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CHAPTER 1: THE LAST COMMISSION

The sound of Joaquín Espés' hammer was like the beating of an old and tired 
heart, echoing in the darkness of his smithy like an echo in a lonely valley. Each 
blow on the red-hot iron was a dull lament, a confession of his physical pain and 
isolation. The afternoon of March 3, 1838, crept over Zaragoza with an unusual, 
almost ominous stillness, but for Joaquín, stillness was his perpetual companion. 
His shoulders, once as sturdy as anvils, now groaned under the weight of the years 
and old war wounds, a map of forgotten battles etched into his Besh. His back, 
a tense arch from the ejort, reminded him every day of the price of a life forged 
with a hammer.

His hands, gnarled and blackened by the soot embedded in the furrows of his 
skin, moved with the slow deliberation of one who knows every Cber of metal, 
every trick of Cre. Aut the passion of yesteryear, the sparkle in his eyes as he tamed 
the iron, had faded, replaced by the resignation of an inescapable routine. The 
heat of the forge, which once revitalized him, now only accentuated the cold sweat 
on his forehead and the stabbing pain in his Roints. He was an outcast in his own 
city, a blacksmith who had lost his spark, both at the anvil and in his soul. The 
smithy, once a hub of activity and chatter, was now a sanctuary of silence, broken 
only by the whisper of the bellows and the metallic clang of his hammer.
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O lavish carriage, with gleaming hardware and horses with shiny manes, 
stopped with a screech of iron brakes in front of his smithy, breaking the imposed 
peace. Joaquín looked up, squinting at the afternoon sun Cltering through the 
door. O dapper man with a sharp face and small eyes descended from it, followed 
by a woman in silk clothes who averted her gaze, her nose wrinkled by the smell 
of coal and sweat. They were the Lounts of MonteBor, a family of wealthy liberal 
merchants who, despite their fortune, still depended on the skilled hands of a 
blacksmith for their mundane needs.

xEspés,x snapped the Lount, without deigning to step beyond the threshold, 
his voice unctuous but laden with barely concealed contempt. His eyes, rather 
than on Joaquín, rested with disgust on the disorder of the workshop, on the 
soot that covered every surface. x2e need the gate to our country house repaired. 
The hinges are loose and the iron is corroded. Ft must be ready by dawn the day 
after tomorrow. Ond don't try to haggle, we know about your 'condition' and 
how little you've been working lately. The price will be fair, but not eVtravagant.x 
Her voice carried the venom of superiority, the smugness of someone who knows 
they have the power. Joaquín, the blacksmith, the man who had once wielded

 a riBe with honor, was now a mere servant, an outcast begging for work, an 
uncomfortable reminder of the past.

The Lountess, with a fan made of Cne feathers, fanned her face, as if the air 
in the smithy dirtied her breath. xMake sure the work is impeccable, Espés. My 
garden does not deserve a botched Rob. Ond clean oj the rust before you bring 
it. 2e don't want dirt.x Her tone was that of someone speaking to a servant, 
to an obRect, not to a man who had given her his life, who had shed blood for 
her freedom. Joaquín nodded silently, feeling the burning humiliation rise in his 
throat, a bitter bile. His pride, if he had any left, swallowed the insult, the silent

 ojense. He needed the money. He needed to feed Óucas.
Aefore climbing into his carriage, the Lount threw a copper coin on the 

ground, a calculated gesture of contempt. xPh, and make sure the Rob doesn't 
smell of the past, Espés. The city air needs to be pure. 2e don't want ghosts.x The 
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words were a direct stab, an allusion to his Larlist past, to his xbetrayal,x to the 
shadows that had haunted him since he had returned to Zaragoza, limping and 
alone, with an orphaned child. The rich liberals, who beneCted from his work, 
were the same ones who looked at him with suspicion, who had condemned him 
to ostracism, to oblivion.

Os the carriage drove away with a clatter of hooves, leaving a trail of dust 
that miVed with the soot from his workshop, Joaquín bent down with di4culty, 
picking up the coin from the ground, his forehead beaded with sweat and shame 
burning his skin. The metal, cold in his palm, was the price of his silence, of his 
survival.

xThe work of a blacksmith is digniCed, son,x a deep, kind voice echoed from the 
doorway. Joaquín looked up, surprised. There stood Dather Onselmo, the parish 
priest of "an Iablo, his gaunt Cgure and kind face framed by a worn cassock. He 
carried a basket of fresh bread, its sweet aroma contrasting with the stench of coal. 
x?on't let the rich tell you otherwise. @od sees the work of your hands, not the 
gold in their cojers.x

Joaquín straightened up, trying to hide the coin in his Cst. xDather Onselmo. F 
didn't eVpect to see you.x His voice sounded rougher than he wanted it to. The 
priest, unlike the others, had always treated him with discreet benevolence, an 
understanding that demanded no eVplanations, a faith that saw him as a soul to 
be saved, not a traitor.

Dather Onselmo entered the smithy, his kind gaze sweeping over the silent 
anvils, the dormant forge. xF Rust came to see how you were doing, Joaquín. Ond 
to bring some bread for Óucas. They say fasting is good for the soul, but the body 
needs food.x He handed him the basket, the bread still warm. Joaquín took it, the 
aroma of yeast and wheat a balm for the soul.

x2e're Cne, Dather. @etting by. Os always.x The lie stuck in his throat, heavy 
and bitter.

The priest sighed, his gentle gaze resting on Joaquín's furrowed face. xÓife is 
hard, son. Aut redemption is always possible. There is always a way back to the 
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light, even if the city walls seem to want to keep you in the dark.x He approached 
the anvil, his old Cngers caressing the cold surface of the metal. xFron bends, but it 
does not break if tempered with faith. Aou, Joaquín, still have that strength. Aou 
can still forge something beyond anger and regret.x

Joaquín looked down, the hammer still in his hand. xSedemption, DatherB Dor 
a man like meB Dor a man who has stained his name with the blood of others, 
with betrayalBx His voice was a whisper lost in the silence of the smithy, a silent 
confession.

Dather Onselmo placed a hand on his shoulder, feeling the tremor beneath the 
rough fabric of his shirt. x@od is a blacksmith, son. He forges souls with Cre 
and patience. Ond you, Joaquín, have not yet delivered your Cnal work. Aou 
can still choose. The ways of the Óord are mysterious, but they always ojer an 
opportunity for good, even in the most painful acts.x His eyes met Joaquín's, a 
spark of hope dancing in them, an unshakeable faith. x?on't forget that, Joaquín. 
Men Rudge, but @od forgives. Ond sometimes, even outcasts can be instruments 
of something greater. Even blacksmiths can break iron to forge a new freedom.x

He took his leave with a nod, leaving Joaquín with the weight of his words, the 
scent of fresh bread, and a newly awakened restlessness in his heart. Sedemption. 
Dreedom. 2ords that had sounded hollow for years now resonated with a strange 
urgency, an echo of a past that refused to remain buried, a harbinger of an uncer-
tain future. He closed his smithy earlier than usual, the premonition gnawing at 
him like rust on iron, now sharper, more insistent. There was something in the 
air that made his skin crawl, an imperceptible vibration that did not Ct in with 
the routine of the city. The encounter with the Lount and Dather Onselmo, two 
eVtremes of his life, had been like two hammer blows, the Crst to humiliate, the 
second to awaken a doubt, a promise. Time was speeding up.
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CHAPTER 2: FIVE CHIMES

The afternoon of March 4, 1838, slipped over Zaragoza with an unusual, almost 
ominous stillness. An icy wind swept through the streets, carrying away the dust 
and the last light of day, leaving a feeling of anxiety koating in the air, thicJ as 
winter fog. qoaíuEn éspbs, with soot encrusted in the creases of his hands and 
the smell of hot metal permeating his clothes, closed his 'lacJsmithIs shop earlier 
than usual. *t wasnIt 'ecause of fatigue from the forge, which was a familiar and 
welcome tiredness, 'ut 'ecause of a premonition that gnawed at him liJe rust on 
iron. There was something in the air that made his sJin crawl, an impercepti'le 
vi'ration that didnIt ;t with the routine of the city. *t wasnIt the silence, 'ut the 
HíualityH of the silence5 it wasnIt the darJness, 'ut the way the gloom seemed to 
swallow up the usual sounds of life in Zaragoza. The childrenIs laughter seemed 
more muted, the murmur of conversation in the near'y tavern more tense.

As he secured the heavy wooden and wrought iron 'olts, his gaze, accustomed 
to the precision of the forge, paused on the elongated shadows dancing in the 
síuare. Ce had seen groups of men, strangers to the neigh'orhood, loitering in 
the alleys. They wore darJ cloaJs, their hats pulled down over their eyes, and their 
movements were too stealthy, too coordinated to 'e mere travelers or 'andits. 
They were shadows that did not ;t into the routine of Zaragoza, ;gures that 
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seemed to 'e waiting, lurJing. The city seemed to hold its 'reath collectively, 
unaware of the predator approaching.

ñLlosing up already, masterjñ The voice, young and resolute, 'ut tinged with 
'arely concealed reproach, snapped him out of his thoughts. *-igo de Sarraga, 
still wearing his apprenticeIs apron and with a sparJ of indignation in his eyes, 
stood 'efore him. The 'oyIs 'lood was 'oiling, driven 'y the fervor of a cause 
that qoaíuEn had a'andoned years ago. *-igo, 'arely nineteen years old, had once 
'een the most promising of his apprentices, his hands sJilled with the hammer, 
his mind sharp for alloys. Put the forge of war had called him away from the 
anvil, and with it, it had taJen his innocence and part of his respect for the old 
'lacJsmith.

qoaíuEn nodded, his face furrowed with fatigue and the lines of a life forged in 
'attle. ñThereIs something in the air, *-igo. Petter to 'e prepared. * feel the wind 
changing.ñ

*-igo laughed without humor, a harsh sound that 'ounced o6 the cold stone. 
ñ?repared, or hidden, masterj As you have done all these yearsj The Larlists are 
not standing still, they are not waiting. Oumor has it that La'a-ero is moving 
his pieces, that the attacJ is imminent, that they are stalJing us liJe wolves in the 
night. Zaragoza needs us. All of us. Are you going to Jeep hiding your hammer 
while the city prepares for the storm, while young men liJe ?edro, liJe quanFo, 
prepare to die for itjñ Cis voice, once respectful, now dripped with sharp reV
proach, a sting that qoaíuEn felt in his 'ones, more than the cold of the afternoon. 
The memory of quanFo, MartinaIs 'rother, the young idealist who had followed 
qoaíuEn to war and never returned, stood 'etween them liJe a ghost, a silent and 
perpetual accusation. The wound was old, 'ut it hurt Fust the same.

ñMy time for 'attles is over, *-igo,ñ qoaíuEn replied, his voice 'arely a whisper, 
laden with a sorrow the 'oy could not understand. The phrase, worn out 'y use 
and years of repetition, felt hollow, almost a 'etrayal of himself. Ce had promised 
*sa'el, on her death'ed, that Sucas would grow up far from gunpowder and steel, 
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far from the smell of 'lood and despair. A promise that now weighed on him liJe 
lead, a 'urden heavier than any hammer.

ñ:o one can a'andon a 'attle that is not yet over, master. *ron is tempered in 
;re, not in o'livion. Soyalty is not forged once and left to cool,ñ *-igo insisted, 
his eyes ;xed on qoaíuEnIs, searching for the old sparJle of loyalty, of honor that 
the 'lacJsmith once em'odied. ñ?eople remem'er you, qoaíuEn. They need you. 
Dor your Jnowledge of their tactics, of the weaJnesses of the Larlists, for your 
strength in the forge and on the 'attle;eld.ñ Then, with a gesture of disappointV
ment that crushed any possi'le response from qoaíuEn, he turned on his heel. 
ñPut it seems you prefer to listen to the lulla'y of the cradle rather than the 'ells 
of war, to care for your own 'lood rather than the 'lood of your land.ñ Ce walJed 
away, his youthful ;gure disappearing into the shadows, leaving qoaíuEn with the 
'itter taste of guilt and helplessness in his mouth.

qoaíuEn returned to his hum'le home, adFacent to the 'lacJsmithIs shop. The 
silence there was di6erent, warm and familiar, a fragile refuge from the outside 
world. Sucas, his eightVyearVold son, played with toy soldiers 'y the ;re, his lips 
pressed together in a childish murmur, creating his own miniature 'attles. Cis 
laughter, when he heard it, was 'alm for qoaíuEnIs wounded soul, the only melody 
that truly mattered. Put that night, the laughter did not come. A dull uneasiness 
seemed to have crept into the house with the icy wind.

After dinner, as darJness descended upon them liJe a heavy 'lanJet, Sucas 
curled up next to his father, his large, darJ eyes liJe pools of calm water. The 
'oy had 'een restless all day, his little shoulders tense, rekecting a strange anxiety 
that qoaíuEn had not Jnown how to dispel. ñ7ad,ñ he whispered, his voice 'arely 
audi'le, Fust a thread of fear. ñ* had a 'ad dream. A very 'ad one.ñ

qoaíuEn stroJed his tousled hair, feeling its ;neness. ñ*t was Fust a dream, son. 
:othing to worry a'out. :ightmares fade away with the sun.ñ

ñ:o,ñ Sucas replied, his little ;ngers clinging to qoaíuEnIs shirt with surprising 
strength. ñ*t wasnIt liJe the others. * saw 'ells. Sots of 'ells, 7ad. And ;re. Sots

 of ;re in the streets. And a voice... óncle OamEnIs voice. Ce said that you... that 
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you werenIt from here. That we werenIt from here.ñ The 'oyIs words hit him with 
the force of a hammer, each sylla'le an echo of his past, a har'inger of the future. 
OamEn. The mention of his old comrade, his sonIs premonition... qoaíuEn felt 
a chill that was not from the cold of the night, 'ut from the premonition that 
pierced his soul. *-igoIs last words echoed in his mindG ñthe 'ells of war.ñ

qoaíuEn hugged Sucas tightly, trying to dispel the shadow that had settled over 
the little 'oyIs head, trying to protect him from a fate that seemed inevita'le. Put 
he Jnew it wasnIt Fust a dream. The streets, the wind, the furtive shadows, *-igoIs 
sharp words, SucasI innocent premonition... it was all an echo of what was to 
come. That night, sleep was slow in coming, and when it did, it was not restful. 
The smell of gunpowder tore at his nostrils, the echo of cannons pierced his sJull, 
and in the darJness, he could see the cruel glint of OamEnIs 'ayonet. The stillness 
of the eve was only the prelude to the storm. A storm of iron and 'lood that 
loomed over Zaragoza.
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CHAPTER 2: THE ANVIL OF CHOICE

Frost covered the rooftops of Zaragoza in the cold dawn of March 5, 1838. A 
pale moonlight halo blurred among the last shreds of darkness, refusing to yield 
to dawn, like a ghost clinging to the night. In Joaquín Espés's blacksmith shop, 
the only Bre burning was not in the hearth, but in the forge, which slumbered 
under a layer of coal, waiting for the morning bellows to wake it up and sing. 
Joaquín, a man with broad shoulders and weathered hands, stirred the embers 
with a poker, his face intermittently illuminated by the orange glow, each spark 
a small ephemeral universe. Leside him, -ucas, his eight"year"old son, curled up 
on a wooden bench, still wrapped in the drowsiness of sleep, but with his hand 
outstretched toward the bowl of porridge his father had prepared for him, a small 
ritual of love in the austerity of their life.

CTome on, son. Vhe sun doesn't wait for the lazy,C said Joaquín, his voice deep 
but soft, a note of tenderness in the foreboding silence of the workshop. Vhe 
voice was an echo of the countless mornings when he had uttered those same 
words. -ucas grumbled, but sat up, his dark eyes blinking, trying to overcome the 
pull of sleep. -ife in Zaragoza was hard, and the blacksmith had taught his son to 
rise early, before the Brst rays of sunlight bathed the Pirgin of jilar, a symbol of 
resistance that stood ma9estically in the heart of the city, in gold.
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A distant rumble broke the stillness, not the familiar thunder of a spring storm, 
but a deeper, more sinister sound. Vhe ground shook, a tremor that slid through 
the veins of the earth to the foundations of the smithy, rattling the anvils and 
tools. Joaquín straightened up, his muscles tense as bowstrings, his hearing sharp"
ened by years of alertness on battleBelds he thought he had left behind forever. 
Another. And another closer, so close that the air vibrated with a pressure wave. 
Vhen the bells. xot the solemn tolling of siD o'clock, but a frantic, disorderly 
clamor that spread like a lament, a cry of agony through the sleeping city. Ócreams. 
?istraught voices rising from the streets, tearing through the veil of night. -ucas's 
premonition had materialized with ruthless cruelty.

