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Despite the threat of rain, the morning was proceeding normally.

After breakfast, Manuel wanted to give his guests a tour of Villa del Rosario and, with his characteristic smile, invited them out into the garden.

Once again, Samuel Del Río was the last to arrive.

"Come, I'll show you what we call here 'the path of freedom,'" Manuel said, pointing to a stone path that wound through the trees.

His guests followed him as he told them stories of his youth, of how he had spent hours working on those very fields. As they walked, the sky darkened, and thunder rumbled in the distance. The atmosphere became tense, as if nature itself were warning them of something.

"Do you think it's going to rain early?" Zoe asked, looking at the sky with concern

Manuel smiled.

“There’s no need to worry. We’re safe here, and as long as we stay together, the rain will only add a touch of magic to the experience. But...” His voice turned grave, “there’s a place I don’t usually visit that I want to show you today. The ruins of the slave cells, where a small monument survives in a memorial space dedicated to those who were there and fought for their freedom.” 

The mention of the ruins sent a shiver down everyone’s spine. It was a place where, according to local legends, echoes of voices from the past could be heard. It was said that those who dared to go there felt the pressure of unseen gazes.

“I want to go!” Frank exclaimed a glint of curiosity and a hint of unease in his eyes.

As Manuel led the group toward the ruins, the clouds swirled around them, and the wind began to blow harder.

“I don’t know if we should go...” Zoe said. “This place has a dark history, and a storm is brewing.”

Just then, lightning struck, and in the flash, Zoe thought she saw the shadow of a man among the bushes, a figure who reminded her of the person from the night before.

“Perhaps we should go back...” she suggested, as if the sky were trying to warn them about the history and mystery surrounding that place.

Considering that, due to the bad weather and the turmoil caused by the previous day’s events, perhaps the wisest course of action was to accept Manuel’s invitation to stay at the hacienda as long as necessary, they all agreed to go in Elias’s truck to the nearest store to stock up on some personal items. This way they would also take the opportunity to explore the area around Our Lady of the Rosary.

Manuel saw them off from the main entrance, warning them not to be too long as the clouds were getting thicker.

Upon arriving, the contrast was immediate. From the absolute peace of Villa del Rosario, they went to the bustle of the La Ceiba Shopping Center, a building with high ceilings and neon lights, located on O’Higgins Street. But upon entering and walking around, a strange feeling came over Zoe. It was as if some secret hung in the air, as if the walls held some untold story.

"Look at that!" Zoe exclaimed, stopping in front of an antique shop. "If we're going to be trapped, I at least want to take home a souvenir that isn't just toothpaste and deodorant."

Frank smiled.

“While you go inside, I’ll head to the sporting goods store. If you don’t find me there in a little while, we’ll meet in Villa del Rosario,” Samuel said.

“Okay,” she replied.

The others, who had already loaded bags with toiletries and clothes for a few more days, stared at a dark corner of the store. Something was glowing faintly in the shadows. “Did you see that?” Zoe asked, pointing.

Frank walked over, and as he approached, the glow transformed into a crystal sphere, half-covered by a deep blue silk scarf, which seemed to emit a strange energy as if it had a life of its own.

“You shouldn’t touch it,” Zoe warned, feeling a chill run down her spine. “It might be imbued with some kind of spell.”

“Those are just superstitions! What kind of energy could a common crystal ball possibly hold?” Clara exclaimed, reaching out to take it in her hands, but a small bell that jingled behind them stopped her.

Seeing that there was no one else in the store, a nervous laugh caught in their throats.

“Perhaps we should go,” suggested Clara’s husband, feeling the atmosphere grow oppressive.

However, before they could leave, the mall lights flickered and went out momentarily, leaving only the emergency lights, which cast dancing shadows on the walls. A subtle murmur filled the air, as if distant voices were trying to communicate.

“I don’t like this,” Zoe said, clinging to Frank’s arm as the atmosphere grew heavier.

Frank felt something drawing him toward the back of the shop, as if an invisible force were urging him to explore.

“Shall we see what’s beyond?” he asked in a whisper.

“No!” Zoe exclaimed. “This isn’t a game. We’d better leave.”

