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It was very early when she woke up. The birds were singing and fluttering among the foliage of orange and lemon trees. For a moment, she imagined herself far away from there... but no, the terrible reality was something else. She then decided to step out into the patio to take in the place where, inevitably, she would live from that moment on.

—What is this!? —thought Esmeralda.

She was standing before many prisoners, who looked like the living dead; there was not the slightest hint of hope in their faces: they bore a grimace of infinite sadness. Their faces were burned and peeled by the sun, and their hands were just as battered.

They remained in desperate silence, without complaint; their bare feet were covered in calluses and bleeding cracks, and their clothes were dirty and threadbare from time.

On the other side of the patio, there was a group of prisoners who were in far worse condition than the rest. Their bodies, almost mummified, barely stood out through the sockets of their reddened eyes, while they stared into some lost point.

Their skin, practically clinging to the bone, gave the impression that they moved only by divine will. Suddenly, without any apparent reason, they would burst out laughing madly or start speaking to some imaginary being.

The sight was beyond terrifying. For a moment, Esmeralda had the impression she was in the underworld, and that the prisoners were souls paying their penance in hell. She couldn’t help but feel a profound pain at seeing the conditions in which they lived.

Once she recovered from the dreadful spectacle she had just witnessed, she asked Benjamín why the prisoners who were kept apart from the rest were in worse condition than the others.

—That group is assigned to marijuana cultivation —he replied—. They work fewer hours, but they live under constant threat of death. They are disguised as vagrants so they can be used as mules to transport the drugs without putting the boss’s people at risk. Obviously, they are closely watched, and any attempt to escape is paid with their life.
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​​Chapter I

Arrival in Hell
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Esmeralda strove to learn. She already knew how to read, write, and was almost an expert in medicinal herbs. She was about to turn fifteen, and Rubén had invited her to his house, for it was the fifteenth of August, the feast of the Santa Patrona of the town.

As they departed toward Rubén’s hometown, Esmeralda’s heart overflowed with satisfaction for all she had learned. Both enjoyed a splendid morning: the sky shone a deep blue, and over the towering mountains drifted little clouds, shaping whimsical and graceful figures.

When they finally arrived in town, they walked upon multicolored carpets made of sawdust. Amid beautiful melodies, they drew closer to the heart of the dance.

Soon the dancing began, and immediately Rubén asked Esmeralda to dance with him. —I don’t know how to dance —she replied, embarrassed. —Ah, that’s right! I had forgotten... But come, I’ll teach you. Just let yourself be guided by me —he said with a smile.

She then felt his arm encircle her and press her waist, as if he did not want to let her escape. Suddenly, he pulled her close to his chest and, with an emotional voice, whispered: —I love you, Esmeralda. Your love for me is something celestial. When I feel in love, as I do with you, everything becomes beautiful. In my mind, there is no one but you.

Esmeralda lowered her gaze. There was tenderness in her eyes, but also a shadow of sadness. —I love you very much too... but someday I will leave, and perhaps without saying goodbye.

Rubén looked at her, bewildered. She continued, with a trembling voice:

—At any moment, el Ronco could return... to make sure I am dead, or to kill me. When that happens, I will go in search of justice. I don’t know when I’ll return... or if I ever will.

Several tears welled up in both their eyes.

Before the sun went down, Esmeralda asked Rubén to take her back to the hut. —I want us to forget everything that happened last night —she told him softly—. Let’s pretend that time has stopped... and that we will always be together.

Once inside the cabin, Rubén took a notebook and turned toward her. —We’ll put together a folder of everything we’ve learned —he proposed enthusiastically—. Even though we’re already prepared to treat any illness, we’ll also study the fields of willows and orange trees.

The next day, Esmeralda and Rubén went out to the fields they had yet to explore. The air was steeped in an unforgettable fragrance; the perfumes of herbs, flowers, and damp earth mingled, filling everything with life.

When they dismounted, Rubén held her in his arms and pressed her against his chest. A profound emotion overtook them: it was the supreme pleasure of beholding untouched nature in all its splendor.

Later, they returned to the hut with the last herbs they needed. They spent entire afternoons classifying, arranging, and analyzing everything they had learned. At last, they completed the compendium. What a great variety they had gathered! It was a study more than complete. Both felt truly satisfied.

The threat returns.