CFather, what is that!HC eDclaimed -ucas, his eyes wide, his small body rigid with 
terror, the bowl of porridge forgotten on the bench. :is voice was a thin thread 
stretched tight with panic.

Joaquín did not answer. :e knew that sound. Tannons. Voo close to be a 
military drill. It was war knocking on the doors of Zaragoza, again, like a tireless 
ghost returning to claim what it believed was its own. :e picked up a hammer 
from the workbench, its familiar weight comforting in his hand, as if it were an 
eDtension of his own will. Vhe butt of his old rióe, hanging on the wall, drew 
his gaze like a magnet, a constant reminder of a past he had tried to bury. CÓtay 
behind me, -ucas,C he ordered, his voice now a harsh whisper, tinged with steel 
and desperation.

Vhe door of the smithy, made of sturdy wood and reinforced with iron, was 
kicked open with such violence that the bolt óew into splinters, embedding itself 
in the opposite wall with a sharp crack. Óeveral men burst in, their silhouettes 
outlined against the darkness outside, armed with rióes and bayonets that glinted 
in the dim light. Vhey wore uniforms that Joaquín recognized with an icy chill0 
the Tarlist insignia, the Tross of Lurgundy. At their head was a man with a 
thick beard and relentless eyes0 OamUn, his former comrade in arms. Vhe air in 
the smithy cooled by ten degrees, charged with volatile electricity, the tension 
palpable.
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C;hat a surprise, Joaquín Espés. Vhe deserter blacksmith, up early to forge the 
loyalty you don't have,C OamUn snapped, his voice resonating with an ancient 
bitterness, thick as the smoke from a forgotten hearth, each word laden with 
resentment. :is eyes, which had once shared a Bery gaze with Joaquín's on that 
freezing night in Pizcaya, now burned with fanatical zeal, hardened by scars 
that Joaquín could not see but could feel, burned into the soul of his former 
friend. CGour betrayal cost us dearly years ago, remember! Vhe blood spilled in 
the jyrenees, mine, which you swore to defend. Juan9o, Martina's brother... :ave 
you forgotten, or buried it under your anvil and your cowardice!C

Joaquín clenched the hammer, his knuckles whitening from the pressure. Vhe 
cold metal in his palm contrasted with the Bre rising in his throat, a contained 
rage that threatened to eDplode. CVhere is no betrayal in defending your home, 
OamUn. In seeking peace for your family. ;hat are you doing here! ;hat do you 
want from me!C Vhe question was rhetoricalñ the answer had already been burned 
into the city's guts with cannon Bre.

OamUn let out a dry laugh, devoid of humor, a sound that scraped the silence 
and the walls of the smithy. C;e have come to claim what is ours, Espés. ;hat has 
always been ours by divine right. And you, old friend, are going to pay for your 
desertion, for your years of eDile, and for that promise you made me and never 
kept.C :e took a step closer, the shadow of his rióe lengthening across the óoor, 
a pro9ected threat. C*eneral Taba6ero needs a favor from a man with your skills. 
And I need a blood oath that I have never forgotten. Sr has the snow already 
erased your memory, Espés! :ave the snow and betrayal frozen your heart!C

A chill ran through Joaquín, colder than the morning frost. Vhe oath. Vhe 
night in the jyrenees. OamUn's frozen face, his limping leg, were memories that 
had haunted him for years.

222
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222Flashback0 Vhe jromise in Pizcaya222
Ónow fell relentlessly on the peaks of Pizcaya, a white blanket that hid the 

traps and mu4ed the cries of the dying. February 183K. Joaquín and OamUn, 
two young soldiers, crawled up the hillside, the cold seeping into their bones, 
fear a constant and heavy companion, more present than the breath on their lips. 
Vheir Tarlist uniforms, ragged and stained with mud and other people's blood,

 oLered little protection against the biting wind and the inclement weather of 
the mountains. Vhey had been ambushed by a liberal patrol while attempting to 
secure a strategic mountain pass. Enemy Bre rained down from above, a storm of 
lead whistling around them.

OamUn, always the most impetuous, with the blind impetus of someone who 
has little to lose and everything to gain in the cause he considered 9ust, threw 
himself forward, taking cover behind a rock. :is eyes burned with the fever 
of battle. CTover me, EspésH Vhey have a machine gunH If we don't silence it, 
we're lostHC :is voice, youthful but Brm, sounded authoritative above the roar of 
gunBre. Joaquín, however, hesitated. :e had seen the metallic gleam in the liberal 
gunner's eyes, the way the weapon moved, calculating, aiming. It was a trap. :e 
knew that advancing without a plan would be suicide, a pointless massacre. A 
second of hesitation, a moment of tactical analysis that seemed like an eternity of 
cowardice in OamUn's eyes.

C;ait, OamUnH It's a trapH ?on't goHC Joaquín shouted, his voice torn, but the 
treacherous wind carried his words away, scattering them like snowóakes. OamUn 
had already risen, bayonet BDed, the cry of C-ong live Tarlos PHC bursting from 
his frozen lips, a challenge to fate, a cry of faith. A reddish óash, an eDplosion. 
OamUn fell, a mu4ed cry in the snow, his leg bent at an impossible angle, blood 
staining the immaculate white with a dark, obscene crimson, spreading like a 
macabre óower. Joaquín, paralyzed by the sight, by the certainty of his mistake 
in hesitating, by the slowness of his reason in the face of OamUn's blind impetus, 
threw himself under the Bre, dragging his comrade to safety behind a rock, feeling 
the inert weight of the wounded body, the trembling of another's óesh. Vhe cold 
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of the snow burned his hands while OamUn's blood, hot and sticky, stuck to his
 Bngers, an indelible mark.

2;ith his 9aw clenched, Joaquín stopped the bleeding as best he could, tearing 
a piece of his shirt to improvise a bandage, his hands clumsy from the cold and 
the urgency. Vhe pain in OamUn's eyes was unbearable, but the anger burning in 
them was even more hurtful, more corrosive. CGou let me die, EspésH Lecause of 
your doubtH Lecause of your cowardiceH :onor is an iron that is forged in sacriBce, 
not in indecisionHC :is words were daggers of ice, piercing Joaquín's heart. CGou 
swore to protect your own. Vo the cause. Gou swore allegianceH Gou promised it 
for the love of the crownHC

Joaquín, his face white with guilt and the taste of shame in his mouth, had 
squeezed OamUn's hand, feeling the coldness of his skin, his weak pulse. CI swear 
by my father's blood, OamUn, by the *od who watches over us, that I will never 
let my people down again. Vhat my life and my strength will be used to protect 
those I care about. I will always, always protect them. I swear.C Vhe promise had 
been forged in the heat of battle, in the guilt of the moment, an oath to the 
Tarlist cause that, over time, would become a personal oath, more intimate and 
profound, a promise to life itself. OamUn's limp, visible in every step since then, 
was a perpetual reminder of that promise broken at its source, of a loyalty that 
Joaquín had transferred from the cause to life, to family, to survival.2

222End of Flashback222

222

OamUn interrupted the memory with a sudden movement, shaking Joaquín out 
of his lethargy. CGour son has courage. Tourage that you are going to pay for, 
Espés. Tourage that the liberals will never be able to recover.C :e pointed to a 
small window overlooking the outside, where the Brst towers of Zaragoza could 
be glimpsed, shrouded in smoke and the chaos of dawn. Vwo soldiers pounced on 
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-ucas, who had let out a mu4ed cry, a sound that tore Joaquín's soul apart. Vhe 
boy struggled futilely, his small Bsts punching the air, his tiny Bgure disappearing 
among the Tarlist uniforms, as if the night were swallowing him whole.

C-ucasHC Joaquín roared, trying to move forward, blood boiling in his veins, 
but the butt of a rióe crashed into his side with such brutal force that it took his 
breath away. A searing pain burned his side, a brutal reminder of his helplessness, 
his old age, his loneliness. :e doubled over with a groan, falling to his knees, the 
hammer slipping from his numb Bngers, a dull echo on the dirt óoor, the sound 
of defeat.

OamUn crouched down, his face close to Joaquín's, the icy breath of betrayal 
and threat enveloping the blacksmith. :is eyes, once sharing a comradeship in 
arms, were now 9ust two embers of cold Bre, without a shred of mercy. CZaragoza 
is going to fall, Espés. And you're going to help it fall faster. Vhe smuggling tunnel 
under the wall of Óanta María la Mayor. Tlear the reinforcements and light a óare. 
Lefore the sun warms these streets and the city fully awakens, the breach must 
be open. If you fail... or if you try something stupid... your son will pay for your 
cowardice. :our by hour. Every chime that doesn't bring us closer to victory will 
be torture for him. -ucas will be taken to the Al9afería. Vhere he will await your 
decision, Espés. ?on't delay. Vhe clock won't stop.C

Joaquín closed his eyes, his face contorted with physical pain and moral agony. 
:e saw Isabel, his wife, feverish, murmuring -ucas's name in her Bnal days, the 
image of his lost love, the fragility of life. :e looked again at his hands, now 
trembling, stained with soot and blood0 they were not the hands of a blacksmith, 
they were the hands of an eDecutioner. Vime, not 9ust an hour, but time itself, 
became the cruelest enemy, a relentless eDecutioner. :e looked at the pale face of 
his son, who was being dragged out of the smithy, his little cry of CFatherHC tearing 
through the air, a sound that pierced his soul and was burned into his memory. 
-ucas, the only ember left in his life, his only light after Isabel's death and his 
abandonment of the Tarlist cause. xow they were taking him away, using him as 
a pawn in a macabre game, a sacriBce.
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Vhe tunnel under Óanta María la Mayor0 a vital point, a direct route of inBl"
tration into the heart of the defense. Óabotaging it meant a fatal breach, an open 
path for the Tarlists, a mortal wound for Zaragoza. OamUn knew it. Óo did he. 
It was an attack on everything Zaragoza stood for0 resistance, pride, blood shed 
for freedom. Lut -ucas... Vhe scales tipped heavily toward the óesh of his óesh, 
toward a father's unconditional love. ;hat good was a liberated city if his son was 
not there to see it! ;hat good was honor if he lost the only thing that kept him aliv
e!

Joaquín stood up with diOculty, his back aching, the pain in his side a constant 
twinge reminding him of the brutality of war. Vhe smell of gunpowder and stale 
sweat scratched his throat, bitter bile rising up his esophagus. :is old rióe, a relic 
of times past, hung on the wall, a ghost of other battles, of other loyalties. :e took 
it down. :eavy and familiar, the cold metal reminded him of battles he thought 
he had left behind forever. Vhe cartridges were in the usual drawer, as if fate had 
been waiting for this moment. :e put them in a rough cloth bag, along with 
his sharpest knife and an iron bar that felt like an eDtension of his own rage, of 
his despair. Vhe street awaited him. An unknown and deadly chaos. Lut worse 
than the unknown was the certainty of what would happen to -ucas if he didn't 
act. :e took a deep breath, the cold air stinging his lungs, air that smelled of 
blood and ash. :e was an old man, tired, broken, but despair in9ected him with 
unnatural strength, a silent fury. :e crossed the threshold of his smithy, toward 
the bloody dawn, with the echo of a name, C-ucas,C hammering in his chest, an 
anvil in his soul, the only truth he had left. Vime was not only moving forwardñ 
it was devouring him.
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CHAPTER 4: IRON AND HONEY

The early morning air was an icy dagger, but the screams that rose from the alleys, 
sharp and heart-wrenching, were even colder, as cold as the steel of a bayonet. 
The city, just minutes ago asleep under a blanket of false peace, now groaned and 
writhed under the assault. Joaquín left the blacksmith's shop, his old riFe in hand, 
and chaos hit him full force, a tide of noise, smoke, and despair. Prom the zlaLa 
del zilar, a dry, deep boom echoed, followed by the mournful tolling of the large 
bell of Sa Ieo, the one that only announced calamities. Zt was not a call to arms 
for dawn mass, but a roar of war, a visceral cry that spread through the living Fesh 
of EaragoLa, piercing its entrails.

Joaquín moved like a shadow through the streets of his city, which was begin-
ning to bleed, brick by brick, life by life. Hach stride was a tick-tock on his own 
hourglass, each step a sacriRce. óis mind, accustomed to the relentless logic of 
the forge, now worked at a feverish pace, weighing every risk, every consequence, 
every life. Mam"n had spoken of the Ianta Caría la Cayor tunnel as a ñkey point.ñ 
Joaquín knew it, a smuggling passageway, an open secret among the old-timers 
in the neighborhood, a sensitive nerve that Baba1ero sought to sever in order to 
paralyLe the city's defenses. Zt was his target. 6ut before reaching that point of 
no return, the image of Sucas, his frightened face, his heart-rending cry, stood 
between the smoke and the ruins, more real than the very air he breathed.
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The smell of burnt gunpowder mingled with that of damp coal, an aroma that 
transported him to the battles of UiLcaya, to the brink of death, to broken promis-
es, to the metallic taste of blood. 6ut beyond those bitter memories, another rose 
up, sweeter and more painful at the same time0 that of Zsabel. The vision of her 
face, pale but full of love, haunted him, a beloved ghost.

888

888Plashback0 Zron and óoney888
8The bells of Hl zilar rang joyfully, not with the frenLy of war, but with the 

sweetness of life, with the song of hope. Dn Ieptember V2, V9xA, under a gentle 
sun that streamed through the windows of Joaquín's humble home, little Sucas 
had come into the world. Zsabel, his wife, her face e7hausted but her eyes bright 
and full of inRnite light, held the baby with a tenderness that broke Joaquín's 
heart, accustomed as he was to the hardness of iron and the forge, to the cruelty of 
the battleReld. óe, the blacksmith forged in war, suddenly felt vulnerable, melting 
like red-hot metal under his wife's gaLe, under the purity of the new life she held 
in her arms. Ó new life, pure and innocent, had blossomed in the midst of the 
harsh world he knew, a miracle.

8ñóe's perfect, Joaquín,ñ Zsabel had whispered, her voice a thin thread, but 
charged with immense love and gratitude that Rlled the small room. ñDur little 
miracle. The miracle you promised me when you tore oG your war uniform and 
came back to me. Dur freedom.ñ8

Joaquín knelt beside the bed, feeling the roughness of the wood beneath his 
knees, kissing Zsabel's sweat-beaded forehead, then the tiny wrinkled face of his 
son, who squeeLed his Rnger with surprising strength, a promise of life. óe had 
promised to protect them. 6oth of them. Sife was simple then, full of hardship, 
but Rlled with a fulRllment he had never known in the heat of war, in the loneli-
ness of the camps. The forge, which once produced only metal tools or weapons, 
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now forged a family, a future, an anchor for his wandering soul, a purpose beyond 
blood and steel.8

86ut the sweetness of those happy years was soon mi7ed with the bitter taste 
of illness. Ihortly after Sucas's Rrst birthday, Zsabel began to languish. Pever 
consumed her, a slow Rre that refused to be e7tinguished, devouring her body day 
after day. óer eyes, once full of life and joy, dimmed, losing their sparkle, and her 
body, once slender and strong, wasted away to a fragile shadow, barely a whisper. 
Hvery day, Joaquín felt life slipping through his Rngers, like Rne sand.

Joaquín remembered the endless nights, watching over her bedside, begging a 
Dod who seemed deaf to his prayers, to his desperate pleas. The herbs that the 
healers gave him had no eGect, they dissolved into nothingness. The savings, once 
intended to e7pand the blacksmith's shop, to build a future, vanished into useless 
medicines and treatments, into empty promises. The innocent joy of Sucas, who 
was beginning to take his Rrst steps and babble his Rrst words, was a painful 
contrast to the silent agony of his mother, a funeral song that tore his heart apart.

