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The shadow over California
The California sun was a dirty bitch. It stood high, burning the land like a bottle of cheap whiskey emptied too quickly, and it laughed while kicking up dust and making people sweat. In Los Angeles, wooden doors creaked, horses stamped nervously in the stables, and people lived their lives under a weight they couldn't really see. It was like a heavy, gray shadow hanging over everything.
The rich drank their wine, laughed in their cool courtyards, while the poor gulped dust outside in the streets. A few pesos for hard work, a few lashes from the soldado for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The whip was quicker to be unsheathed than a kind word, and the governor had long since forgotten that he was supposed to be a servant of the people. He was just a fat dog in silk, stretching his paws at anything that glittered.
The town smelled of horse manure, sweat, and cheap rum. A priest preached from the altar, but outside the church, an old man sold dented coins as if they were the last hope of bread. The children had hungry eyes, as big as the moon over the Sierra, and their voices cried out for something—for salvation, for redemption, for a hero who never came.
But in the darkness, between the shadows of the adobe walls and the flickering lanterns, something was stirring. A hunch, a rumor. Some called him a ghost, others a madman. But those who spoke his name did so quietly, as if the mere whisper would set the soldiers on their heels.
Zorro.
The word crept through the taverns like the smell of stale smoke. The drunkards heard it and grinned with gap-toothed teeth. The whores giggled in dark corners. The day laborers clung to it like a bottle of water in the desert. But no one knew if it really existed or was just a fevered fantasy, born of too much hope in too harsh a world.
That evening, the sky hung heavy over California. The sun had set, and a wind blew off the coast, bringing the smell of salt and the screeching of seagulls. The shadows crept deeper into the alleys, and somewhere a broken bottle clinked. A dog barked, then yelped as if someone had kicked it.
Don Diego de la Vega sat in a room that was far too clean. Wine sat in a glass, untouched, red as blood. Candles flickered. His fingers played with a silver buckle, while his face froze behind a mask of indifference. To the world, he was the bored son of a rich man, a dandy who preferred reading poetry to drawing his sword. But inside him, where the fire beat like an old forge, something else stirred.
He heard the screams outside, even when he pretended they were just the wind. He knew about the lashes of the whips that tore open the backs of the poor, even when he sat in fine chairs. He saw the fear in the children's eyes when the soldados came, even when he averted his gaze. And he carried a burden heavier than any silk scarf around his neck.
The burden of a promise.
His father had always said that justice was like a horse: you had to rein it in before it ran over you. Diego nodded, drank, laughed, and remained silent. But deep in the night, when the land lay in darkness and the stars twinkled coldly above the mountains, he heard the voices of those without a voice. He heard the California that lay under chains.
And he knew he was more than the man they mocked in the taverns.
Out in the streets, more drinks than usual were flowing tonight. The soldados had hanged a few bandits, just like that, on the outskirts of town, so everyone could see what mercy looked like in this country. The bodies still hung there, flapping in the wind like tattered flags. People whispered prayers, but they went anyway, staring up, because they couldn't look away. Death was entertainment, and oppression was everyday life.
The shadows over California weren't clouds, they weren't fog. They were the stench of power, the greed of the authorities, the blows of the soldados. And everyone knew something had to happen. But no one dared to take the first step.
Except one.
Somewhere in the darkness, a man saddled a horse. Black, like the night sky without stars. The hooves pawed, the nostrils steamed in the cold. Leather squeaked, metal clinked softly. And then, very slowly, he put on the mask.
Zorro.
The shadow that struck back.
The night was still young, and California held its breath.
The tavern stank of cheap brandy, sour sweat, and cold grease that clung to the pans like a second skin. A few candles burned down, dripping wax onto the tables, and the flames flickered as if they were about to give up. Men sat there, bent over cards, over dice, over glasses that were never full enough. Their voices were rough, broken by work, dust, and disappointment.
"Did you hear that?" One of them, a skinny dog ​​with sunken cheeks, laid down the cards. "They say he cut the faces of three soldiers last night."
"Nonsense." The other laughed, but it sounded like a cough. "If it were true, they would have shut down the city by now. The governor would set fire to the whole damn village if he knew that masked man really existed."