Since Nora’s disappearance, Esmeralda no longer had the help that el Ronco used to provide for their food, and although she felt calmer, she still lived on alert. One sunny morning she went to the manantial to fetch some water. The sun’s rays, languid and golden, filtered through the trees, illuminating the carpet of red flowers that, fallen by the hand of autumn, covered the ground.

Suddenly a strange feeling seized her. She sensed someone approaching. “It can’t be Rubén,” she thought —he’s in his pueblo. Fear wrapped her like an icy blanket. She ran as fast as she could. It was uncommon to find anyone in that area. It had to be el Ronco. He was coming for her... to take her or to kill her.

She searched for a hiding place. She slipped between two trees that had grown so close together they left just enough space to conceal her. The vines hung like thick curtains, covering her completely. It was a sacred hiding place, a secret that belonged only to her. And now, her only hope of survival.

El Ronco arrived cursing as always. —Where is Esmeralda? —he bellowed furiously to his pistoleros—. Move, you, useless lot! Search everywhere!

He was convinced she was still alive. The little choza looked clean, not as they had left it the last time. Still, it was useless: no matter how they searched, they found no one. Finally, they prepared to leave.

While they argued at the back of the house, Esmeralda took advantage of the moment to slip out of her hiding place. She ran to the truck and leapt into it in one bound.

El Ronco —whose real name was Cenobio N.— was a terribly cruel man. For him, the greatest pleasure was inflicting harm on others. He trusted no one, not even God. His only faith was money and his own comfort.

They said his parents had abandoned him on a vacant lot when he was barely a child. To survive, he never tried to build a better destiny; on the contrary, from a very young age he sought the worst company. He wanted easy, fast money and perhaps also revenge for the scorn he had suffered since childhood.

They traveled for several hours by road. Then the terrain grew rough and cobbled; the truck’s rattling announced it. Finally, they arrived at a large walled estate with towering stone-and-concrete walls. A massive gate shut hermetically behind them. Once that happened, it was practically impossible to open from the outside.

The heat was stifling. Esmeralda was afraid and on the verge of fainting, but she forced herself to stay alert. She waited until el Ronco and his henchmen were distracted. When they went to unload what they had brought, she took the chance to run. She sprinted and slipped into one of the nearby cabins.

Esmeralda was racing when an arm stopped her short. —Hey, boy! —a man scolded—. You nearly knocked me down.

Then he looked at her more closely and corrected himself: —Oh! Sorry, miss... with that cachucha and those pants, I mistook you. Really, forgive me.

—Let me introduce myself: I’m Benjamín Dumont. And what’s your name? —Esmeralda.

He looked at her in astonishment. His eyes widened. —My God! What am I seeing... You are beautiful. In these conditions, you’re in terrible danger. If the boss sees you like this, he might want you for himself for a while... or, at worst, send you to be prostituted.

He fell silent for a moment, thinking. —Let me see what I can do for you. Look, when they kidnapped me, I worked as a special-effects makeup artist at a very important televisora in Ciudad de México. That day I had part of my kit with me. I can make you a scar that will look completely real. It will be long and cross your whole cheek.

He took out a small case and opened it. —I’ll use a special glue, very resistant even to water. With that and your gorra, no one will suspect. But you must be very careful not to be discovered.

The Presentation

Another day, at dawn, Esmeralda was awakened by the sound of an alarm. Confused, she sat up abruptly and asked the young woman who slept with her in the cabin: What does that noise mean? It’s time to get up, the other replied, without much emotion. They’re going to take roll... you’d better hurry, or you’ll be punished.

With the scar already in place, Esmeralda stepped out into the upper courtyard. There stood el Ronco, ready to call the roll. He observed her closely, never suspecting that this figure was the daughter of the Miravalle family. —Damn! —he sneered—. And where did this one come from? Who thought it was a good idea to bring this woman here? Who’s going to pay a single peso for her?

He looked her up and down, with disdain. —Maybe she’ll do for chores or for working the fields... I don’t think she’s good for much else.

He approached her. —And you... when did you arrive at La Fortaleza? In which load?

Esmeralda didn’t know what to say. She stood mute, paralyzed, searching her mind for an answer. El Ronco frowned, impatient.

It was then that Benjamín Dumont quickly intervened: —Ronco, she’s one of the prisoners who survived the accident with the last load. Remember? The ones who were thrown into the Cave of the Dying and the Doomed... I found her yesterday, wandering among the brambles and thorns. I directed her to one of the cabins.