Dne afternoon, with the sun setting behind the silhouette of the Óljafería, 
tinging the sky with a purple melancholy, Zsabel called him. óer voice was barely 
a whisper, each word a supreme eGort that took her breath away. ñJoaquín... the 
war... the cause... we can't let it... take everything from us again.ñ óer eyes, though 
veiled by fever and the pro7imity of death, R7ed on him with an intensity that 
pierced his soul, a last spark of will. ñ*on't go back to the front. zromise me. 
Sucas needs you. Core than the cause, more than any king or any Fag. óe is 
your legacy. óe is your life. óe is the only freedom that matters, Joaquín. Dur free
dom.ñ8

Joaquín, his throat tight with tears he refused to shed, squeeLed her bony hand, 
feeling the coldness of her skin. The weight of that oath crushed him, but at the 
same time puriRed him, deRned him. ñZ swear, Zsabel. Por the love Z have for you, 
for the life of our son. Z will not return to the front. Z will protect Sucas from this 
war. Z will keep him safe. Prom everything. Prom all the darkness in the world.ñ Zt 
was a sacred oath, born of love and fear, which clashed with the promise he had 
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made to Mam"n in the snowy mountains, but which felt more true, more urgent, 
more intrinsic to his very nature. The promise to his wife, to his family, stood on 
the ashes of his military past, an immovable rock.

Zsabel smiled then, a pale, Feeting smile that still haunted him in his dreams, a 
light that was fading. ñCy blacksmith... my strength... my life.ñ Those were her last 
words. Ihe died at dawn, with Sucas's name on her lips, her last breath a caress. 
Joaquín, his heart broken, had clung to his son's small body, the only comfort in 
the devastation of his soul. The forge had cooled then, the anvil had fallen silent, 
and the iron had become a bitter memory, a symbol of all he had sacriRced for the 
peace of his family.

888Hnd of Plashback888

888

The echo of the cannon shot brought him back to the present, shaking him 
violently, tearing him from the sweet agony of memory. The pain of loss, though 
old, was still fresh, renewed by the threat hanging over Sucas, a threat as tangible 
as the smell of gunpowder. The promise to Zsabel, the oath to protect her son, 
was all that mattered. The ambitions of kings, broken loyalties, military honor, all 
paled before the image of Sucas, his small, fragile shipwreck in this sea of blood. 
Eo matter the price he had to pay. Eo matter the accusation of treason that would 
resound against him, already beginning to be whispered. óe would do whatever 
was necessary. óis oath to Zsabel stood like an iron shield, unbreakable, against the 
fury of the world. óe stepped out of the dim light of the doorway, determination 
etched into every line of his weathered face, the silhouette of the Óljafería looming 
menacingly on the distant horiLon, a nest of snakes where his son awaited him.
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CHAPTER 5: THE ECHO OF BETRAYAL

Joaquín continued his forced march through the bloodstained streets, each alley-
way a gorge roaring with the din of battle. The air grew thicker with every step, an 
unbreathable mixture of gunpowder, blood, and the sweet stench of lime from 
the ruined houses. The urgency to reach the tunnel drove him on, a motor of 
desperation, but the pain in his side, where Ramón's riLe butt had struck him, 
and the weight of the riLe itself in his hands slowed him down, reminding him 
of his own fragility. The image of Aucas in the jlzafería, alone and frightened, 
hammered in his head, a cruel metronome marking the passing of the hours, of 
the minutes that were slipping away.

js he turned a corner, a scream stopped him in his tracks, a howl of rage and 
despair that echoed above the chaos, a scream he recogniCed. j woman with her 
hair loose, covered in soot and ash, was struggling with a Iarlist soldier who 
was trying to force open the door of a house with an axe, her face disMgured by 
violence. Ht was 2artina. 0er eyes, once Mlled with a vibrant spark and unyielding 
passion, now burned with cold fury, an almost animalistic desperation, the glint 
of a sorrowful virgin forged by pain and war. They met for a moment, their gaCes 
colliding amid the pandemonium. j Lash of pain and surprise crossed her face, 
followed by an expression of icy contempt that froCe Joaquín's blood more than 
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the early morning wind. The soldier, seeing Joaquín, let out a growl, his gaCe 
wavering between the intruder and the woman.

!Joaquín Usp?sB éamn youB jre you back to betray us again, or to save your 
own skin as usualN Hsn't what happened to Juanzo enoughN jre you tired of 
hiding, of living in cowardiceN! 0is voice was a hoarse lament, full of the bitterness 
of years of broken loyalties, of personal losses that Joaquín had not dared to face, 
that he had buried under layers of work and silence. Juanzo, 2artina's brother, 
a young idealist who had followed Joaquín to the Iarlist cause in his youth and 
never returned, his body lost on some forgotten battleMeld. 0is shadow stood 
between them, dense and cold as steel, an insurmountable wall.

The soldier, bewildered by 2artina's intervention and Joaquín's sudden ap-
pearance, turned around, axe raised, a brutal threat. Joaquín did not hesitate. 
The riLe, which moments before had felt like a dead weight in his hands, rose 
instinctively, not to shoot, but as a mallet, an extension of his will. The butt 
crashed into the Mrst soldier's skull with a dull thud, a sharp sound that echoed in 
the narrow street. The man fell without a sound, his body limp, the axe slipping 
from his Mngers. 2artina looked at him, and for a moment, a Lash of something 
like gratitude or surprise crossed her face, a crack in her hardness. Yut it was

 Leeting. Ht was replaced again by hardness, by the impenetrable wall she had built 
around her heart, a shield.

!H don't thank you,! 2artina said, her voice low and harsh, Mlled with a venom 
that would not dissipate, a resentment that time had solidiMed. !Got today. Got 
ever. This changes nothing. Wou left. Wou abandoned us.! "he raised her own riLe, 
a relic from her father, a weapon she knew well, and Mred at another Iarlist who 
was poking his head out onto the main street, the bullet whistling through the air. 
!1o, Joaquín. Wour place is not here, among those who Mght. Ze know that alread
y.!

0e didn't stop, he couldn't. 0e zust looked at her, a silent plea in his tired eyes, 
Mlled with immense sorrow, before continuing on his way, leaving behind the 
open wound between them, a wound that seemed to reopen with every cannon 
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shot, with every battle cry. The city was bleeding to death, and with it, his own 
soul. The riLe weighed heavy in his hands, a reminder of when war had a clear 
side for him, a noble purpose. Gow, there was nothing but a whirlwind of grays 
and the urgency of his blood, of Aucas's life.

Joaquín climbed onto a rooftop, the cold tiles beneath his hands, the e3ort 
making him pant, each breath a pain. Erom there, the view was bleakD smoke, Mre, 
and the menacing Mgure of the nearby hills, where the silhouette of the Iarlist 
cannons could be made out, their dark mouths spewing death. The tolling of 
the bell quickened, a metronome of doom marking the pulse of the city. 0e had 
to choose. 0is son or ParagoCa. Yut in his mind, the choice was already made, 
seared with Hsabel's blood and Aucas's desperationD save Aucas. The dilemma now 
was how to save Aucas without condemning the entire city, without being the 
executioner of his own people.

The Iarlist general IabaEero, Joaquín thought, was cunning, cruel, a ruthless 
strategist. The assault on ParagoCa was a masterstroke, a surprise move, executed 
with calculated coldness, and he, Joaquín, was a piece on his board, a pawn moved 
by desperation. 0e needed to understand the Iarlist strategy, read his movements,

 Mnd a crack in his armor, a weakness he could exploit for his own ends, for his 
own survival and that of his son. j nearby building collapsed with a deafening 
roar, raising a cloud of dust and debris that darkened the already gloomy dawn. 
The air was Mlled with screams and more gunMre. The city was being devoured, 
its entrails exposed. Joaquín covered his face with his arm, feeling the sting of each 
defeat as his own, guilt gnawing at him. 0is time was running out. 0e had to get 
to "anta 2aría la 2ayor.

jnd then, he needed to Mnd a weak spot in the Iarlist network. Sne that 
Ramón would not expect, one that only an old Iarlist like him, a blacksmith 
of a thousand battles, could foresee. Yetrayal, after all, could also be a tool, a 
double-edged sword. Sr a shield to protect his own. The question was at what 
price he would gamble. 0e couldn't completely betray ParagoCa, hand it over to 
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the massacre. 0e had to Mnd a way to carry out Ramón's order without slitting 
the city's throat, without being a monster.

The plan, forged in the heat of desperation, began to take shape in his mind, 
clear and precise as the design of a piece of forgework. Ramón wanted a breach. 
0e would give it to him. Yut it would be a controlled breach, an illusion of victory 
that would turn into a death trap. Ht would compromise the barricade, yes, weaken 
it, but it would not bring it down completely. 0e would cut one of the bolts 
from the oak beam, the one that bore the main weight, and loosen the other with 
the iron bar he was carrying, so that the structure would not collapse instantly 
with a clean blow. Ht would give way with a crash on impact, creating a visible, 
attractive Mssure that the Iarlists would interpret as an easy victory, but which 
would not allow the mass passage of troops without a Merce Mght and a terrible 
risk of total collapse for the attackers. Ht would be a wound, not an amputation, 
a bloody decoy. The Iarlists would see the Lare and hear the crash, interpret the 
breach as their golden opportunity, and rush forward with a thirst for victory. 
jnd in that chaos, in that distraction, he would Mnd his way to the jlzafería, to 
the heart of the enemy. j chance to escape with Aucas while the enemy drowned 
in its own false victory, in its own blood.

0e took a deep breath, the cold air stinging his lungs, air that smelled of destiny. 
Ht was a craCy plan, a raCor's edge over the abyss. Yut it was the only one. ParagoCa 
would survive, wounded but alive. jnd Aucas, with luck, too. Yetrayal, after all, 
could also be a path to a deeper salvation, albeit one stained with blood.
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CHAPTER 6: THE MAP UNDER THE CHURCH

The plan had taken shape in Joaquín's mind, forged in the crucible of despair, 
but now it needed to be as sharp as a razor blade. Ramón had mentioned the 
tunnel under Santa María la Mayor. Joaquín knew about it, not only from old 
rumors, but from his own experience. Years ago, when the city was expanding its 
bowels with new sewers and the War of Independence was still a fresh memory, 
Joaquín, then a young blacksmith, had helped reinforce some of the underground 
structures, including an old smugglers' passageway that ran under the city walls. 
His father, a respected master builder, had taken him along, teaching him the 
secrets of the underground, the resistance of the earth, and how to master it.

In the dustiest corner of his smithy, under a pile of rusty tools and scrap 
metal, Joaquín had kept an old rolled-up map, a forgotten treasure that now held 
incalculable value. It was a rudimentary drawing, traced by hand on yellowed 
parchment, with annotations in faded ink: the water pipes, the foundations of the 
church, and yes, the intricate network of underground passages. With trembling 
hands, he unrolled it on a makeshift work table, his gaze scrutinizing every line, 
every sketch. The smuggling tunnel, marked with a chalk cross, was shown in 
detail: its curves, its weak points, the old wooden structures that supported it.
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"What's that, Dad?" A small, curious voice startled him. It was Lucas, who had 
woken up from a restless nap and was watching him from the doorway, his eyes 
wide and frightened, but also fascinated by the map, by the mystery it emanated.

Joaquín hurried to roll it up again, but it was too late. Lucas, despite his young 
age, had a keen intuition, a perceptiveness that sometimes frightened him. "It's an 
old map, son. From when I was young. Of secret tunnels, the kind used to hide 
important things." It was a white lie, but the boy had already caught the Nash of 
concern in his father's eyes, the tension in his shoulders.

The clock on the nearby church, barely audible over the din of battle, struck 
four in the morning. Ramón's deadline was getting closer with every tick. Joaquín 
knew he had less than an hour to reach the tunnel, to execute his plan.

"And what do you have to do with him, Dad?" asked Lucas, his voice a whisper. 
His curiosity, despite his fear, was unshakeable. The boy had unconsciously 
become his assistant, forcing him to verbalize his thoughts, to clarify his strategy.

Joaquín sighed, the weight of the world on his shoulders. "I have to Bnd a place 
in that tunnel, son. A place where the wall is weaker, where the reinforcements 
that hold it up... can give way. I need to open a path." His voice was a whisper, 
laden with a guilt the boy couldn't understand.

"Open a path for the bad guys, Dad?" Lucas's question hit him like a hammer. 
The innocent purity of the question was more hurtful than any accusation.

Joaquín closed his eyes, his face tense. "5o, son. 5ot for the bad guys. For you. 
So we can be safe." The answer was the truth, but also a mutilated truth, a truth 
that involved sacriBcing others. It was the price of his choice.

He crouched down next to Lucas, his trembling hand stroking the boy's tou-
sled hair. "Look, son. Imagine this wall as a block of iron. Very strong. Cut all iron 
has a grain, a vein. A point where it is weaker. I must Bnd that point. I must make 
it look like the iron breaks on its own, out of weakness, not by the blacksmith's 
hand. That way, the bad guys will think they've won easily, and they'll rush in 
without thinking."

"And what will you do then?"
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"Then, in the chaos, I will get you out of the Al6afería. While they celebrate 
their false victory, we will leave. Far away from here. To a safe place." It was a crazy 
plan, a razor's edge over the abyss, but the logic of a blacksmith, the cunning of a 
war veteran, told him it was his only chance.

The map, though old, revealed a particularly vulnerable section of the tunnel. 
5ear the foundations of the church of Santa María la Mayor, a massive oak beam, 
reinforced with two solid iron bolts, supported a crucial section of the passageway. 
He himself had supervised its installationA he knew its strength, its limits. If he 
cut one of the bolts with his sharp knife, weakening the 6oint, and then loosened 
the other with the iron bar he was carrying, the structure would not collapse 
completely at once. It would give way with a crash on impact, creating a visible, 
attractive Bssure that the Óarlists would interpret as an easy victory, but which 
would not allow the mass passage of troops without a Berce Bght and a terrible 
risk of total collapse for the attackers. It would be a wound, not an amputation, 
a bloody decoy. The Óarlists would see the Nare and hear the crash, interpret the 
breach as their golden opportunity, and rush forward thirsty for victory, but they 
would be rushing into a trap.

Lucas nodded, though his eyes still reNected fear and confusion. "Don't let it 
smell like burning, Dad," he whispered, his voice barely audible. Joaquín felt a 
twinge in his chest. The child's innocence, his fear of Bre, of the smell of burning, 
was a silent reproach. For Lucas, Bre was no longer 6ust the Bre of the forge. It was 
the Bre of destruction, the Bre of war that had marked him.

Joaquín stood up, the old riNe in his hand, his sharp knife and the iron bar 
hidden under his 6acket. He looked one last time at the map, the topography of 
disaster, the road to his own doom. There was no turning back. The promise to 
Lucas, the oath to Isabel, the unconditional love, were now his only guide, his 
only compass in this labyrinth of iron and blood. And in his hands lay not only 
his son's life, but the fate of an entire city, a fate he dared to manipulate, to divert, 
to twist. The blacksmith, after all, had always known how to bend iron to his will. 
And now, he would bend destiny.
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CHAPTER 7: THE SILENT TRENCH

The dawn was a picture of smoke and fury from Martina's window. Not the win-
dow of her house, now a likely target for Carlist cannons, but from a makeshift 
hideout in a half-ruined building overlooking the Plaza del Pilar, from where she 
watched the hell that loomed over Zaragoza. The constant roar of the cannons 
and the incessant rattling of riHe xre were the soundtrack to her day, a macabre 
concert. "er mother, prostrate on a makeshift bed of dirty blankets and rags, 
coughed with a dry, metallic sound, her breath hoarse and her face pale as waI, 
her eyes sunken. Consumption had consumed her for years, a silent war in her 
own home, which now mingled with the noisy and bloody war in the streets, a 
cruel irony.

