first time, Joseph did not calculate
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