El Ronco snorted in annoyance. —Fine. Then let her join the cultivation fields.

And before leaving, he gave a warning: —Ah! And don’t forget: here, if anyone so much as makes the slightest signal or attempt at rescue... they will be executed on the spot. Without hesitation.

As this was happening, suddenly a figure hurled itself at Esmeralda.

It was a woman who seemed to have crawled out of a grave. Older, filthy, her clothes in tatters and her hair matted, with bald patches in some places. Her appearance was terrifying.

Esmeralda froze. The woman lunged at her with incomprehensible fury, biting her all over. At last, she knocked her to the ground and, with desperate movements, tore off her shoes.

For a few seconds, Esmeralda was stunned. She couldn’t understand what had just happened. When she finally reacted, terror took hold of her. —Help! Help! —she cried with all her strength.

Some prisoners rushed to help her, but it was Benjamín who, seeing her lying on the ground, said gravely: —Esmeralda, beg her forgiveness on your knees before Her Highness! —Her Highness? —she asked, bewildered. —Yes, Esmeralda. Do it now, or she’ll attack you again. And from now on, you must address her as a queen.

Not fully understanding, Esmeralda got up, knelt before the woman, and said humbly: —Your Majesty... I humbly beg your pardon. I ask you to forgive my clumsiness.

The woman looked down at her with a haughty air, as if she truly were an offended queen. Then, puffed up with pride at having her at her feet, she spun on her heel and fled at full speed... taking Esmeralda’s only pair of old shoes.

Later, back in the cabin, Esmeralda spoke with Benjamín. —Who is she? Why does everyone treat her that way? Benjamín sighed, a trace of sadness in his eyes. —Her name is Micaelina. Her story is very painful. She was kidnapped along with her two children a few years ago. She was left here, in La Fortaleza... but soon after, the boss ordered the children to be sent elsewhere. No one knows where.

From that day on, Micaelina fell into a deep depression. She spent her days lying on her cot, weeping, with a sorrow that consumed her little by little. One day, when el Ronco realized she wasn’t working in the fields, he entered the cabin, dragged her into the courtyard, and beat her savagely... left her a bloody heap. We could do nothing.

She was tended by a doctor who had also been kidnapped, and who, fortunately, had some medicine. From then on, el Ronco and the boss assumed she had gone mad. But we know she lost her mind when they tore her children away from her.

After that, they decided not to force her to work anymore. Thus, with her appearance and her delusion, she serves as an example for the rest... a silent threat. No one can end up like her.

Esmeralda kept silent. Tears began to roll down her cheeks. 

The Latent Terror

—When one arrives here, Benjamín added in a hushed voice, the first thing you feel is infinite terror... then the sorrow of not knowing about our loved ones, and of them not knowing about us. At first, you refuse to accept reality, but with time comes despair... when you realize that perhaps we will never get out of here. That we will die here.

There was a brief silence. —You must grow used to seeing injustices every day. But make sure they don’t destroy you. And remember: every time you cross paths with Micaelina, treat her as a queen. Only then will you avoid being attacked again.

With her new appearance, no one —not even el Ronco— could imagine that this young woman with a scar on her face was in fact Esmeralda, the daughter of the Miravalle family.

Esmeralda’s cabin mate was a very friendly and charming girl. Her beauty did not go unnoticed. It was she who revealed to Esmeralda that they were in San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas.

Despite the situation they were in, Rosa strove to remain optimistic. That attitude was a balm for Esmeralda, especially in the moments when despair overwhelmed her and she broke down in tears.

The long days under the merciless sun were torture. The work in the fields was exhausting. The heat seared their skin, and the weariness sank into their bones.

Her hands, covered in blisters, were practically destroyed. Silent, they too spoke: they were mute witnesses to the cruel and inhuman treatment to which they were subjected.
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Chapter II 
Esmeralda’s childhood
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Far from her parents, the torment began—never to hear from them again, to long for their kisses, their embraces, their advice... Their mere presence, a symbol of protection and love. Thus, began also the nightly weeping, desperate, with no hope of ever seeing them again.

Meanwhile, in the Miravalle residence, only desolation and sorrow could be felt.