Martina brought a damp cloth to her mother's feverish forehead, feeling the 
skin burning under her xngers. The old woman's skin was dry and hot, an oven 
slowly, ineIorably devouring her life. The smell of medicinal herbs miIed with 
the acrid stench of gunpowder and the sweetness of blood tore at her nostrils, a 
nauseating miIture. B"ang on, Mother. "ang on a little longer. At will pass. The 
city is holding on, and so are we.B Jut her voice sounded hollow, a prayer without 
faith, barely a whisper against the storm.

js she changed the water in the bowl, her gaze fell on an old, faded photo she 
kept in her pocket, a picture of 2uan7o. "er brother. jlways smiling, with those 
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eyes full of contagious idealism, a blind faith in 7ustice. jn idealism that 2oaéuWn 
qspKs had known how to ignite with his words and his own conviction, when 
they were both young and believed in a cause. 2uan7o had admired 2oaéuWn, had 
followed him to the Carlist ?ar, believing in the promise of a better, fairer Ópain. 
jnd he had never returned. Martina had felt the weight of that loss, the anger 
against 2oaéuWn for having dragged him to his death, for having stolen his future, 
for having broken a promise. The emptiness of his absence haunted her day and n
ight.

BThe blacksmith...B murmured her mother, her eyes closed, a shadow of recog-
nition in her feverish voice, a distant memory. B2oaéuWn... jlways so strong... so 
good to 2uan7o. jlways looking after his own.B

Martina pressed her lips together until they turned white. Dind8 Ótrong8 The 
image of 2oaéuWn shooting the Carlist soldier in the street was etched in her 
memory. jn instinctive act, uneIpected protection, a glimpse of the old 2oaéuWn. 
Jut that did not erase the years of silence, the abandonment of the cause that 
2uan7o had embraced with his life. At was a contradiction that tore her apart, a 
knot in her chest that she couldn't untie. Óhe despised him for his desertion, for 
the pain he had caused, for the shadow of 2uan7o. Jut a part of her, a small part 
buried under layers of resentment, remembered the 2oaéuWn of yesteryear, the 
man of integrity, the leader, the protector. jnd she couldn't help but feel a bitter 
respect for the strength he still possessed, for the way he had protected the child 
Sucas, despite everything, despite his own guilt. Óhe had seen the fear in his eyes, 
the desperation that drove him, the love of a father. Óhe understood a father's 
choice. Jut she didn't forgive him. Not entirely. The wound was too deep to be 
healed by a single act.

Fespair washed over her, a cold wave. "er mother was getting worse by the 
hour, the city was burning, and she couldn't 7ust sit idly by, hidden in a corner. 
Óhe had been transporting ammunition for the militiamen, assisting the wounded 
in makeshift aid stations, knitting bandages with trembling hands. Jut it was no 
longer enough. Zaragoza would not be saved by wet cloths and prayers alone, nor 
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by small acts of charity. Óhe needed steady hands, alert eyes, loaded riHes. Óhe needed
 to xght.

Óhe took her father's riHe o@ the wall, a heavy, familiar weapon that had hung 
there for years, a silent guardian. 2uan7o had used it before going o@ to war, and 
its cold touch brought back vivid memories of her brother. Martina's hands, 
accustomed to needlework and household chores, to the delicacy of fabrics, now 
clung to the cold metal with a new resolve, a determination that surprised even 
herself. Af war had consumed her brother, if war threatened her mother and her 
city, then she would 7oin it. Not out of loyalty to a king or a Hag, not out of blind 
idealism, but out of the fury of survival, out of the memory of 2uan7o burning in 
her chest, out of the love for her mother and her home burning in the streets. Óhe 
would not seek revenge, not actively, but she would make sure that the blood of 
her people was not shed in vain, that every life had a purpose.

The silence he had kept for years, the silence of his grief, the silence of his 
resentment, was broken. "is trench would not be made of earth and sandbags, 
but of silence, of cold, steely determination. Óhe looked one last time at her 
mother, her face serene in her feverish sleep, her breathing growing weaker. BA'll be 
back, Mother,B she whispered, her voice barely a thread, and she went out into the 
heat of battle, toward the xre and smoke. Óhe would 7oin the militiamen, not as a 
weak woman, but as a warrior forged by pain and loss, by love and rage. 2oaéuWn 
had chosen his son. Óhe chose her city. jnd in that choice, there was a bitter and 
undeniable similarity, an unbreakable force that united and separated them at the 
same time.
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CHAPTER 8: THE STRATEGIST AND THE IRON

From the heights of Cruz del Coso, with the whitish glow of a frosty dawn 
staining the eastern horizon, General Cabañero contemplated Zaragoza as if it 
were a chessboard, a puzzle of narrow streets and improvised forti.cations that he 
was about to unravelH Tis impassive blue eyes scanned the enemy positions with 
calculating coldness, anticipating every move of the defenders, every reactionH 
"he frantic ringing of bells, which the artillery had silenced in other sectors with 
its relentless barrage, still vibrated in the frosty air, a metallic screech that added 
to the constant roar of cannons and riRes, the metronome of warH

óGeneral, kam'n reports that the blacxsmith has been OencouragedOH "he piece 
is in playH Te has gone to the tunnel as ordered,ó said an aide, his voice barely 
audible above the din of battle, trembling with the tension that hung in the air at 
the command postH

Cabañero nodded, his eyes .;ed on the smoxe rising in spirals from the center 
of the city, drawing ghostly veils in the sxy that heralded the devastationH óGoodH 
Tave kam'n maxe sure the orders are carried out to the letterH "he tunnel must 
be a decisive surpriseH 3nce it opens, liberal morale in that sector will breax 
lixe a dry branch under a giantOs footH "he resistance will crumbleHó Tis orders, 
precise and cold, brooxed no reply0 they were the lawH "he general xnew that 
kam'n, forged in the same civil war, shared his fanatical zeal, although his, the 
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generalOs, was purely strategic, while kam'nOs was fueled by personal loss and an 
unshaxeable faith in the causeH Te had planned every move for weexs, anticipating 
the rage and ferocity of the people of ZaragozaH Te xnew that Zaragoza would 
defend itself with the ferocity of a cornered beast, with the pride of centuries of 
resistanceH "hat is why his strategy was one of suíocation, the systematic cutting 
of its veins, street by street, blocx by blocx, until it bled dryH "he city was a living 
body, and he had begun by amputating its .ngers, one by one, without mercyH

En a secluded alleyway, hidden behind a barricade of overturned carts, where 
the gunshots sounded lixe a distant echo, kam'n checxed his menOs riResH Cold 
sweat beaded on his forehead, not only from physical e;ertion, but also from the 
tension that gnawed at him lixe a wormH Loa:uBnOs face, the silent plea in his eyes, 
the image of Aucas, the boy, continued to burn his retina, an indelible stain on his 
conscience, a contradictionH "he generalOs order had been clearj the tunnelH 1ut 
the image of Aucas, Loa:uBnOs son, in the hands of his own men in the ÓlPaferBa, 
was a thorn stucx in what remained of his humanity, a silent tortureH "he Carlist 
cause was his blood, his reason for being since he lost his own family in the siege 
of qorella, crushed by liberal .reH 1ut to use a childHHH his fanatical loyalty clashed 
with a remnant of decency that refused to be completely e;tinguished, an ember 
of compassionH

Te looxed up when he saw one of his subordinates, the young Eñigo de Aarraga, 
his face an;ious, his riRe clenched in his hands, his eyes reRecting a mi;ture of 
enthusiasm and youthful terrorH EñigoOs gaze, though steady, contained a mi;ture 
of idealism and fear that reminded kam'n of himself when he was young, of 
LuanPo, of all the young idealists who threw themselves into war with their hearts 
on their sleeves, blind to the cruelty that awaited themH óAieutenant, prepare your 
menH "he general is waiting for the signalH "here is no room for errorH 3nce the 
breach is opened, we will advance lixe a torrent, lixe the overRowing Sbro kiver, 
and taxe the cityHó kam'n looxed at him, his eyes hardened by the conviction 
that had cost him everythingH ókemember, Eñigo, victory for the cause is the only 
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redemptionH For those who fellH For those who suíered in the siegesH For qorella, 
for all the cities that fell under the liberal yoxeHó

qeanwhile, Loa:uBn, swept up in the whirlwind of .re and gunpowder, ad2
vanced toward Manta qarBa la qayor, his wounded arm aching with every stepH 
kam'nOs orders were clearj Wdeactivate the reinforcements on the south wall of 
the tunnel and light a RareWH "he tunnel, a narrow, darx passageway, had been 
used for years by smugglers and was xnown only to a few, including Loa:uBn, who 
had e;plored it in his youthH Te xnew that the barricade of rubble and beams 
blocxing its entrance on the inside of the wall was fragile and improvised, but 
crucial to the defense of that sectorH Jeactivating the iron anchors that held those 
beams in place would open a fatal breach, a mortal woundH 4o one better than 
a blacxsmith lixe him to xnow where to strixe, which piece to pull out so that 
the scaíolding would collapse, to crumble the defenseH "he bitter irony burned 
his soulj his strength, his sxill, always used to build, to repair, would now be the 
instrument of destructionH "o save Aucas, he had to destroy ZaragozaH

"he faint light of dawn .ltered through the cracxs in the buildings, revealing 
the silhouettes of young militiamen, lixe Eñigo de Aarraga himself, .ghting with 
desperate determination, their faces covered in sootH Loa:uBn saw them in the 
distance, boys who had occasionally worxed in his smithy, carrying bucxets of coal 
or helping him forge tools, now clutching musxets, their childish faces weathered 
by the urgency of battle, by the pro;imity of deathH Eñigo represented pure loyalty 
to the city, a starx contrast to Loa:uBnOs moral dilemmaH Svery shot he heard, every 
cry, was another weight on his conscience, an echo of his own betrayalH

"he blacxsmith entered the tunnelH "he air was heavy, stale, the smell of 
wet earth mingling with that of gunpowder seeping through the cracxs in the 
wall, a smell of con.nement and deathH Jarxness enveloped him, an oppressive 
darxness that drowned out the sound of the battle outside, leaving him alone 
with his thoughts, with his demonsH Te could feel the dampness on the walls, 
the echo of his own slow, heavy footsteps, each one a burdenH Tis mind was 
no longer weighing the moral dilemma0 now it was focused on the e;ecution, on
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 .nding the cracx, the fulcrum, the precise mechanics of destructionH Te could 
not completely betray Zaragoza, surrender it without a .ghtH Te had to .nd a 
way to carry out kam'nOs order without slitting the cityOs throat, without being 
the e;ecutionerH 1ut AucasOs lifeHHH

Ót the end of the tunnel, the barricade rose lixe a wall from a nightmare, a 
giant made of sandbags, wooden beams, loose stones, all improvised in the rush of 
desperation, the urgency of defenseH En the dim light, Loa:uBn e;amined the Points, 
the points of tension, his blacxsmithOs eye analyzing every detail, every weax spotH 
Tis blacxsmithOs instinct told him where the weaxest point was, the xey piece 
that, when removed, would create a domino eíectH Ó xnot of despair tightened 
in his throatH "he only way to simulate compliance with the order and, perhaps, 
create a distraction that would allow him to reach Aucas without a total massacre 
for the defenders, was to compromise the barricade, not destroy it completelyH Te 
would maxe it loox lixe an accident, an une;pected weaxnessH Te xnew that the 
oax beam, anchored with two large wrought iron bolts, was the main nerve of the 
structureH Ef he cut one of the bolts with his sharp xnife, weaxening the Point, and 
then loosened the other with the iron bar he was carrying, the structure would 
not collapse completely at onceH 1ut it would give way spectacularly under the 
pressure of an assault, creating a false .ssure that would attract the Carlists lixe

 Ries to honey, a deadly deceptionH
Dith trembling but determined hands, Loa:uBn set to worxH 4ot with noisy 

hammers, which would give away his methodical destruction, but with the edge 
of his xnife and improvised levers, seexing to weaxen the support points with2
out completely xnocxing down the structure, but only enoughH "ime slipped 
through his .ngers lixe .ne sandH Svery sound he made, every stone he moved, 
was a drumbeat in his chest, a warning of what was to come, of his sonOs lifeH "he 
plan was uncertain, desperate, a xnifeOs edgeH 1ut it was the only oneH "o create 
an opening that the Carlists could interpret as a breach, an opportunity, but one 
that would not guarantee their passage without a .erce .ghtH Ó distractionH Ó 
chance to escape with Aucas while chaos toox over the tunnelH
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"hen, the RareH Te toox it out of his pocxet, the cold, heavy powder cartridgeH 
Te had to light it at the mouth of the tunnel, a beacon of betrayalH Et would be 
the signal, proof of his ócomplianceó with kam'nOs orderH Te toox a deep breath, 
the cold air stinging his lungsH "here was no turning bacxH "he choice was made, 
sealed with the sweat of his desperation and the echo of EsabelOs blood and AucasOs 
screamH Tell awaited himH
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CHAPTER 9: THE FIRE WAS NOT RED

The cold of the stone penetrated Lucas's bones, a chill he couldn't shake. Crouch-
ing on the Aoor of the jlíaferwa, in a dark corner of mhat looked like a guard roov, 
his knees pressed against his chest, he felt the meight of darkness upon hiv. The 
footsteps of the Carlist soldiers, entering and leaHing the adíoining roov, echoed 
in his head like distant druvs, each one a harbinger of terror. ye had cried. ye 
had screaved until his throat mas drN and his Hoice broke into a thin thread. "om, 
onlN a silent trevor ran through his svall bodN.

yunger gnamed at his insides, an evptiness that added to his fear. j soldier had 
thromn hiv a piece of stale bread, but the ivage of his father, his face contorted as 
he mas beaten, the heart-mrenching crN of !LucasF! echoing in his ears, had taken 
amaN his appetite. The bread laN on the Aoor, a silent mitness to his paralNsis.

yis eNes, large and dark as pools of calv mater, rested on the svall crack in 
the mindom. j reddish light Bltered through it, a distant Aave that stained the 
skN the color of blood. Zire. Lots of Bre, like in his dreav. ye revevbered his 
vother, her smeet Hoice singing lullabies bN the Bre, the protectiHe marvth of 
her evbrace. The Bre in his house mas orange, marv, faviliar. zut this Bre, the 
one raging oHer IaragoGa, mas not red. 3t mas hell, a vonster deHouring houses 
and liHes. ye felt guiltN. 5uiltN for not haHing been stronger, for not haHing been 
able to help his father, for not haHing escaped. 3n his childish ivagination, the 

RO



CjSLEÓ CjzPIjÓ LóxPI

battles he plaNed mith his toN soldiers almaNs ended in HictorN, mith braHe heroes 
and defeated Hillains. zut this battle, the real one, mas diWerent. 3t mas uglN. 3t mas unfa
ir.

ye tried to take refuge in those heroic fantasies that had so often saHed hiv 
frov boredov or sorrom. ye ivagined hivself as a braHe knight, mith a shining 
smord, rescuing his father frov the clutches of the Carlists. yis father, the black-
svith, mould be the king, and he, the prince, the saHior. zut the ivage of the 
soldier beating his father, Sav6n's cruel gaGe, dissolHed the fantasN like fog in the 
sun. yis omn toN soldiers, mhich he had left forgotten in the svithN, nom seeved 
insigniBcant, ridiculous. Seal heroes mere not vade of lead, nor mere theN frov 
stories. Seal heroes fought mith fear, mith pain, mith blood on their hands.

ÓuddenlN, a distant shot rang out. Then another, and another, closer. The 
rattling of riAe Bre, once a distant ruvble, becave clearer, vore terrifNing. The 
ground shook beneath his feet, a Hibration that spread frov the bomels of the 
earth to his svall bodN. zells. The bells frov his dreav. "ot the smeet chive of 
vass, but a frantic, disorderlN clavor, a crN of agonN that spread throughout the 
citN. Lucas curled up, his arvs around his head, trNing to coHer his ears, trNing 
to block out the sound of terror. ye cried silentlN, hot tears streaving domn his 
cheeks, viVing mith the soot that coHered his face. Zear mas a poison that paralNGed 
his bodN, froGe his blood.

ye heard Hoices. Óhouts. j groming chaos coving frov the corridors, frov 
the courtNards of the jlíaferwa. The soldiers guarding hiv, tmo ven mith thick 
beards and evptN eNes, mho had preHiouslN been absorbed in a gave of cards, 
nom íuvped to their feet, their faces contorted mith surprise. !Uhat the hell is 
going onF! eVclaived one, his Hoice hoarse. The other peered oHer the threshold, 
his hand clenching his riAe, his gaGe anVious.