The first one took a drag on his pipe and slowly blew out the smoke. "And yet people whisper his name. Zorro. Like a curse, like a promise."
At the next table, two drunks toasted each other with tin cups. "Zorro, the Black Rider! Ha!" One spat on the floor. "If he were real, why hasn't he already hanged that fat bastard of a governor in the marketplace?"
A silence followed. Even the whores, who usually laughed like rusty bells, fell silent for a moment. Calling the governor by name was like inviting the devil directly into the room.
The door opened, and three soldados entered. Boots pounded on the floorboards, spurs clanged, and their eyes surveyed the crowd, cold, calculating, like hyenas wondering who would die first. One of them grabbed a bottle from the bar without paying. The barman just nodded, his gaze fixed on the hands that usually reached for the whip.
"To work!" yelled the leader. "I'll expect every farmer in the field tomorrow morning. Anyone who's absent will be whipped. And anyone who says "Zorro" will lose their tongue."
Laughter. Rude, mean, like stones falling into a pit. Then they poked a few men in the ribs with rifle butts, just to show they could do it. The innkeeper brought them bread, and no one dared to breathe until they were seated.
Outside, the wind blew across the dusty streets. An old man trudged by, bent over, with a sack of corn over his shoulder. A soldado stepped out of the tavern, grabbed a handful, and threw the rest into the dirt. "Too heavy for you, old dog," he grinned, and the crowd laughed.
The old man knelt down and gathered the grains, one by one, with trembling fingers. No one helped him. Everyone looked away. Only a young woman, with a child in her arms, dared to stop for a moment. But her husband dragged her on, whispering: "Do you want to be beaten too?"
That was California. Bread in the dust, blood in the alleys, hope as thin as a crumpled coin.
High on a hill, just outside the city, stood Diego de la Vega. He had saddled his horse, but he didn't set off. Instead, he looked down, his eyes hidden in the shadow of his broad-brimmed hat. He saw the torches, heard the yelling, the screams, the dog barking again until someone silenced it.
His hands clenched into fists. He thought of the governor's face, fat, sweating, with gold rings on every finger. A man who fed on fear like a vampire on blood. And Diego knew: if he rode off now, if he galloped into the tavern, mask on, sword in hand—he could save the old man with the corn. Maybe two or three of the drunkards there. But it would be exposed. Too soon.
So he stayed in the shadows, like a wolf still waiting.
"Your game, Diego," he muttered to himself. "Always waiting. Always smiling. Always acting like a fool."
And somewhere inside him a second voice laughed, cold, full of anger.
The night crept on. In the tavern, the soldiers tipped their bottles; outside, the poor stumbled over the dust. The same question hung over everything, heavy as the sun during the day: When, damn it, will the shadow strike again?
The night was thick as an old cloth, torn by a few lantern flames that flickered in the darkness as if they had already given up. Smoke from cheap fires hung over the rooftops, and somewhere someone was wheezing in their sleep as if they had already coughed up half their lungs.
Three soldados stomped through the alleys. Drunk, loud, their boots heavy with dust. One sang off-key, something about women and wine, the others laughed, spat, and belched. They came from the tavern, reeking of brandy and power. To them, it was all a game: the fear they spread, the way people trembled when they appeared.
At a corner stood a boy, thin as a skeleton, no shoes, only eyes as wide as holes in the night. He pressed himself into the shadows, holding his breath. The sack of breadcrumbs he had stolen hung from his shoulder. A pitiful bundle, but for him and his mother, perhaps the only meal of the week.
"Hey, you!" The first soldier saw him. "Little thief!"
The boy ran.
Boots pounded behind him, laughter like a pack of dogs. "Run, little one, run!" One drew the whip, another grabbed the pistol. They chased him through the dust, through the stench, over broken crates and crooked doors.
The boy stumbled, fell, and got back up. Tears, mixed with dirt, streamed down his face.
And then: a shadow.
Black, silent, faster than the men with their stupid laughter. A horse shot out of the darkness, hooves like thunder on the stones. The rider wore the cloak, the mask, the sword flashing in the moonlight like a slug of cold steel.
The soldados paused, their laughter stifled.
“By God—” That was all there was to it.