One day, while putting on his robe, he breathed deeply, trying to calm himself. With a determined step, he walked to the door and rang the bell. Old Efraín, his faithful servant and friend, appeared immediately, bringing him the correspondence.

—Did they bring the medicines for my wife? —asked Alejandro, sitting in front of the mirror. 

—They’re on the table, sir, —answered Efraín, looking at him with an air of understanding and absolute solidarity.

After a brief silence, he added: —does the sir need anything else? —hand me that telegram that arrived this morning.

Miravalle opened the telegram and commented: —my wife’s godson is coming with his family for vacation. they will arrive next week. As he held the cup of coffee he was drinking, he thought: 

—unfortunately, they will be visiting us at a bad time.

Efraín, sympathizing with his master, suggested: —as soon as they arrive, we must tell them they cannot stay, that they cannot be attended to as they deserve.

Meanwhile, the lady’s godson and his family were heading toward Valle de Bravo. However, when they reached a stop, a truck cut them off and forced them to get out, without any explanation. Immediately, they were all gunned down mercilessly.

Just a few meters behind, the Mirón family, in their battered old car, had witnessed the terrible tragedy. Once the chaos had passed, Benito, the eldest son, picked up a small card that had fallen to the ground. On it appeared the address to which the Flores family had likely been heading.

Death makes its arrival.

Esmeralda’s mother’s health continued to deteriorate gravely, and she grew worse than ever. Accompanied by her husband, while they waited for the doctor, Alejandro remembered the day he first met her.

She had been in the park, reviewing her school lesson as both of them waited for the time to enter the university. Some instinct made him turn to look at her, and he could only think: —My God, how beautiful!

After a while, he gathered his courage and approached, dazzled by the young woman’s breathtaking beauty.

After taking her delicate hands... Oh, God! They were like white doves struggling to escape.

—He knew, in that very instant: She will be the companion of my entire life, he told himself.

But he was pulled back to harsh reality as he looked at his dying wife. She smiled faintly, opened her eyes, and said: 

—Alejandro... I am holding the hand of our beloved daughter. At last, I have found her. Look how she has grown. We walk together in a beautiful place, between two streams of fresh, clear waters, splashing the roses that grow upon the grass. We both feel an incredible peace. We are so happy.

Struggling for breath, she added: —Look how she smiles... I am certain we will be together for eternity. She has just promised me.

—Yes... I see her, —Alejandro replied, as his face was bathed in tears. In that instant, she exhaled her final breath.

Alejandro wept inconsolably for several hours beside his wife’s body, recalling the beautiful moments they had lived together, as though it were a film a child would want to watch over and over again. He thanked her for having made him happy and, kissing her forehead tenderly, whispered:

—Someday we will meet again... and we will be as happy as before the disappearance of our beloved Esmeralda.

After slightly fixing his suit and hair, he opened the window and saw his loyal servant Efraín, completely unaware of what had just taken place. At his call, Efraín came upstairs almost immediately, accompanied by Emma. Alejandro, inevitably, had to give them the bitter news.

Both servants, deeply shaken, told him: —We share in your sorrow, patrón. Do not worry about the funeral, we will take care of it.

In the parlor, Alejandro wore a dark suit of strict mourning and a silk handkerchief embroidered with his name, with which he discreetly wiped his tears from time to time. Friends, acquaintances, and relatives began to arrive. He no longer had the strength to listen to condolences that repeated themselves a thousand times over like a monstrous litany.

And not knowing what had become of his beloved daughter shattered his heart even more. That night was cold and unbearably long. By noon the following day, they departed for the cemetery to lay his beloved wife’s body to rest.

A Light on the Path. 

Petra López, her eldest son Benito, and little Valentina walked down the same street where the Miravalle residence stood. Upon arriving, they were pleasantly surprised. The beautiful house, with its gleaming white marble façade, contrasted elegantly with its red-tiled roof.

Immediately, they knocked on the imposing wooden door, whose thick glass panes did not allow a glimpse inside. Efraín approached to open it with his usual calmness. —How may I help you? —he asked courteously. —Does Mr. Alejandro De Miravalle live here? —Benito inquired. —And who may I say is calling? —From Benito Mirón and family.

The servant observed them for a moment and, without letting them continue, exclaimed: —Ah! You are the señora’s godson, aren’t you? Please, come in, come in. Forgive us for not coming out to greet you, but we have gone through a series of... very difficult events.