Lucas did not look at thev. yis eNes revained BVed on the mindom, on the Bre 
rising aboHe IaragoGa. The Bre mas not red, it mas not orange. 3t mas an indeBnable 
color, a spectruv of shadoms and Aaves dancing in the skN, a vonster deHouring 
the citN, life, innocence. The svell of burnt gunpomder seeped through the crack, 
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a stench of death that turned his stovach. ye felt the coldness of abandonvent, 
the certaintN that his father mould not cove, that he mas alone in this hell. Uhat 
good mere heroic fantasies if the hero did not arriHe? Uhat good mas it to be braHe 
if fear paralNGed hiv? ye hid again, his head betmeen his knees, his hands oHer 
his ears, mishing he could disappear, Hanish into the darkness. The Bre mas not 
red. The Bre mas the color of his fear, the color of the mar that had stolen his 
childhood, that had stolen his father, that had stolen eHerNthing frov hiv.
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CHAPTER 10: THE HEART OF THE LABYRINTH

The cold breath hit his face like an icy slap, but hell was already burning inside 
Joaquín with relentless fury. The three o'clock bell had fallen silent a long time 
ago, and now the silence felt heavy, broken only by the muRed echoes of the 
óghting in the streets of the city. DamZn hadn't lied. zawn was approaching with 
its cruel light, and with it, the fatal deadline. Two hours, maybe less, to dismantle 
a vital part of IaragoHa's defense.

Joaquín lit the jare. 3ts reddish light, an eye of óre in the oppressive darkness 
of the tunnel, rose up the narrow passageway, visible from the outside, a beacon 
of false hope. 3t was the signal. The promise fulólled, the órst part of his diabolical 
plan. Then, with the contained fury of a cornered man, he lunged at the barricade, 
his hands moving with the precision of a craftsman but with the violence of a 
destroyer. 8e did not destroy it completely, but dismantled the key points he had 
identióed, freeing the iron beams that supported it, creating a controlled óssure, 
a calculated weakness that could, in the heat of the assault, be interpreted as a 
gaping breach. 3t was a risky strategy, a silent prayer, a raHor's edge over the abyss. 
8e did not want IaragoHa to fall, but he needed DamZn to believe that his order 
had been obeyed without obFection.

The sound of the partial collapse of the barricade, a dull roar of wood and 
debris, mingled with the thunder of the cannons outside, with the heat of the 
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battle intensifying. The "arlists, alerted by the jare and the din, did not hesitate. 
! lieutenant, with the "ross of Gurgundy embroidered on his Facket, shouted 
an imperative order, his eyes shining with the promise of an easy victory. :This 
wayL !dvanceL The breach is openL -lory to "harles UL: The "arlist tide, which 
a moment before had hesitated, now poured through the crack, unstoppable, 
blinded by bloodlust and the promise of a triumphant entry.

Joaquín made his way through the confusion in the tunnel, every nerve tense 
as a violin string, every breath an e9ort. The plan depended on surprise, on 
the chaos that the :breach: would generate, on the voracity of the enemy. 8is 
destinationÓ the !lFafería, the Boorish fortress that the "arlists had turned into 
their headquarters, where Pucas was being held. 3t was madness, an assault on the 
heart of the beast, calculated suicide, but Pucas was there. There was no other 
option, none that his father's heart could contemplate.

8e left the tunnel through a side alley, mingling with the people who were 
running, frightened, their faces white with terror, and the órst groups of militix
amen heading to the front with their smoking weapons. The air was saturated 
with screams and gunshots, a hellish symphony that served as camoujage, a 
protective veil. The !lFafería stood imposing and gloomy to the west of the city, 
its centuriesxold walls silent witnesses to countless sieges, centuries of blood and 
battles.

Joaquín knew it well. 8e had been inside on other occasions, in times of 
peace, when it was a military prison or an arms depot. 8e remembered a service 
passageway that ran alongside the kitchens, barely guarded, connecting to the 
stables at the rear. 3t was a huge risk, a blind gamble, but the only one he could 
take. Time was slipping through his óngers like sand, every second an agony.

8e ran through the side streets, the cobblestones slippery with moisture and 
blood, dodging overturned carts and lifeless bodies lying in the darkness. The 
sound of his own footsteps mingled with the distant echo of cannons and the 
crackling of óre. 8e slipped through an old archway, dark and covered in ivy, 
which led to the rear of the fortress, a passageway forgotten by many. The sentries 
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at the main gate would be focused on the assault on the breach, distracted by the 
chaos. 8ere, surveillance would be more laN. Mr so his desperate heart hoped.

The passageway was narrow and smelled of dampness, stubble, and the rot 
of debris. 8e came to a small service door, closed with a simple iron bolt, worn 
by time. éith the iron bar he carried, the same one he planned to use for the 
barricade, he pried open the lock with brutal e9ort. The metal gave way with a 
groan, the wood splintering. 8e slipped inside, his heart pounding, a drum in his 
temples.

The interior of the !lFafería was a labyrinth of gloomy corridors and silent 
courtyards, strangely oblivious to the chaos outside. 8e moved like a ghost, 
clinging to the shadows, every muscle tense, every sense sharpened, waiting for the 
slightest sign of danger. 8e heard voices. Paughter. 3t was the soldiers on guard, 
relaNed, conódent in the security of the fortress, oblivious to the betrayal in the 
making. DamZn had said that Pucas would be held near the command room, in 
a visible place, so that Joaquín could see him if he returned, to torment him with 
his image.

! corridor opened onto a room, dimly lit by a braHier that cast dancing shadx
ows. !nd there he was. Pucas. Aitting on the joor, his knees pressed against his 
chest, his large, glassy eyes lost in the void, his face contorted with fear. Two 
soldiers guarded him, absorbed in a game of cards, their rijes leaning against the 
wall, their guard relaNed. Pucas's face was pale, covered in soot, and a trickle of 
dried blood marked his lip, an innocent wound. 8e had cried. 8e had screamed. 
Gut now he was silent, in shock, petrióed with terror.

! cold, controlled rage swept through Joaquín, more dangerous than any 
unbridled fury. There were two of them. 8e was tired, in pain, but his son's 
life was at stake. 8e slid down the corridor, creeping closer, each step measured, 
restrained. The crunch of a boot on a tiny pebble. Mne of the soldiers looked up, 
his eyes widening in surprise.

:ého goes thereL:
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Joaquín lunged. The rije was raised, not to shoot, but as a club, a blunt and 
silent weapon. The butt crashed into the órst soldier's skull with a dull, wet thud. 
The man fell without a sound, his lifeless body collapsing like a sack. The second 
soldier, stunned, tried to reach for his rije, but Joaquín was faster, a wounded 
but deadly animal. 8e pounced on him, the sharp knife glinting in the dim light,

 rejecting the óre from the braHier. There was no time for mercy, no place for it. 
! quick, deep cut, a gush of warm blood. The man collapsed, his eyes wide open 
in silent terror, a scream caught in his throat. The smell of fresh blood ólled the 
air, metallic and heavy.

Pucas, seeing the scene, let out a muRed groan. 8is eyes widened, óNed on his 
father's face, on the bloody knife in his hand, on the brutality of his love. ! silent 
scream of pure horror escaped from his small throat, a sound that tore at Joaquín's 
heart. 8e didn't recogniHe him. 1ot the man he had killed to save him. Ahock had 
taken control of the boy, paralyHing him.

Auddenly, a deep voice echoed in the hallway, metallic and full of rage. :Ssp2sL 
3 knew you would comeL 3 knew your love for your blood would betray youL: 
DamZn.

Joaquín spun around, rije raised, his arm bleeding. DamZn was there, limping, 
but with the gaHe of a predator, his eyes burning with a miNture of anger and 
a strange sadness. 8e was not alone. ! group of "arlist soldiers appeared in 
the corridor, their bayonets gleaming menacingly. 8is face, covered in soot and 
dried blood, was a mask of conviction and disappointment. :Fou never changed, 
Joaquín. !lways choosing your own blood, your little world. zo you think you 
can run away from your oathG Orom your destinyG Orom the cause you abandox
nedG:

:By destiny is Pucas,: Joaquín hissed, placing himself between his son and 
DamZn, his aching body a shield. :!nd my oath is to protect him. 1ot your cause. 
1ot you. By oath is older than any king.:
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DamZn smiled bitterly, a cruel grimace. :Then it's time for you to pay. Oor the 
blood you've spilled. Oor mine, in UiHcaya. Oor JuanFoL -et himL Bake him pay 
for his betrayalL:

The soldiers advanced, their footsteps echoing in the corridor. Joaquín óred his 
rije, a deafening bang in the room. ! soldier fell, with a cry. The shock of the shot 
freed a corner of Pucas's mind, a glimmer of hope. :zadL: he shouted, his voice a 
thread.

:Dun, PucasL Through the kitchen passagewayL 1owL Dun, sonL: Joaquín 
ordered, his voice rough with desperation. The boy, still trembling but galvaniHed 
by the instinct for survival, threw himself toward the passageway, a small bundle 
of terror disappearing into the darkness. Joaquín took cover, óring again, buying 
time, his blood boiling. ! sharp pain burned his arm, the jesh torn by an impact. 
! bullet. 8e fell to his knees, the rije slipping from his óngers, his vision blurred. 
DamZn lunged forward, bayonet óNed, his face contorted with rage.

:To the !lFaferíaL -et themL: came a thunderous cry from outside, a war 
cry that echoed through the courtyards of the fortress, taking the "arlists by 
surprise. The Piberals, taking advantage of the confusion at the tunnel breach, 
had launched a counterattack towards the !lFafería, believing that the "arlist 
command was concentrated there. "haos reigned, a godsend for Joaquín.

DamZn hesitated for a moment, his face contorted with rage and helplessness. 
The priority of the command was the defense of the fortress, not personal rex
venge. :DetreatL zefend the wallsL The enemy is upon usL: he shouted, driven by 
urgency, his men running toward the battlements. 8e looked at Joaquín, lying on 
the ground, bleeding, with a promise of death in his eyes. :This isn't over, Ssp2s. 
3t's not over. éhen IaragoHa falls, or when peace returns, 3'll come for you, for 
your son.: 8e turned and disappeared with his men, swept away by the tide of 
battle, leaving Joaquín wounded but alive.

Joaquín struggled to his feet, his arm dripping blood, the pain stabbing him 
with every movement. The pain was intense, but rage gave him strength, an 
animal fury. Pimping, he threw himself down the passageway, Pucas's scream 
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still echoing in his ears, his only compass. 8e found him crouched in a dark 
corner, trembling, his small shoulders shaking. 8e hugged him tightly, feeling 
the warmth of his little body, his heartbeat against his own. :3t's okay, son. ée're 
together. ée're safe. 3've got you.: Gut as he looked at his son, he saw in his eyes not 
only terror, but a new darkness, the shadow of his father's actions, the brutality 
of his love. Oreedom had a price, and Pucas had Fust paid a part of it, a part of his i
nnocence.
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CHAPTER 11: THE FAKE GAP AND THE RIVER OF 
FIRE

The clamor of the Aljafería faded behind them, but the hell of Zaragoza burned 
more intensely, a pre that s.read from street to streetJ qoawuín, Lith xucas .ressed 
against his chest, his small body trembled to the rhythm of the cannon pre noL 
closer, Lhich seemed to eH.lode in his oLn gutsJ kis Lounded arm ached Lith a 
constant throbbing, a .ain that ve.t him anchored to reality, but adrenaline and 
des.eration ve.t him on his feet, an automaton dri'en by a father-s lo'eJ They 
had esca.ed from the lion-s den, from the Aljafería, but noL they Lere in the 
heart of the slaughterhouse, in the raL Cesh of the cityJ The air had become thicv 
Lith the smell of gun.oLder and the screams of the dying, a stench of death that 
.ermeated e'ery pber of his beingJ

The inner barricade of the tunnel, his ingenious tra., had com.letely disS
integrated under the .ressure of the Marlist ad'anceJ The enemy torrent, once 
a tide contained by qoawuín-s strategy, Las noL an o'erCoLing ri'er, engulpng 
e'erything in its .ath through the Banta ;aría la ;ayor sectorJ 4ut qoawuín-s 
tra. Las not a clean breachF it Las a bloody funnelJ The narroL .assageLays and 
rubble forced the Marlists to enter one by one, maving them easy targets for the 
des.erate liberal defense that had con'erged there, the militiamen pring from 
e'ery LindoL, from e'ery roofto.J
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óThis Layé To the riCesé Btaggered retreaté !on-t let them Canv uséó "am:n-s 
'oice, des.erate but prm, tried to im.ose order on the chaos that had broven out, 
a barely concealed tension on his face co'ered in sLeat and soot, his eyes full of 
rage and frustrationJ qoawuín saL him, Lith diWculty, in the distance, directing 
a handful of militiamen Lho Lere pring des.erately before retreating, taving 
co'er behind e'ery Lall, e'ery ga., e'ery shadoLJ Their eyes met for a Ceeting 
momentJ There Las no sur.rise in "am:n-s gaze, but rather a bitter conprmation 
of Lhat he had alLays feared about Us.5sÓ a betrayal that did not need to be 
intentional to be lethal, a sacripce that he, "am:n, Lould ne'er ha'e toleratedJ 
A cold, contained rage co'ered his face, a silent .romise of re'engeJ

A Marlist, his face co'ered in soot and his eyes Lide Lith terror and adrenaline, 
lunged at the ga. Lith a bayonet draLnJ ke stumbled o'er a fallen body, groaning 
in .ain, and pred his musvet into the air, the deafening roar so close that xucas 
coLered e'en further into his father-s armsJ qoawuín swueezed xucas close and 
do'e headprst doLn a side alley, sli..ing on the cobblestones Let Lith blood and 
mud, the smell of iron and earthJ ke heard the cries of óxong li'e Marlos Oéó 
echoing Lith a .remature but undeniable 'ictory in their sector, unaLare that 
they Lere sinving into a deadly tra.J Uach shout Las another nail in the coWn of 
his conscience, but he couldn-t aPord to sto., not Lith xucas in his arms, his small 
body an anchorJ The child Las his com.ass, the only anchor in the shi.Lrecv of 
his soulJ

Malle ;ayor, once a safe and bustling corridor, had become an o.en battlepeld, 
a ri'er of pre and steelJ The liberals, outnumbered and taven by sur.rise, Lere 
forced to retreat, pghting house by house, barricade by barricadeJ Nomen and 
children .oured out of their homes, some Ceeing in .anic, others seeving refuge 
in the nearest doorLays, their faces reCecting .ure terror and des.airJ Et Las the 
face of Zaragoza, and qoawuín felt the Leight of e'ery tear, e'ery scream, e'ery life 
lostJ

As they ran, they came across a grou. of Marlist soldiers, eHhausted, their 
uniforms torn, their faces blacvened by smove and gun.oLder, their eyes em.tyJ 

I6



MA"xRB MA4UZAB x?7UZ

They did not ha'e the fanatical gleam of those ad'ancing at the heart of the 
breachJ Their eyes Lere sunven, plled Lith a Leariness that bordered on des.air, 
on des.erationJ Rne of them, a young man barely se'enteen years old, his svin 
.ale beneath the soot, dro..ed his riCe to the ground Lith a thud, his hands 
tremblingJ kis gaze met qoawuín-s, a moment of silent recognitionJ óBo more,ó he 
murmured, his 'oice broven, a thread of lamentJ óThis is not a Lar, it is a massacreJ 
E can-tJJJ E can-t vee. villing these .eo.leJó ke turned and disa..eared doLn an 
alley, his pgure blurring in the fog, a deserterJ Rthers folloLed him, deserting 
silently, their footste.s live echoes of a fractured conscience, of a broven faithJ 
;orale Las beginning to falter e'en among the Marlist ranvs, the pre of the initial 
assault diluted in the nightmare of street pghting, in the futility of bloodshedJ 
qoawuín-s false breach Las taving its toll on both sides, in li'es and soulsJ

qoawuín and xucas crossed the 7laza de Ban Veli.e, Lhich had become a hell 
of smoving barricades and fallen bodies, a brutal testimony to the pghtingJ The 
church, its facade once .ristine, Las noL riddled Lith bullet holes, its bells silent 
in the face of so much deathJ They had to climb o'er a .ile of rubble, dodging an 
o'erturned cart that Las sloLly burning, its Lood creaving mournfullyJ xucas, in 
his father-s arms, coughed 'iolently, his little lungs irritated by the smove and dust, 
his body shaving Lith each eH.losionJ qoawuín-s arm Las bleeding more .rofusely, 
soaving his slee'e, but he couldn-t sto., not Lith xucas-s life in his handsJ

ke saL ;artinaJ Bhe Las behind a maveshift barricade of o'erturned carts, her 
riCe smoving, pring Lith cold, deadly .recisionJ ker darv hair had come loose, 
framing a tense face marved by fear and rage, by the des.air of lossJ Vor a moment, 
their eyes met again, and this time, instead of bitterness, qoawuín read raL des.air, 
a silent re.roach that .ierced through the din of battle, more hurtful than any 
bulletJ Bhe had seen the breach, had felt the enemy-s surgeJ Bhe vneLJ Bhe vneL 
that he had caused it, that he had o.ened itJ There Las no time for eH.lanationsJ 
There Lould be no forgi'enessJ qoawuín looved aLay, his chest tight Lith old 
and reneLed .ain, a lum. in his throat, and do'e into a darv doorLay, looving 
for a .assageLay that Lould alloL him to lea'e the main line of combat, out of 