The first blow came from above. No hesitation, no playing around. The sword sliced ​​through the whip, the leather thongs falling into the dirt. The soldado stared at the stump in his hand as if someone had cut off his tail.
“Zorro.” The word came from the boy’s mouth, barely audible, a whisper, half fear, half hope.
The second soldier drew his pistol. But the rider was faster. One blow, a Z carved into the wood of the barrel, and the weapon shattered like a child's toy.
“Shit!” The man staggered back.
The third reached for his sword. Brave, or simply too drunk to be afraid. He roared, struck blindly. Steel screeched, sparks flew, and the next moment he lay in the dust, the sword knocked from his hand.
The rider bent down, his masked face close to the men's. Not a word, just a hiss of breath. Then the blade ran across the chest of the first soldier, quickly, precisely—and left the mark. A Z, cleanly carved deep into the uniform. No blood, just fabric, but the horror was greater than any cut.
“Tell your governor,” the voice deep, rough, more shadow than sound, “that California does not belong to him.”
The men stepped back, staring at him as if they had seen the devil himself.
The horse reared, hooves against the sky, the boy shrieked in shock—and then he was gone. A rush of dust, hoofbeats, and a black cloak.
The soldiers lay there like scrap metal in the dirt. One pressed his hand against the carved Z as if it were burning.
The boy knelt down, picked up his bread again, and looked into the night, to where the shadow had disappeared. His heart pounded. For the first time, he felt more than just hunger or fear—there was something new. A small spark. Hope.
The news spread faster than any fire. In the morning, women at the market talked about it, children whispered it like a secret, and men nodded to each other as they carried crates:
"He's alive." "Zorro is back."
And somewhere, in the halls of the palace, the governor bit into a piece of meat, heard the rumors – and suddenly could no longer taste anything.
The shadow had struck.
The governor's palace was a building of stone and arrogance. White walls, raised against the people, with wrought-iron gates that cost more than an entire village to build. Inside, the floor gleamed, polished by hands that had scrubbed bloody. Servants stalked around like shadows, crouching, silent, as if afraid even their breath would be too much.
The governor sat at a table so laden it looked insulting. Fat chickens, glistening fruit, wine in silver jugs. His face was a balloon of flesh, sweating, greasy lips wrapped around a piece of roast. Every bite dripped with abundance, while outside, people begged for rice and beans.
Beside him stood Capitán Ortega, tall, tough, with scars on his face. A man who had whipped more people than he could remember. There was no doubt in his eyes, only harshness.
"Your Excellency," he began, "the rumors are spreading. They say Zorro is back."
The governor snorted and wiped his mouth with a cloth made of the finest linen. "A fairy tale for fools. A thief, a shadow, nothing more. And shadows don't strike men down."
"The soldiers swear they saw it." Ortega stepped closer. "The mark—carved into their uniforms. People believe it. In the market, in the taverns, even the priests whisper about it. Every peasant already sees him riding."
The governor slammed his cup down on the table. Wine splashed across the tablecloth. "Then let them tremble! What is one man against my garrison? Against a hundred rifles, against cannons?"
But there was a crack in his voice. A faint, barely audible one, but Ortega heard it. The fat man could roar, but he couldn't eat away the fear.
"He didn't kill her," Ortega said quietly. "He could have. Instead, he let her live. With his mark. He wants to be seen. He wants us to know: he's there."
The governor bit into a piece of bread, chewing furiously. Crumbs clung to his beard. "Then we'll hunt him down like a dog. A reward! A thousand pesos for the man who brings me his head. Whoever hides him, whoever protects him—he'll be hanged. At the gate. For everyone to see."
Ortega nodded slowly. "There will be blood."
"Then let it flow!" The governor pushed the plate away, wine dripping across the table. "I am the law in California. I, and no one else."
A servant came in, kneeling, his forehead almost on the ground. "Your Excellency, a man from the slum is begging for mercy. His wife has been beaten... he demands justice."
The governor's face twisted into a grin. "Right? He should be glad he's still alive. Chase him away."
Ortega looked coldly at the servant. "And if he doesn't leave?"
"Then hang him," growled the governor. "And his wife along with him. Maybe then the rest of us will think twice before uttering the name of that... ghost."