He led them toward the main hall and added: —Later, Señor Miravalle will tell you personally. Allow me to inform him that you have arrived.

From his room, Alejandro heard Efraín’s steps climbing the stairs. Making a supreme effort, he approached the window, and seeing it was his servant, he spoke without opening the door: —What is it, Efraín?

—Señor, I only came to let you know that the señora’s godson and his family have arrived. They are in the main hall.

Alejandro remained seated, then turned his head toward the door and answered in a muted voice: —Please see to it that they are settled into their rooms. Tell them what has happened... and let them know I will welcome them later.

Efraín frowned, worried about his patrón’s state of mind, and left with slow steps, somewhat disheartened.

Before the Mirón family retired to rest, Efraín explained the recent tragedy. Understanding that it was not a good time, Benito insisted on speaking with him, but the servant, without giving them the chance, concluded: —You may speak with the señor later. Good night. And then he withdrew discreetly.

Benito was a young man of eighteen, cheerful, noble-hearted, and deeply loyal to his family. He had a sparkling, somewhat eccentric personality: he dressed in black, with studs, tall boots, and a Vulcan-style haircut, very much in the punk fashion. Though not lazy, he had one great flaw: he did not like to study.

Valentina, for her part, at thirteen years old, was a beautiful, kind, hardworking, and very intelligent girl. Doña Petra, their mother, was a strong woman who had raised her children on her own, loving them deeply. They lived in poverty and had suffered much from the abandonment and mistreatment of their father, but they fought tirelessly for a more dignified life.

The Disappearance.

Nora vanished from the cabin, and Esmeralda was left alone—dazed, consumed by a terrible solitude, with not the slightest idea of what to do. She did not think of escaping.

Perhaps, unconsciously, she had decided to remain there until she could find the wretched man responsible for her misfortune and bring justice. Above all, she longed to stop his demonic ways.

For days she lay in bed, weeping for Nora, surviving only on scraps of moldy bread. For a long time, she did not hear a single human voice. Her clothes had turned into rags. Not even the wild beauty of her surroundings could console her. Only an uncertain future awaited her... and, at last, death.

On one of those hopeless days, Esmeralda was walking near the waterfall, like a feather drifting through the universe, when in the distance she heard the sound of a horse approaching.

A dreadful fear seized her. She knew all too well what it would mean if they found her. Yet the figure drawing near was not el Ronco, but that of a young man who dismounted his horse with caution.

Still, Esmeralda bolted, running with all her might, knowing she could not take the risk. But before she reached her hiding place, she was overtaken. Panic-stricken, she began to scream: —Don’t kill me! Please, don’t hurt me!

The young man raised his hands in peace. —Do not be afraid, little one. I will not harm you. But... how on earth did you get here?

Little by little, Esmeralda calmed down. With a trembling voice, she told him what had happened.

Rubén introduced himself: I am a medical intern. For some time, I’ve been traveling through different regions, searching for medicinal plants to document their properties. That will allow me to graduate soon.

She was astonished. —How wonderful! I would also love to learn about plants and their healing powers. It must be marvelous to ease one’s own pain—and especially that of others...

She paused briefly before continuing: —But... what am I saying, if I don’t even know how to read or write.

Rubén smiled warmly. —That is no obstacle. First, I will teach you to read and write, and then I will teach you about medicinal plants.

An Unbearable Pain

Meanwhile, Alejandro De Miravalle remained deeply broken, shut away in his room, not leaving since the passing of his wife.

In despair, Emma and Efraín decided to station themselves outside his chamber. With firmness, though with tenderness, they spoke through the door: —Señor... you must be strong. Punishing yourself this way will not bring back your wife or your daughter. —Have faith, patrón! —Emma said, holding back her tears—. Deep within our hearts, we know the girl is alive.

Those words, spoken with such affection, worked a small miracle. Alejandro, as though rising from an abyss, struggled to his feet and half-opened the door. Upon seeing them, like a forsaken child, he threw himself into their arms, breaking into sobs: —Forgive me! I cannot bear this! This suffering... it is unbearable! —Señor, you can endure! —Efraín replied, embracing him—. Do not give up, we beg you.