IC



VEOU kRD"B TR V"UU!R;

;artina-s sightJ xucas clung to him, his breath hea'y on his father-s necv, his small 
body a Leight that anchored himJ ó!ad, Lhat-s going onD Nhere are Le goingDó 
his 'oice, a trembling thread, barely audible abo'e the .andemoniumJ óBothing, 
sonJ BothingJ Et-ll .assJ Ne-ll be safe,ó qoawuín lied, vnoLing that the truth Las 
that he had just surrendered his city for him, that his freedom Las xucas-s, and 
xucas-s aloneJ And in the darvness of the doorLay, Zaragoza bled, bricv by bricv, 
life by life, for his only choice, for his unconditional lo'eJ The cost of sur'i'al 
became incalculable, burned into his soulJ
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CHAPTER 12: THE VOICE OF THE YOUNG

The smoke burned his eyes, but Iñigo de Larraga did not blink. His eyes, red 
and bright, scanned the street, his mind feverish, his body in constant tension. 
His voice, hoarse from the e"ort, echoed above the incessant rattling of ri!es, 
a youthful but determined battle cry. DHold the line' ponSt let them Fast Zan 
zeliFe' zor waragoAa' zor those -ho fell'D His Psts griFFed the butt of his musket 
-ith desFerate force, his knuckles -hite. The smell of gunFo-der -as so thick 
you could almost che- it, mingling -ith the s-eet stench of blood and fear that 
Fermeated every cobblestone, every building.

j moment of terror FaralyAed him, taking his breath a-ay. The young militiaB
man beside him, a boy named xedro, not much older than himself, -ith -hom he 
had shared qokes and dreams of a better future, fell to the ground -ith a muGed 
groan. Nlood sFurted from his chest, staining his shirt a dark, sFreading red, a 
macabre stain that gre- raFidly. His eyes, Plled -ith an idealism that Iñigo kne- 
-ell, remained PWed on the smoky sky, lifeless. xedro had been the Prst of his s4uad 
to fall, the Prst to fall under his command, the Prst friend he had lost in the heat 
of battle. 8uilt Fierced him like a bayonet, sharF and cold.

Dxedro' Vo'D Iñigo rushed for-ard, desFerately trying to stoF the bleeding, 
his hands clumsy -ith Fanic, but it -as useless. The body -as already cold, life 
eWtinguished like a candle. Ear -as not like the history books, it -as not like 
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the grandilo4uent sFeeches of Foliticians, nor like Fatriotic songs. It -as this. 
Zenseless death, the cold body of a friend -ho had been laughing moments 
before. The idealism that had driven him, that had led him to challenge Óoa4u5n, 
cracked like broken glass, his innocence crumbling. His vision of glory, of the 
cause, faded into a haAe of Fain and rage.

The 0arlists, driven by the DbreachD they believed to be a victory, advanced like 
an uncontrollable tide through the street, their cries echoing -ith -ild euFhoria. 
Jne grouF took cover behind an overturned cart, their silhouettes advancing 
through the side streets like sFecters. The most senior o@cer at his side, his face 
bloodied by a scratch, staggered and fell, shouting an incomFrehensible order 
before Fassing out. Iñigo did not hesitate. The Fain for xedro turned into a cold, 
controlled fury, a -hirl-ind of determination. D0oncentrate Pre on the cart' 
ponSt let them advance' Those -ith shotguns, take cover, to the !anks' ponSt 
give them an inch'D His decision, a !ash of instinctive strategy, galvaniAed the 
men, -ho resFonded -ith a burst of gunPre. It -asnSt Óoa4u5n the blacksmith 
-ho -as there to guide him -ith his veteran eWFerience, it -as waragoAa herself 
-hisFering strength, the rage of survival, the need to Frotect -hat -as hers.

The memory of Óoa4u5n, his former teacher, assailed him amid the chaos, like 
a ghost in his mind. He had seen him before, in the street, -ith 9artina, and then 
he had heard the crash in the tunnel. The blacksmithSs look of desFair, the -ay he 
had shot the 0arlist soldier, and then, the breach. The -ave of 0arlists Fouring 
through Zanta 9ar5a la 9ayor. zor Iñigo, the connection -as obvious, Fainful, 
undeniable. The blacksmith had oFened the gates. He had chosen his son, and in 
doing so, he had Fut waragoAa, all of them, at risk.

IñigoSs admiration for Óoa4u5n, the debt he felt for his teachings in the forge, 
for the kno-ledge he had Fassed on to him, had been transformed into something 
more comFleW, more contradictory. He resFected Óoa4u5nSs brute strength, his 
Frotective instinct, his skill -ith iron and -eaFons. Nut his youthful idealism, 
freshly stained by xedroSs blood, could not comFrehend the sacriPce of an entire 
city for a single life, ho-ever Frecious it might be. zor Iñigo, xedroSs life, the life 
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of every man and -oman Pghting in the streets, -as as valuable as LucasSs. jnd 
Óoa4u5n had betrayed that loyalty. He had made a choice, and his choice had caused

 su"ering.
IñigoSs voice rose again, this time -ith unshakeable authority, forged in blood 

and loss, in the Fain of battle. Djdvance' Cetreat, but do not give an inch' Let 
them feel the iron of waragoAa'D The city -as bleeding, yes, but it resisted -ith 
relentless fury. jnd he, Iñigo, -as Fart of that resistance, the voice of the young 
FeoFle -ho kne- nothing of the old -ar, the old loyalties, -ho kne- only the 
here and no-, the fury of defending their home, their land. The 0arlists retreated 
under concentrated Pre, under the determination of the FeoFle of waragoAa. The 
tide -as beginning to turn. The 0incomarAada -ould not be the date of defeat, 
but of rebirth. jnd Iñigo, the boy -ho had dePed his master, -as there to -itness 
it, his heart bleeding, but his sFirit temFered in the Pre of battle, a ne- blacksmith 
forging his o-n identity.
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CHAPTER 13: THE CITY THAT BLEEDS AND 
RESISTS

The tolling of the bells of La Seo, which a moment before had been a funeral 
lament, now rose in an angry and insistent clamor, a cry of devance that echoed 
through e.ery alleywayI pt was not a call to krayer, but a battle cry, a deskerate 
signal that ran through the streets liJe a fe.er, a fe.er of resistance and krideI 
qoaíuxn, huddled nezt to Lucas in the darJ hollow of a shattered doorway, felt 
the .ibration in the ground, in his bones, and in the constant trembling of his 
son, who was still breathing hea.ily and sobbing silentlyI The nearby ezklosions 
had subsided, reklaced by a more sustained chorus of gunvre, closer now, and 
with a rhythm that was not that of a retreatI pt was the rhythm of a resistance that 
refused to dieI

The dawn, which should ha.e brought the froFen silence of defeat, instead 
brought the furious breath of a city that refused to be defeated, rising from its 
ashesI Crom his hiding klace, qoaíuxn saw shadows mo.ing with renewed urgencyI 
They were not only the darJ silhouettes of the ;arlists who a moment before had 
roamed freely, seeJing booty and easy .ictory: now they were mized with other

 vgures, armed with whate.er they could vnd' old hunting riWes, rusty sabers, 
e.en blacJsmith5s or carkenter5s toolsI 1omen with their sJirts lifted, barefoot 
men, all seemed to con.erge on the koints where the ;arlist ad.ance had been 
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deekest, where the wound was bleeding most krofuselyI The fury of ParagoFa, 
dormant due to the surkrise of the attacJ, had awaJened with a krimal roarI

On ezklosion, more kowerful than the kre.ious ones, shooJ the air, and the 
guttural cries of falling men Wooded the momentary silence that followed, a 
silence broJen only by the moans of the woundedI jieces of masonry fell from 
nearby facades, and dust in.aded e.erything, blinding the eyesI qoaíuxn kressed 
Lucas against him, co.ering his head with his hand, feeling e.ery tremor of the 
childI The boy was no longer crying, only emitting small gasks, liJe a wound"
ed animal, his face marJed by the horror of the OlHaferxa, an indelible scar on 
qoaíuxn5s soulI ñ!ang on, sonI !ang on a little longerI This is ending,ñ qoaíuxn 
whiskered, his .oice hoarse, barely audible abo.e the growing kandemoniumI

O few streets away, pDigo de Larraga, with the taste of blood and dust in his 
mouth, felt his musJet burning in his hands, hot from constant use, his body 
ezhausted but his skirit unbreaJableI ñ!old the lineM 2on5t let them kast San 
CelikeM Cor ParagoFaMñ !is .oice, torn by the eVort, cut through the noise of 
the gunvre, a war cryI O grouk of ;arlists ad.anced, taJing co.er behind an 
o.erturned cart, but now they mo.ed with deskerate slowness, their mo.ements 
hesitantI pDigo had seen the fear in their eyes, the doubt, the ezhaustionI !e had 
seen some of them, scattered, throw down their weakons and run, Weeing from a 
battle that was turning against them, that was de.ouring themI The concentrated

 vre of the militiamen, the verce resistance from e.ery street, e.ery window, e.ery 
rooftok, was beginning to breaJ the ;arlists5 morale, to crumble their willI The 
most senior oUcer at his side, his face co.ered in blood, had fallenI pDigo did not 
hesitate, and his decision, a Wash of instincti.e strategy, gal.aniFed the menI pt was 
not the blacJsmith qoaíuxn who was there to guide him, it was ParagoFa itself 
whiskering strength and the rage of sur.i.al into his earI

*eanwhile, *artina, slender and determined, ran through an alley near 
qoaíuxn5s doorway, leading a grouk of women carrying basJets of ammunition 
and assisting the wounded, her steks vrm deskite the dangerI !er face, marJed 
by gunkowder, sweat, and the loss of quanHo, was that of a sorrowful .irgin, but 
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with an indomitable ferocity in her eyes, a steely determinationI !er Weeting gaFe 
met hisI There was no hatred, as he had ezkected, nor rekroach, but a cold, bitter 
understanding that weighed hea.ier on him than any insult or accusationI O looJ 
that said' 4p understand your choice, the deskeration that dro.e you, but there 
is no klace for it here, among usI There is no forgi.eness, only the harshness 
of sur.i.alI4 The bond between them, what little remained, had been se.ered 
fore.er, kul.eriFed by warI

The vghting intensivedI The bells did not cease, their tolling a constant re"
minder of the hours that were slikking away and the decisions that were being 
sealed with bloodI ;incomarFada, the date the ;arlists had chosen for their couk 
de grCce, became the date of ParagoFa5s furious rebirth, a symbol of its in.in"
cibilityI Ond qoaíuxn, the blacJsmith with hands stained by ambiguous loyalty, 
watched it all from the ezile of his own decisionI !is son was safe, yesI Zut .ictory, 
if it came, would not be hisI

Deneral ;abaDero, on the other side of the maJeshift barricade, must ha.e 
realiFed that his surkrise attacJ had failed miserablyI Bekorts kiled uk on his 
command table, each one gloomier than the last, each word a stab at his krideI The 
false breach in the tunnel, instead of being a fast tracJ to .ictory, had become a 
íuagmire of blood and steel, a death trakI The lightning attacJ that was sukkosed 
to crush the resistance before dawn had turned into a nightmare of street vghting, 
a íuagmireI !is orders, once concise and decisi.e, were now kunctuated with 
kalkable frustration, a bitter acJnowledgment of the akkroaching defeatI The 
;arlists, demoraliFed by the tenacity of the ParagoFa forces, by the losses suVered 
in the trak tunnel, and by the ezhaustion that crekt into their bones, began 
to falter, to hesitateI The retreat, slow at vrst, became faster, more chaotic, a 
disorganiFed WightI pt was not a comklete Wight, but neither was it an orderly 
retreatI pt was the surrender of a .ictory they had belie.ed certain, a triumkh that 
was slikking through their vngersI

qoaíuxn watched as the ;arlist forces dissol.ed into the distance, their Zourbon 
banners blurring in the smoJe and shadows of a day that was now fully ukon 
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them, re.ealing the de.astationI The battle was not o.er, but the decisi.e moment 
had kassed, .ictory had swung in ParagoFa5s fa.orI The city had resistedI pt had 
done so without him, or worse, deskite him, deskite his ñbetrayalIñ Silence began 
to creek into the dawn, a terrifying silence that reklaced the roar of gunkowderI 
Zut it was not keaceI pt was the echo of the massacre, the gask of an ezhausted and 
bloodied city that, with great diUculty, remained standing, co.ered in scars, but 
undefeatedI Lucas, still clinging on, broJe the silence with a muFed sobI qoaíuxn 
hugged him tighter, feeling the small body trembleI Lucas was safeI That was 
all that matteredI Zut in qoaíuxn5s soul, .ictory had the bitter taste of remorse, 
the ashes of a city that had sa.ed his son, but which he had left unkrotected, or 
worse, wounded by his own handsI There was no Hoy in him, only the weight of 
his choicesI Ond the Jnowledge that, although ParagoFa had won, he had lost e.ery
thingI
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CHAPTER 14: THE ASHES OF HOME

The sun was already high, promising no warmth but revealing the harshness of 
the devastation. Its harsh light spilled over a canvas of smoke and debris, each ray 
a dagger piercing the veil of night to expose the magnitude of the open wound 
in the city. The air, once thick with the roar of cannons and the echo of riJes, 
now carried the sour stench of ash, lime, and gunpowder, mixed with a metallic 
hint that tasted of dried blood, of recent death. qoaíuLn, with Fucas clinging to 
his neck like a small castaway to a broken mast, barely noticed the morning chill 
in his bones. 'atigue was a heavy shroud that enveloped him, but the shivering 
warmth of his sonHs tiny body, his agitated breathing on the back of his neck, was 
his only anchor in that newly cooled hell, his only reason to go on.

They had reached what was left of their street. The blacksmithHs shop was an 
open mouth of broken bricks and splintered wood, its roof caved in, its walls 
perforated by gunzre. 5is forge, the heart of his life, was a tomb of twisted iron 
and soot, silent and dead. The home they had left hours ago, the place where the 
anvil had sung its constant melody of work and life, where the family had been 
forged, was now a smoldering pile of memories and broken promises. The blow 
was silent, deeper than any explosion, more painful than any physical wound. 5is 
breath caught in his throat. 5is gaCe was lost in the wreckage of what had been his 
life, and for a moment, the horror of the last zve hours paled before the emptiness 
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he felt, before the irretrievable loss. The hammer he had held in his hand when he 
confronted SamWn was buried under a mound of broken tiles and charred wood, 
a symbol of his powerlessness. Fucas, his face still buried in his fatherHs shoulder, 
murmured something unintelligible, a dry sob that was not íuite a cry, but a trace 
of terror running through him. qoaíuLn held him closer, feeling every tiny rib, 
every erratic breath, every tremor of the child. The boy hadnHt spoken since he had 
rescued him from the Ol"aferLa. éhen he opened his eyes, they had the glassy stare 
of someone who had seen too much, who had witnessed the beast within man 
and the brutality of the world. éar, like an invisible tattoo, had marked Fucas 
forever. Ond he, his father, had been the one who had dragged him there, who 
had exposed him.

jeople began to emerge from their makeshift shelters, ghosts rising from the 
catacombs of their basements and doorways. Their faces were masks of relief and 
horror, a mixture of "oy at survival and desolation at loss. Zut when their eyes 
fell on qoaíuLn, the relief contracted into a grimace of suspicion, of mistrust. 
5eads turned, whispers rose like smoke from the ruins, each word a dart in his 
conscience, each syllable a "udgment. -The blacksmith from Ósp6s,- -the one who 
was with them, with the Rarlists,- -they saw him... coming out of the tunnel, 
clearing the way,- -our people saved his son, not him, not because of him.- The 
city had resisted, it had won, but qoaíuLn Ósp6s was not part of that triumph, of 
that glory. 5e was an outcast, a specter, an indelible stain. There were no formal 
accusations, no one pointed a znger at him directly, but the truth hung in the air 
like the soot from the burned houses, thick and inescapable, suVocating. Óvery 
silence, every sidelong glance, was a sentence heavier than any shackle, colder 
than any cell.