While Frank and Zoe were engrossed in the crystal ball, Elias, Clara, and Javier were curiously exploring the other antiques on display. Clara’s attention was drawn to an 18th-century engraving depicting a woman selling her dream books on the streets of London.

“People, always interested in the meaning of dreams, buy all sorts of books that offer an explanation,” Clara said.

“Saint Thomas Aquinas confirmed the belief that God often reveals his intentions through dreams, so it’s not sacrilegious to follow his advice. In the Summa Theologica, the cornerstone of Catholicism, it is acknowledged that oneiromancy is not illicit. We all know that dreams contain clues about the future. Consequently, it is pointless to deny their divinatory power.” Elias replied, as he carefully examined the engraving.

At that moment, the little bell rang again, and from around a corner emerged a striking woman with exotic beauty, who introduced herself as the owner of the shop. She looked to be about 40 years old, tall and slender. Her shoulder-length hair was wavy, chestnut brown with reddish highlights. Her eyes were large and almond-shaped, a deep green. Her face was oval, with high cheekbones and a delicate nose that gave her an aristocratic air. She wore subtle makeup that enhanced her natural beauty. In a bohemian yet elegant style, she wore an olive-green silk blouse, a long, multicolored skirt in earth tones, and was adorned with vintage jewelry.

"Is there anything I can help you with?" the woman asked.

"Yes, I'd like to buy a souvenir, but I think it's best if we come back another day," Zoe said, glancing at Frank.

"No, don't go! We opened the shop just two weeks ago. If you'd like to buy a souvenir, this is the place; there's plenty to choose from." She replied in a friendly tone, offering a small smile.

“We’re interested in a crystal sphere we saw in the distance,” Frank interjected. Startled, Zoe nudged him with her elbow and pressed her lips together.

“That’s a very valuable relic.”

“How interesting! Do you know about the history of crystal balls?” he asked.

“Yes, by the middle of the 12th century, the use of crystal balls was widespread in much of Europe and the East, enjoying the support and participation of ordinary people, and the condemnation of the Church.”

“Do you know any particular stories?”

“Yes. In England, for example, there was the case of the philosopher and clergyman John of Salisbury, who spoke out against seers who used polished and shiny objects, such as brass pots, glasses, goblets, and mirrors. His admonitions were of little use: three centuries later, a man named Byg, a villager from York, confessed to having used a crystal ball to locate his stolen belongings. Accused of heresy, he was sentenced to walk around the interior of York Minster with a torch in one hand, his “magic books” in the other, and a sign around his neck proclaiming his status as a “sortilegus” (sorcerer) and “invocator spiritum” (conjurer of spirits).

“We’re interested in that crystal ball,” he said.

Zoe glanced sideways at Frank and pressed her lips together again.

“It belonged to a renowned fortune teller and spiritualist from the last century. Despite being an astrologer, she didn't need to study the heavens to predict her clients' futures.”

“I'd like to buy it,” Frank insisted. “Is it very expensive?”

“I'd like to oblige, but it's not for sale.”

“Why?”

“Because it's mine, a family heirloom.” 

Zoe glanced at Frank again, unable to hide her astonishment. 

“If you'd like, I can show you more interesting objects. There are many here to satisfy your curiosity.”

“We should go, a storm is coming,” said Clara, who was now behind Zoe, placing a hand on her shoulder.

“I think Clara's right. Do you agree, Elias?” Javier asked.

“Yes, we can come back anytime. It could be tomorrow, weather and circumstances permitting,” he replied, giving Frank a knowing look.

“In that case, I'll leave you my card. I’m at your service for anything you need,” the woman said kindly, handing the card to Zoe.

At that moment, a flash of lightning illuminated the store, and in the blink of an eye, the lights went out. Immediately afterward, a thunderclap exploded with such force that the floor shook beneath their feet, and the shop windows groaned, threatening to shatter.

“Let’s go!” Zoe shouted, her voice cracking, and threw the card back into her purse.

Without looking back, Frank pushed open the door desperately, and they all rushed out toward the parking lot.

A few raindrops began to fall, and darkness seemed to want to swallow everything in its path.
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