Moved by such love, Alejandro agreed to go on fighting.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter III
Fernando my great love, came to the Fortress
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One December night, when the piercing winter wind, accompanied by a thick fog, made it impossible to remain outside the cabins, new people were being illegally brought to the Fortaleza. The prisoners, wrapped in whatever little they had, drank coffee to ease the biting cold. Upon noticing the new arrivals, they could not help but exclaim: —This is an atrocity! How long will these heartless beings continue kidnapping innocent people?

Among the newcomers was a very handsome young man, with a kind voice, who was immediately thrown into one of the empty cabins. He was twenty-five years old, tall, of noble heart and filled with good feelings. He had served his community, earning the affection and respect of his people. But now, inevitably, he would become just another slave.

Esmeralda, moved by the scene, asked Benjamín for some coffee, for on such a night everyone needed something warm to put into their bodies. Later, with a lamp in hand, they went out in search of the new prisoner, whose cabin was right next to Esmeralda’s.

The young man introduced himself as Fernando del Río. Though worry was evident on his face, he assured them he had great faith and trust that he would find a way out. They offered him words of encouragement, their friendship, and a generous portion of coffee so he could warm himself.

As the night went on, suddenly desperate screams rang out from Fernando’s cabin. They rushed out to see how they could help, and their astonishment was immense when they saw Fernando running out in terror. Clinging to his body were a dozen spiders and cockroaches, which he tried in vain to shake off. He was gripped by terrible panic, his face contorted with the revulsion caused by the vermin.

Apparently, he had lain down without checking the old cot and had not realized that beneath the ancient blanket those repulsive insects lay hidden. The cabin had been unused for a long time, so everyone set to work exterminating each creature they could find. They did not sleep all night, until finally the place was completely clean.

Meanwhile, in the Fortaleza, the prisoners remained for a time in silence, absorbed in their labors, in their fears, and in their hopes of regaining freedom.

Fernando took it upon himself to bring some order and to make their lives a little more bearable. Esmeralda had prepared ointments made from herbs to protect the skin of their hands, faces, and bodies.

Fernando had taught them how to make huaraches from discarded tires and dried palm leaves, as well as hats and gloves from the same plant. Thanks to this, they were no longer so ravaged by the harsh elements; they looked better and had regained some dignity.

Fernando thought of everything. With Esmeralda’s help, they set up a small infirmary using the medicinal herbs she knew so well and which they both gathered in the fields.

Little by little, they even managed to detoxify the prisoners who were addicted. Some were already completely rehabilitated, though they continued to pretend to be under the influence of the drug. This was convenient for them so as not to arouse suspicion and to keep their minds clear and ready for the moment they could escape.

They were the only ones authorized to leave the Fortaleza, since they carried out the assignment of burreros, drug couriers.

In time, they also had the help of Fernando’s brother, who, like him, had been kidnapped. Alberto, however, had been assigned to the boss’s mansion. He rarely saw Fernando in the Fortaleza, and every time he was sent on an errand, he was blindfolded when leaving and returning to the mansion.

Thanks to him, Fernando was able to obtain some supplies: aspirin, alcohol, bandages, and cotton to care for the sick prisoners. In addition, Alberto sent them some books he had been ordered to discard from the boss’s library, which they used to teach the children of the community how to read and write.

Shortly afterward, they set up a small altar where Fernando planted a cross made from tree trunks. Though rustic, it was still beautiful. There, in the immensity of the forest, they would gather on Sundays to ask for mercy from the Supreme Being they were beginning to know. Without knowing why, they now felt less defenseless, less vulnerable.

One of those days, Fernando handed Esmeralda a Bible so she could read one of its passages. As she did so, their hands brushed, and his lingered for a few seconds more, holding hers by an involuntary impulse. In that instant, something unknown to her took hold of her entire being.

A first glimmer of love made its way into Esmeralda’s heart, and it did so absolutely. The same was true for Fernando: that young woman who looked at him with tenderness had become indispensable in his life. Esmeralda embodied hope, joy... and she made him forget, if only for a moment, that they were living in that hell.

Love had reached its fullness in her, and it came in the person of Fernando del Río. Reflecting on the future of that sudden and powerful love, Esmeralda said to herself: —Once the mission that brought me here is over... perhaps he will decide to tell me sweetly: “I love you.” She was more than certain that she loved him and that her feelings were returned. For her, it had already become a necessity to have him near, not to lose a single instant of her existence without him.

They met every day, after the grueling work hours, to teach the children who had been born in captivity and who did not know how to read or write. Later, Esmeralda would ask Fernando to read to her from that beautiful book.