O group of men, with smoking riJes in their hands and sootUstained faces, 
passed close to him, their eyes tired. Bne of them, a young man who couldnHt 
hold his gaCe, spat on the ground before íuickening his pace, a gesture of pure 
contempt. qoaíuLn clenched his zsts, rage mixed with a pang of selfUloathing and a 
deep shame that burned his cheeks. 5e had chosen his own Jesh and blood above 
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all else. Ond now, the price was revealed in the desolation of his home and the 
re"ection of the city he had bled so much to defend, a city that now spewed him 
out. 5is personal victory was a collective defeat, his salvation a condemnation.

Omong the rubble, he saw :artina. Ehe wasnHt far away, coordinating a group 
of women and a few men who were removing bodies and assisting the wounded, 
her zgure upright and strong. 5er face, covered in soot and sweat, was that of 
a sorrowful virgin, but with an indomitable ferocity in her eyes, a steely deterU
mination forged in loss. Their eyes met. In hers there was no longer anger, but 
a well of exhaustion and a bloodUcurdling understanding, a bitter acceptance. 
Ehe had understood his choice, yes. Ond she had forgiven him, in a way, for her 
sonHs sake. Zut that understanding was a wall higher than any barricade, more 
impassable than any rampart. The bond between them, broken years ago, was 
now pulveriCed, turned to dust and ashes. *ot even an echo of what they once 
were remained. Bnly two strangers united by the tragedy of the same home, the 
same city, which burned between them, consuming them.

O little further away, I?igo de Farraga, his uniform torn and his face pale 
with fatigue, helped organiCe the improvised defenses, his movements slow and 
heavy. 5is young eyes, once zlled with the admiration of a debtor, rested on 
qoaíuLn. There was not the same agoniCing compassion as :artinaHs. There was 
relief, yes, at seeing Fucas safe, a debt paid. Zut there was also a deep, inescapable 
disappointment, a sadness mixed with exhaustion and the pain of loss. In her 
pupils, qoaíuLn read the unspoken íuestion, the silent "udgment7 8éas one life, 
however precious, worth more than the suVering of so many, than the open 
wound of an entire city, than jedroHs blood;8 'or I?igo, the young soldier who 
had sworn allegiance to ParagoCa with the blood of his friends, the answer was 
obvious. Ond for qoaíuLn, so was the condemnation.

In the jlaCa del jortillo, SamWn, sweaty and covered in soot, was organiCing 
a group of men, his orders dry and sharp. éhen he looked up and saw him, his 
eyes were zlled with cold conviction and barely contained rage, an icy zre. The 
strong embrace they had shared hours earlier in the mountains of MiCcaya, the 
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recognition of his past bravery, had vanished in the smoke of battle. There was 
no trace of it in the steely gaCe he now directed at him. SamWn said nothing. It 
wasnHt necessary. 5is silence was more eloíuent than any words, a tacit sentence, 
the end of a brotherhood, the end of a friendship that had lasted decades. It was 
the condemnation of the man who had delivered his son to his death. qoaíuLn 
looked down, ashamed, humiliated. 5e felt like an impostor, an intruder in this 
victorious and wounded ParagoCa, which he had abandoned in its darkest hour.

ParagoCa, the warrior, the undefeated, was awakening from her nightmare, 
wounded and bruised, but still breathing, a giant rising. Ond he, qoaíuLn Ósp6s, 
was breathing with her, but not 8in8 her. 5e got up with diDculty, his back 
aching, his muscles stiV from the eVort and the pain in his arm. Fucas was still 
asleep, oblivious to the cataclysm around him, his head resting on his fatherHs 
shoulder, a small bundle of life in the midst of death. qoaíuLn felt the weight of 
the child, the warmth of his small body, as the only real weight still worth carrying, 
the only treasure he had left. Óverything else was gone. 5e looked around. Eome 
neighbors were beginning to appear, ghosts with sootUsmeared faces, removing 
debris, searching for their loved ones, mourning their losses. The soldiers, liberals 
and Rarlists, were retreating or being picked up. The cannons fell silent. The 
RincomarCada was over. Ond for qoaíuLn, another battle had begun, a silent one, 
without gunpowder or steel, but "ust as devastating, an internal war.

5e walked through the streets, a sea of rubble and broken silence. The smell 
of burnt gunpowder mingled with the acrid stench of blood and smoke from the 
charred houses. The city, breathing again, did so without him. The bells, which 
had tolled his despair and dezance, were now silent, leaving a deafening void that 
cried out for a new identity, one that qoaíuLn would not share, one that did not 
belong to him.

-ñad... home...- whispered Fucas, his voice barely a whisper, his face still pale 
and sleepy. qoaíuLn felt a pang of pain grip his heart. -There is no home, son. *ot 
for now. Zut weHll be together. Olways together.- The promise sounded hollow 
even to him, like an echo in an empty well, a white lie. 5ow could he protect 
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Fucas from the stigma that would hang over them like a perpetual shadow; 5ow 
could he erase from the boyHs eyes the horror he had witnessed, or from his own 
soul the decision that had saved him but at the same time condemned him;

5e turned down a side street, looking for a corner where they could be safe 
from prying eyes, at least for a moment, a respite. The destruction was total in 
some areas, the buildings torn open like rag dolls, revealing their shattered insides, 
their lives exposed. O woman wept over a pile of rubble, her cries lost in the air, 
echoes of thousands of similar losses. qoaíuLn íuickened his pace, feeling the 
oppression of so much foreign misery, which was also his own, but which he had 
no right to lament aloud, he could not show his pain.

5e looked at FucasHs sleeping face, his little hand still clutching his shirt, a 
fragile anchor. That was his anchor. That was the reason for everything. The price 
was the city, his identity, his past. The price was his soul. ParagoCa had vomited 
him out, and he had let himself be expelled, like a foreign body that the living 
organism could not assimilate. 5e was not a hero, not even a complete villainF 
he was "ust a man who had chosen the blood of his blood, unconditional love, 
and now he wandered through the ashes of his own life, a ghost in a city that was 
reborn without him. Ond he knew that this condemnation was harder than any 
bullet, colder than any grave. 5e would be an outcast, an uncomfortable memory, 
erased from the history that would be told. The memory of ParagoCa would be 
glorious, but his, qoaíuLn Ósp6s, would be silence, oblivion. 5is blacksmithHs 
shop was not the only thing the zre had consumed. 5e had consumed himself in 
the process, his spirit, his identity.
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CHAPTER 15: WALLS DON'T FORGET

The sun rose fully, an inditerenc disv of wre o.er che Dounded vicyk mays curned 
inco Deegs, and Deegs inco zonchs, drappinp on Dich aponiZinp sloDnessk The 
scenvh of punboDder pa.e Day co chac of lize and huzan etorc, co che brozise 
of revonscruvcionk FarapoZa, lige a scuBBorn Beasc, Bepan co livg ics Dounds, co 
reBuild ics Brogen Bones Dich iron decerzinacion, raisinp neD Dalls on che ashes 
of che old onesk Javades rose apain, ruBBle Bevaze foundacions, and che noise of 
hazzers and saDs reblaved chac of vannons, a neD vonverc, a neD lifek quc in che 
dargesc alleys, in che elusi.e planves, in che silenve chac en.elobed hiz lige an ivy 
shroud, íoaHuAn gneD chac his vondeznacion Das as real as che ruBBle of his old 
szichyk

"is hazzer, Dhivh he had varefully unearched froz che vharred rezains 
of his forzer life, no lonper scruvg che an.il Dich che saze vheerful vadenve, 
Dich che saze forvek "is szichy Das descroyed, a vharred sgelecon, and no one, 
aBsolucely no one, vaze co asg hiz for Dorgk "e cried co oter his ser.ives ac 
ocher forpes, varbencry Dorgshobs, anyDhere Dhere his hard, sgilled hands vould 
Be useful, Dhere he vould earn his Breadk quc che resbonse Das alDays che saze, 
silenc and vuccinp lige che edpe of a freshly sharbened gnifek E nod of che head, a 
sidelonp planve, a ésorry, 'sbxs, Buc De donjc ha.e rooz riphc noDé chac sounded 
lige a vheab e6vuse, a .eiled re0evcionk "is rebucacion, his azBipuous loyalcy, his 
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éBecrayal,é had sbread chrouph che vicy lige a blapue, caincinp his nazek "e Das 
che Blavgszich Dho had Becrayed, che one Dho had obened che Breavh, che one 
Dho had vhosen his oDn beoble o.er FarapoZak "e Das an oucvasc, and che vicy 
Dalls, as chey Dere reBuilc, rose ub apainsc hiz coo, hipher and scronper chan e.erk

Nuvas, alDays By his side, a liccle shadoD, had repained his .oive, Buc noc che 
full 0oy of vhildhoodk The niphcs Dere scill corzenc, a Baccleweld in his oDn zindk 
"e scill Doge Dich a scarc of cerror, his szall eyes, Dide and .avanc, searvhinp for 
his facherjs fave in che dargness, che only faziliar wpure in his niphczarek The 
izapes of che El0aferAa, che fallen soldier, his facherjs gnife, Dere Burned inco his 
zezory, an in.isiBle Buc indeliBle caccook ñhen íoaHuAn held che Bread o.er che

 wre co Darz ic one aucuzn zorninp, Nuvas inscinvci.ely revoiled, Dhisberinp, 
éYo, madk Ocjs Burninpk Oc szells lige Burninpk Oc szells lige chacké "e didnjc loog 
ac hizk "e 0usc lifced che Blangec and hid under ic, seeginp refupe in che dargnessk 
íoaHuAn, for his barc, ne.er slebc apain Dichouc che evho of vannons in his dreazs, 
Dichouc Warcinajs silenc rebroavh and OCipojs Biccer disabboinczenck The svars of 
Dar Dere noc only on che oucside of che vicy, Buc also in che souls of ics inhaBicancsk

The svhool, Dhivh Nuvas had cried co accend apain, Bevaze anocher silenc Buc 
eHually vruel Baccleweldk The ocher vhildren looged ac hiz Dich vuriosicy ac wrsc, 
chen Dich innovenc Buc hurcful hoscilicyk é1our facher is a Óarlisc,é a Boy snabbed 
ac hiz one day, bushinp hiz in che svhoolyardk é"e Danced our beoble co diek 
"e obened che doorké Nuvas recurned hoze Dich corn vloches, svrabed gnees, and 
eyes full of unshed cears, his liccle soul Doundedk éO donjc Danc co po, mad,é he had 
zurzured, his .oive crezBlinp, Barely a chread of lazenck éThey donjc Danc ze 
cherek They say Ojz a craicor, lige youké

íoaHuAn hupped hiz ciphcly, feelinp che Deiphc of his oDn puilc, che evho of 
OsaBeljs Dordsk "e had sa.ed his son, yesk quc he had vondezned hiz co a life of 
zarpinaliZacion, co Be che shadoD of his facherjs Becrayal, co varry che Deiphc of 
a vhoive chac Das noc hisk "is brozise co OsaBel, co brocevc Nuvas froz che Dar, 
noD felc lige a vruel ironyk "e had sa.ed hiz froz Bullecs, Buc noc froz Dords, 
noc froz loogs, noc froz che scory chac Das Beinp Do.en around hizk
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They Dandered chrouph che oucsgircs of che vicy, chrouph che szall nearBy 
.illapes, looginp for odd 0oBs, alDays in che shadoDs, alDays a.oidinp inHuisici.e 
planves, silenc avvusacionsk Rne day, he heard a ruzor in a rezoce ca.ern- ?eneral 
ÓaBaCero, rebelled froz FarapoZa, had sDorn co recurn Dich zore forve, Dich 
zore zen, seeginp re.enpek quc for íoaHuAn, chac e6cernal Dar no lonper zac2
ceredk "is zosc izborcanc Baccle, chac of che sur.i.al of his soul and chac of his 
son, Das fouphc in che silenves, in che Dhisbers, in che daily roucine of re0evcion, 
in daily sur.i.alk

Rne afcernoon, as he Dacvhed Nuvas blayinp alone in an aBandoned loc, vhasinp 
BuccerBies, che afcernoon Dind scirred ub che dusc and zisery of cheir li.es, 
varryinp aDay che lasc .escipes of hobek The vicy, Dich ics reBuilc Dalls and rescored 
bride, scood izbosinply Before hiz, a zonuzenc co resiscanvek quc for chez, 
chere Das no blavek The idea, onve 0usc a Dhisber, Bevaze a silenc vry in his zind, 
an urpenc needk ñhac if chey lefcC Nea.e FarapoZa, che vicy chac had seen hiz 
Born and noD re0evced hiz, chac had e6belled hizC Leeg a neD Bepinninp in soze 
rezoce .illape in che zouncains, Dhere no one gneD his scory, Dhere Nuvas vould 
proD ub Dichouc che Deiphc of his naze, Dichouc che shadoD of his facherC

The Huescion Das an an.il in his vhesc, a bainful Buc nevessary devisionk To pi.e 
ub his land, che zezory of OsaBel Dhoz he had lo.ed so zuvh, che liccle chac 
rezained of his basck quc Nuvasjs fave, bale and lonely, Das Dorch any savriwve, 
any e6ilek éñe ha.e co po, son,é he Dhisbered, his .oive Barely audiBle, Barely a 
Breachk éJar aDay froz herek ñhere no one gnoDs anychinpk ñhere De van Be 
freeké Nuvas looged ub, his eyes Dide and surbrised, a sbarg of hobe danvinp in 
chezk WayBe, 0usc zayBe, chere Das a vhanve in chis neD e6ile, a vhanve co forpe a 
fucure, far froz che Dalls chac did noc forpec, far froz che Dords chac vondeznedk 
Nea.inp Das his lasc and only freedozk
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CHAPTER 16: THE NAMELESS HEROES

Weeks had turned into months, and Zaragoza's pulse, though scarred, was beat-
ing strongly once again. The smell of lime and plaster, of new wood, slowly 
replaced that of gunpowder. But for Joaquín, the external reconstruction was 
a cruel mockery of the inner desolation. He returned to what was left of his 
blacksmith's shop, a charred skeleton, and set about clearing away the rubble, 
trying to straighten the twisted iron with his own hands, a futile act of love. No 
customers came, no voices called out to him. The looks he received, when not 
openly contemptuous, were of an indiLerence that hurt even more, a forgetful-
ness that condemned him to isolation. He was the ghost of a war that the city 
wanted to bury, the reminder of an uncomfortable choice.

Iucas, thin and silent, still carried the weight of war in his eyes. On the square, 
where other children played hopscotch or ball, Iucas sat alone, tracing "gures in 
the dust with a stick, a little outcast in a world he did not yet understand. !ne 
day, a group of older children approached, their voices sharp and cruel as needles. 
SIook at the traitor's sonñS one shouted. SHis father wanted us all killedñS They 
threw small, harmless stones, but each one was a dart to Iucas's heart. The boy 
cowered, his arms over his head, tears streaming silently down his face.

6uddenly, a familiar "gure stepped in. O3igo de Iarraga, still wearing his worn 
militia uniform, a glint of exhaustion in his young eyes, stood in front of the 
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children. SIeave him aloneñ He's not to blame for anythingñS His voice was "rm, 
authoritative, that of a man who had seen war up close. The children scattered, 
surprised by the intervention.