Those were readings overflowing with the sweetness of a Superior Being who, as Fernando said, loved them all. That book captivated her deeply, for it was entirely unknown to her. The sacred words, flowing from Fernando’s lips, became sweet, brief... and any passage, no matter how simple, turned beautiful and fascinating in his voice.

A divine lighthouse in the midst of horror.

Fernando was light in the middle of the shadows, a serene flame in the heart of hell. A prisoner like all the others, yet free in spirit, he walked among them with the nobility of one who has made peace with his destiny.

Never did a complaint leave his lips, not even during the cruelest of days. He would say, with the faith of those who truly believe, that everything has a purpose, and that if God had brought him there, it was because a mission awaited him within those invisible bars.

Gentle in his manner, firm in his convictions, his very presence sowed calm. Through his words, through his example, through his silent surrender, he managed to clothe captivity in hope for a time, and to make hearts hardened by pain beat once again with faith.

But light always unsettles the darkness. And Fernando, with his untamable kindness, did not hesitate to confront El Ronco when necessary. For defending the weakest, for standing against abuse, he silently bore the lashes meant to break him.

El Ronco, blinded by fury, wanted to finish him more than once. Yet something greater, something invisible, seemed to shield him. When he raised his weapon, the bullets jammed. When he had already ordered his death, some urgent matter would pull him away.

The prisoners knew it —they felt it deep within—: it was the hand of God, the very hand that kept Fernando standing, the one that prevented evil from triumphing completely. And in every gaze, in every silent prayer, the certainty was one and the same:

Fernando was not just a prisoner... he was a messenger, a protector. A divine lighthouse in the midst of horror.

Wounded Pride

Yet Rosa’s heart, too, had been captivated by the charm and gallantry of Fernando del Río. She felt an intense attraction toward him, but no matter how suggestive or flirtatious she became, she achieved no closeness. Fernando rejected her with clarity, always choosing the company of Esmeralda instead.

Rosa, wounded in her pride, repeated to herself again and again how it was possible that this young man—the only one she had truly fallen in love with—would pay her no attention, when she had had the luxury of scorning the handsomest and wealthiest of suitors. Perhaps it was precisely the fact that Fernando dared to despise her that drove her to desire him all the more, to seek his love at any cost.

Fernando had also become indispensable in her life. And now, every time the boss summoned her to be with him, she felt a deeper disgust and revulsion than ever before. Once, it had made no difference to her whose caresses she endured—the boss’s or anyone else’s—but now everything had changed.

A year had passed since Esmeralda had arrived at the Fortaleza. Sadly, all attempts to locate the boss’s mansion had proved useless. Everyone agreed it was practically impossible to discover the place where that wretch hid. Unfortunately, the discretion of the criminals in the boss’s service was bulletproof. No one ever committed the slightest indiscretion.

Yet they had made important progress in improving the prisoners’ living conditions. The sick, were no longer taken to the dreaded Cueva de los Difuntos y Agonizantes to die in abandonment. All the children had learned to read and write, at least at a basic level. They had also learned to pray, and that had become a great comfort in the midst of so much despair.

The prisoners even looked better. Fernando had taught them techniques for reusing and dyeing the burlap sacks in, which they carried sugar, with which they made their own clothing. All of this had been possible thanks to his determination, his dedication to teaching, and his immense desire to serve others.

Rosa began to change as she realized the affection Fernando felt for Esmeralda. Her manner inside the cabin grew cold, cutting. Whenever she could, she conspired with El Ronco against her. Her resentment reached such a degree that Esmeralda ended up with twice the workload and had to fulfill her duties precisely to avoid being whipped.

Days passed, and Esmeralda looked paler and paler. She had lost considerable weight, and even the color had drained from her lips. Huge dark circles marked her delicate features, until finally her body could take no more, and she fainted in the fields.

When she awoke, her tasks were still unfinished, and she knew better than anyone what that meant: the punishment would be brutal.

She got up at once, panic drawn across her face, and tried to resume her labors in haste. But it was useless. A few minutes later, El Ronco arrived. Upon seeing her, he let out a cruel laugh and shouted:
—Damn you! You haven’t done a thing!
Then he began to laugh diabolically, seized the whip, and without another word lashed her with fury. Trying not to expose herself, she covered her face to protect the scar. It was an excessive, inhuman beating, unleashed with indescribable cruelty. He did not stop until she was unconscious, bloodied, nearly lifeless.