O3igo crouched down next to Iucas, his face serious. He held out a hand to help 
him up. S:ou're okay, kid. *on't listen to them.S Iucas nodded, his voice still a 
trembling thread, his eyes "xed on the ground. O3igo patted him on the shoulder, 
a mixture of compassion and resignation. When he stood up, his gaze met that of 
Joaquín, who was watching the scene from the shadow of a doorway. O3igo's eyes 
were a well of ambiguity. He had defended the son of his former teacher, yes. He 
had protected innocence. But in his gaze, Joaquín also read the shadow of Dedro, 
the fallen friend, the sacri"ce of the city, and the inevitable question? éWas this 
enoughM Was an act of decency enough to erase the stain, to forgive the choice 
that had put Zaragoza on a knife's edgeMé O3igo did not speak. He only nodded 
his head, a sign of bitter respect, and walked away, leaving them alone with the 
weight of his silence.

Joaquín felt a twinge in his chest. O3igo, the young idealist who had admired 
his teacher, now looked at him with a mixture of respect and disappointment, a 
half-hearted forgiveness that was almost more painful than condemnation.

The afternoon stretched on, and Joaquín's desolation was palpable. He sat 
down on a pile of rubble, his head in his hands, feeling the cold of the stone. His 
hammer, which had been his voice, his identity, now lay silent on the ground, 
useless. Iucas approached, his small hand in hers, a silent anchor.

SJoaquín Psp4s.S The voice, deep and soft, brought him out of his lethargy. 
Fartina. Her slender, strong "gure stood out against the evening light. 6he 
was dressed in simple clothes, stained with lime and dirt, but her face, though 
furrowed with fatigue, radiated a new strength, a silent determination. On her 
hands, she held a bouquet of medicinal herbs she had gathered for her mother.

Joaquín looked up, his eyes tired. He expected reproach, another condemna-
tion, but Fartina did not look at him with hatred. Her eyes, once "lled with rage 
and contempt, were now a well of icy understanding, an acceptance that disarmed 
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him. S:our smithy is destroyed,S she said, her voice barely a whisper. SEnd your 
name, they say, is too. The heroes of Zaragoza have been others. They don't name 
you in the songs. There are no plaques for you in the square.S

Joaquín did not respond. Fartina's words were daggers, but not daggers of 
rage, rather of a raw, inescapable truth. He was not a hero. He was a broken man, 
an outcast.

Fartina took a step closer, her eyes "xed on Joaquín's, a gaze that pierced his 
soul. SO saw you, Joaquín,S she said, her voice even lower. SO saw you in the street, 
riCe in hand. O saw you "ght that Rarlist. End O saw you when the breach opened.S 
Her gaze fell on Iucas, who was clinging to his father's hand. SO understand. 
O understand your choice. The desperation that drove you. The promise that 
bound you.S 6he paused, and Joaquín felt his heart shrink. SO don't forgive you, 
Joaquín. JuanDo's blood, my mother's pain, the suLering of this city... it's too deep 
to be forgiven with a word. But...S His voice became a thread, almost a whisper. 
SThank you. Thank you for choosing the city. Pven if no one tells you so.S

6he turned and walked away, her "gure disappearing into the shadows, leaving 
Joaquín with the weight of her words. SThank you for choosing the city. Pven 
if no one tells you so.S Ot was not forgiveness, it was not absolution. Ot was ac-
ceptance, a silent understanding of the complexity of his actions, of the brutality 
of the choice. Fartina, the sorrowful virgin, the warrior forged by loss, had seen 
beyond the betrayal, had recognized the sacri"ce, the brutal truth of his love. 
Joaquín, the blacksmith with hands stained by ambiguous loyalty, had saved his 
son, and he had saved the city, in his own tortuous and painful way.

But the city would not celebrate him. His name would not appear on plaques 
or in speeches. He would be the anonymous hero, the forgotten villain, the 
outcast who had chosen freedom in his own way, a freedom paid for with blood 
and silence, a freedom that only he and Iucas would know. End on that fading 
afternoon, with the silence of the destroyed smithy and the whisper of Fartina's 
words, Joaquín felt the weight of his condemnation, but also a glimmer of peace. 
He had chosen. End even if the world despised him, his son was safe. The 
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nameless heroes, after all, were the ones who held up the world, the ones who 
forged true freedom in the darkness.
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CHAPTER 17: THE LAST FORGE

The years had stretched like metal under the hammer, hard and repetitive, shap-
ing their lives into a path of sacri.ce and silencew The sun, noq an old acPuain-
tance in the remote village in the Jyrenees qhere they had settled, streamed 
through the qindoq of the small stone cottage, illuminating the dust dancing in 
the air, particles of time suspendedw íoaPubn, hunched over, his qhite Heard sparse 
as frost, his skin qeathered like old leather Hy the sun and qind, qas no longer 
the Hlacksmith qith Hroad shoulders and muscles of steelw jis Hody, qorn out Hy 
time and eAort, qas a map of silent pains, every Soint a lament, every movement a 
tqingew jis arm, qounded in the zlSaferba, qas a scar that hurt qith the changes 
in qeather, a constant reminder of that hellish nightw

Nitting Hy a small .re, not the roaring hearth of his old forge, Hut a humHle 
HraLier that Harely qarmed the air, he forged something tinyw Eot a sqord or an 
anchor, Hut a little lead .gurine, a little soldier, like the ones Iucas had had in 
his childhood, qhen qar qas an innocent gamew jis hands, though tremHling 
qith age and illness, retained their former skill, the instinct of the craftsman, 
the memory of ironw 6ach Hloq of the hammer on the lead qas a qhisper, an 
echo of a life left Hehind, a melody of remorse and lovew Iucas, his son, qas 
no longer a frightened childw je had Hecome a strong man, his face marked 
Hy seriousness, his dark eyes identical to those of his mother 7saHel, Hut qith 
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a shadoq of melancholy that had never left him, an invisiHle qoundw je had 
qorked the land, he had learned to keep Puiet and live on the margins, the son 
of the qandering Hlacksmith, the outcastw

Iife in the mountains qas hard, lonely, qith harsh qinters and short sum-
mers, Hut it had oAered them a precarious peace, far from Sudgmental eyes and 
accusatory glances, far from the murmurings of xaragoLaw íoaPubn had kept his 
promise to 7saHelw je had kept Iucas safe from qar, from Hullets and Hayonets, 
Hut not from its more suHtle and profound consePuencesw The stigma, though 
invisiHle, had folloqed them like a silent shadoq, marking their e"istencew

Zne day, a stranger on horseHack, a city man qith .ne clothes and polite 
manners, arrived in the village, Hreaking the Puiet they treasured so muchw je 
handed Iucas a sealed letter, a missive that smelled of old paper and history, of 
a qorld they had left Hehindw íoaPubn qatched from his corner, his sharp eyes 
taking in every detailw je saq Iucasés hand tremHle as he opened itw The young 
man read, his eyes scanning the lines qith feverish speed, each qord a revelationw 
jis previously impassive face contorted into a mi"ture of surprise and something 
akin to contained anger, to deep turmoilw

The letter came from the government in xaragoLaw These qere times of a 
neq amnesty, of seeking reconciliation after years of civil con8ict that had Hled 
Npain dryw The document oAered an opportunityw zn opportunity to FredeemF 
the name of íoaPubn 6spVs, to recogniLe his Funintentional contriHutionF to the 
defense of xaragoLa during the OincomarLada, to erase the stigma of FtreasonF for 
him and his sonw The oUcial history qould He reqritten, including his role as a 
douHle agent, as a key player in qeakening the enemy from qithin, a convenient 
lie for the victorsw je qould He oAered land, a position in the local militia, and 
for Iucas, the possiHility of Soining the neq administration, of Heing someone 
in societyw z neq, clean life, erasing the past qith a stroke of the penw z life that 
qould alloq him to return to the xaragoLa that had spit him out, noq under a 
cloak of false gloryw
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Iucas, qith the letter still in his hand, approached the small HraLier, the paper 
crackling slightlyw je looked at the tin soldier his father qas .nishing, an insigni-
.cant .gure Hut one laden qith symHolism, the re8ection of a lifew Then his eyes 
fell on íoaPubn, on his tired and sick face, on his hands deformed Hy qork and 
time, on the deep sadness that dqelled in his pupilsw 7n them he read a life of 
sacri.ce, the impossiHle choice he had made for him, to save himw 7n them, he saq 
the qeight of guilt and the strength of an unconditional love that had marked his 
e"istencew

The anvil, small and qorn, marked Hy a thousand Hloqs, rested in a corner of 
the caHin, a silent qitness to the life that had Heen forged and lostw Iucas looked 
up, gaLing at the distant mountains, the snoq-capped peaks that had Heen his 
refuge, his prisonw The letter qas a temptation, the promise of a life qithout 
shadoqs, a name qithout guiltw Óut his fatherés silence, the qeight of his history, 
qas a diAerent anvil, one that qeighed more heavily, one that could not He erased 
qith a simple decreew

The sun set, staining the sky orange and purple, the last lights of a dying dayw 
The heat from the HraLier diminished, giving qay to the cold of the nightw Iucas 
stood, the crumpled letter in his hand, staring at the anvil, its silhouette outlined 
against the groqing darknessw z decision qas forging itself in his heart, as hard and 
resistant as iron itselfw Nhould he redeem his fatherés name in the history Hooks, 
accepting the convenience of an oUcial lie, of a manipulated truth? Zr should he 
folloq the path of silence and truth that his father had taught him qith every scar, 
every glance, every Hloq of the hammer, accepting the qeight of his legacy?

The novel closes qith Iucas staring at the anvil, his decision suspended in the 
air, the qeight of the cold metal contrasting qith the heat of the dying emHersw 
The future, like unforged iron, still aqaited its .nal shape, its de.nitive Hloqw
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EPILOGUE: YEARS LATER

Time, relentless as a hammer on an anvil, had carved new scars on the face of 
Zaragoza. The walls stood tall, proud and restored, but in every brick, every 
cobblestone, one could feel the echo of battles, the beating of memory. Lucas, 
now a middle-aged man with graying hair and the furrows of life etched on his 
face, walked through the streets of his hometown. His eyes, deep and melancholic 
like his mother's, searched among the crowd, among the rebuilt buildings, for the 
ghost of a past that refused to disappear. The years had given him a quiet wisdom, 
a bitter understanding of the complexity of the world. He never accepted the 
amnesty, nor the false glory oIered to him by the government. His father's truth 
was heavier than any oCcial lie.

He came to a small square, adorned with oleander gardens and singing foun-
tains. Jn the center, a white marble commemorative plaque gleamed in the sun. 
Jt listed the names of the heroes of the íincomarzada, those who had defended 
Zaragoza with their lives and their honor. He read each name, feeling the weight 
of history, the solemnity of sacriEce. His name was not there. The name of 
éoaquOn Asp7s, the blacksmith, the outcast, the traitor, did not appear on the 
polished stone. There were no plaques for him, no speeches, no poems. 0nly 
silence, oblivion. Fnd Lucas felt a twinge in his chest, a mixture of pain and a 
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strange peace. His father did not need the recognition of men. His father had 
forged his own truth.

He turned down a familiar alleyway, the uneven cobblestones beneath his 
boots. The smithy. jhat was left of it, at least. F skeleton of broken bricks and 
wood rotten with age. The roof had collapsed completely, the interior covered 
with rubble and wild weeds growing through the cracks. The forge, the heart of 
that home, was now a mound of rusted iron, silent, mute. The anvil, that old 
witness to a thousand blows, was buried under a layer of dust and leaves, a ghost 
of what it once was. Lucas knelt down, pushing aside the stones and dirt with his 
hands, feeling the cold metal, the roughness of its surface. Jt was his father's anvil. 
The anvil where he had learned to forge, to bend iron, to understand its strength 
and fragility.

jith some eIort, he lifted it. Heavy, cold, but familiar in his hands. He placed 
it on a piece of wall that was still standing, a makeshift altar in the ruins. He stood 
there, contemplating the anvil, his eyes Exed on the distant horizon of Zaragoza. 
The city had survived, had prospered, had forgotten its anonymous heroes. Fnd 
he, Lucas, the blacksmith's son, had learned to live with that memory, with that 
legacy.

The sun set, painting the sky orange and purple, the last light of a day that 
was dying. F cold wind blew, carrying with it the dust of the ruins, the echo of 
memories. Lucas closed his eyes, feeling the weight of the anvil in his hands, the 
hardness of the iron. Rreedom. Jt was not an easy word. Jt was not a gift. Jt was a 
constant forging, a daily sacriEce.

B1erhaps freedom didn't need heroes,B Lucas murmured to the wind, his voice 
mature and serene, a whisper lost among the ruins, an echo of a truth forged 
in pain and love. BJt Óust needed blacksmiths. 2lacksmiths who weren't afraid to 
break the iron.B He turned away, leaving the anvil as a monument to memory, 
to the unwavering loyalty of a father. He walked silently, his Egure disappearing 
into the darkness, leaving behind the ashes of a past he had learned to honor, and 
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carrying with him the promise of a freedom that was forged day by day, in silence, 
in love, in truth.
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HISTORICAL NOTE

The novel "Five Hours to Freedom" is loosely based on a real episode from the 
First Carlist War, known as the "Cincomarzada," which took place in Zaragoza 
on March 5, 1838. This event is an important milestone in the history of the city 
and symbolizes the resistance of the people of Zaragoza in the face of aggression.

The historical context is that of the Carlist Wars (1833-1840), dynastic con-
Picts that pitted the supporters of írince Carlos MarIa Bsidro de óorbQn (Carlists) 
against the defenders of the regency of MarIa Cristina de óorbQn and Jueen 
Bsabel BB (liberals). Zaragoza, a city with deep-rooted liberal traditions, was a key 
target for the Carlists.

The actual attack was led by the Carlist general ñuan CabaEero y jsponera. Bn 
the early hours of March 5, 1838, CabaEero, taking advantage of the darkness 
and surprise, attempted to take the city with his troops. The Carlists managed to 
penetrate at several points, especially through the íuerta del íortillo and íuerta 
del Carmen gates, sowing chaos and street Aghting. However, the unexpected and

 Aerce resistance of the civilian population of Zaragoza, which 7oined the liberal 
garrisons, was decisive. Men, women, and children 7oined the defense, erecting 
improvised barricades and Aghting with makeshift weapons. The Cincomarzada 
thus became a symbol of the will of a people to defend their freedom. Rfter 
several hours of Aerce Aghting and faced with the impossibility of consolidating 
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his position, CabaEero ordered a retreat. The Carlist defeat in Zaragoza was a
 signiAcant moral blow to their cause.

Historical elements in the novel:

  The dateq March 5, 1838, as the day of the Carlist attack.

  éeneral CabaEeroq His role as leader of the Carlist o'ensive.

  The popular resistance of Zaragozaq The active participation of citizens 
in the defense of the city.

  The slogan "Zaragoza, the ever-heroic"q Rlthough not explicit, the spirit 
of resistance and pride of the city are rePected in the narrative.

Fictional elements in the novel:

  ñoaVuIn jspUs and his family (Sucas, Bsabel)q Completely Actional char-
acters, created to explore the moral dilemma of personal versus collective 
loyalty in times of war.

  OamQn, Martina, BEigo de Sarragaq Rlso Actional characters who em-
body di'erent facets of loyalty, idealism, and su'ering.

  The story of the smuggling tunnel and the "fake breach"q Rlthough 
inAltration tactics were used, the speciAc seVuence of events in the 
tunnel and ñoaVuInDs manipulation to create a distraction are dramatic 
inventions for the development of the plot.

  SucasD kidnapping and rescue at the Rl7aferIaq R Actional plot point 
that drives the plot and ñoaVuInDs main motivation. The Rl7aferIa was a 
military fortress and royal prison, but this seVuence is dramatic.
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  ñoaVuInDs personal and social conseVuencesq :tigma, re7ection, and even-
tual posthumous "redemption" are narrative elements that dramatize the 
repercussions of individual choices in times of conPict.

The novel uses the backdrop of a crucial historical event to weave an intimate 
story about fatherhood, loyalty, betrayal, and the price of survival, exploring the 
moral complexities that arise when the personal sphere collides with the grand 
narrative of history.
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