El Ronco was about to fulfill his intent, to kill Esmeralda, when in the distance came the gallop of a horse: it was Fernando, who had gone out searching for her. At the sight of her on the ground, faint and broken, a shiver ran through his veins. Fear paralyzed him for an instant.

Finally, he drew near. Mastering the frenzy that would have made him crush her against his chest to bring her back to life, he began to pray. Then, noticing the faint rise and fall of her breath, he gently lifted her, placed her on his horse, and without losing a second, galloped back to the cabin.

Death Was Lurking

The small lamp barely managed to light the scene. Its faint glow cast a dim trail over the bed, while the old walls grew even colder on that terrible night. Esmeralda was gravely wounded. With delicate care, Fernando applied some potions he had prepared for emergencies, but the fever would not break.

All through the night, the young woman, lost in delirium, begged to see her parents. Fernando, his voice gone from so much praying, remained by her side, keeping vigil, imploring God for her recovery. Hope was fading: it seemed Esmeralda was dying.

Three days passed since that tragic event. The same chill he had felt when he first found her seized him once again. He felt his heart tearing apart. He no longer had strength; his legs could not hold him. He sat down beside the bed, overcome with exhaustion, and fell into a deep sleep.

In his dreams, he saw Esmeralda’s figure slowly fading, until she disappeared completely. Desperate, he cried out: —Don’t go, Esmeralda! Don’t go! Stay, please!

It was dawn when Esmeralda began to moan. Fernando, summoning a supreme effort, rose to his feet. He lifted his eyes and, in the flickering light of the lamp, was astonished to see that she had regained consciousness. The fever had subsided, and her wounds were beginning to heal.

Then, Fernando could no longer contain himself. He broke down in tears and, without thinking, embraced her frail body, thanking heaven through sobs for the miracle he had just witnessed: Esmeralda had come back to life.

When the moment passed, frightened, Fernando pulled away and reflected:

—My God! What is this I’m feeling? What is this that has made me weep like this for someone, for the very first time? What was it that made me feel her life slipping away along with mine? This need to be by her side... this infinite joy and tenderness I feel when I see her. My God! I am in love with Esmeralda... and that cannot be.

Pain joined the terrible course of life in the Fortaleza. Fernando withdrew, trying to forget her. She could not understand his change of attitude. She sensed him cold, distant, almost cutting.

Rosa, realizing the situation, was quick to take advantage of it. She became even more suggestive and flirtatious, until one day, when she asked Fernando to help her out of the river. It was then that, seizing the moment, she kissed him almost by force.

That instant was witnessed by Esmeralda, who felt as if a lightning bolt had pierced her heart. Then she thought: —Surely this is why Fernando has pulled away from me. He no longer prefers my company... but Rosa’s.

Without a word, she slowly walked away, her soul wounded, toward her hut.

The Rejection.

Moments later, Fernando turned to Rosa, enraged: —Don’t you dare try that again. I will never return your love. Do you understand me?

Rosa, shaken, replied in fury: —Of course! Surely because you love that damned one! Right?

Fernando seized her arm firmly. —Don’t you ever say that again!

—Let me go! You’re hurting me! —she screamed.

When she finally managed to break free, Rosa began laughing maniacally. —It hurts you when I tell you the truth, doesn’t it? It hurts because you’re dying for Esmeralda. Because you no longer know what to do with that love that is consuming you... that torment that makes you feel as if you had fallen into hell twice.

Immediately afterward, Rosa stormed off, and Fernando, in silence, realized that every word she had spoken was true. The love he felt for Esmeralda was devouring him from within, consuming him alive.

Meanwhile, in the Fortaleza, the abuse and mistreatment only grew worse. Desperation spread like an invisible disease among the prisoners. One day, while unloading provisions that were to be taken to the jefe’s mansion, El Ronco failed to notice that a box had fallen to the ground. It contained several cans of food.

As soon as the truck was gone, two prisoners engaged in a fierce battle over the fallen goods. The fight was brutal. In the midst of the struggle, one of them began bleeding profusely. Fernando and Esmeralda immediately ran to the scene.

Cascabelito was one of those involved. No one knew his real name. He had been there longer than many others, and though he
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