The servant didn't rise, remaining on his knees. "Your Excellency, the people are restless. Some are singing songs. Children are drawing a Z in the dust."
A blow. The governor's cup crashed against the servant's head, blood spurted, and he fell to the ground like a sack.
"Then tear off the hands they're painting with!" The governor snorted, his face red, veins throbbing in his forehead. "Zorro is a ghost. And ghosts disappear in the morning light."
But outside, behind the high walls, no one was laughing. The city was full of whispering voices. Men, women, children—all had the same word on their lips.
Zorro.
A shadow that weighed heavier than any of the governor's cannons.
The morning smelled of burnt wood and cold urine. The sun once again blazed mercilessly over the streets, as if it wanted to punish anyone who dared to stay alive with its light. Flies buzzed over dead dogs, children cried for water, and somewhere a man barked at his cart because its wheels were stuck.
Life in the slum wasn't life. It was a waiting—for bread, for mercy, for death. The mud and wood huts slanted as if they were about to lie down in the dirt. Women carried half-empty jugs on their shoulders, men rummaged through piles of garbage looking for something to sell or at least chew.
"Did you hear?" An old woman with only three teeth hissed across the market. "He's back. With a horse, with a mask. Zorro!"
"Screw it," growled the man next to her, a guy with a scarred face and one leg shorter than the other. "I didn't see a hero, just soldiers beating people up. If he were real, he would have set fire to the palace long ago."
"You don't believe anything, Juan." She spat in the dust. "But the children—they believe. Look at them."
And indeed: at the edge of the alley, three little boys were squatting, drawing a Z in the sand with sticks. They giggled as if they'd outsmarted the world. A soldier came by, yelled, and snatched their sticks away. One of the boys got hit and fell into the muddy water. But as soon as the soldier was gone, they started drawing again. Even bigger.
It was no different in the tavern. Men with scarred hands, eyes red from too much smoke, sat over their cups. "A shadow rides," said one, already slurring his speech. "I saw it. With my own eyes."
"You also see two moons when you drink." Laughter, rough, dry, but underneath it lay something real: a twinkle. A "What if?"
A young woman with dark hair pushed her way between the tables. She carried a basket full of apples, three of them rotten, one half-eaten. "My sister says he saved a boy," she whispered. "All alone against three soldiers. Like a demon."
The men fell silent for a moment. A demon, an angel—it didn't matter. The main thing was that someone struck back.
Then the door opened. Two soldados entered, rifles slung over their shoulders, faces like stone. The tavern fell silent. One of the men almost dropped his glass. A soldado snatched the woman's basket, took the best apple, bit into it, and spat half of it back onto the floor. "Tastes like shit," he grinned.
No one moved. Everyone looked away. Only the woman stood there, her face rigid, her hands clenched into fists. Her child clung to her skirt, pulling her back. But she said nothing.
That was the truth: the people had more anger in their stomachs than bread on their tables. But anger without weapons was just another hunger.
And yet, there was something in the air. A feeling as persistent as dust. You couldn't see it, couldn't touch it, but it was there.
In the evening, as the sun set, when the huts were in the shade, a few of them met secretly. Farmers, artisans, a priest with too many sins in his heart. They sat in a circle, shared water, bread, and stories.
"If he's real, then we must be ready," said the priest. "One man alone cannot change the world. But a people..."
"A people?" Juan, the one-legged one, laughed bitterly. "We're a bunch of beggars. The only thing we can do is die."
"Then we'll die with marks in the sand," replied the dark-haired woman. "Not just in the dust anymore."
No one spoke for long afterward. But they saw it in their faces: Something had awakened.
In the distance, beyond the hills, the palace glowed in the moonlight. A ballroom filled with candles, music, and wine. And in the dirt in front of it, children squatted, drawing Z in the dust until their fingers were sore.
A shadow hung over California. But this time it wasn't the poor who feared it.
This time the powerful feared him.
The next morning, Don Diego de la Vega sat in a salon so clean and sleek it disgusted him. White curtains, a polished wooden table, wine in glasses so thin you could hardly touch them. A servant poured him tea, and Diego nodded as if that were all he wanted in life: tea, books, peace and quiet.
His friends—if you could call them that—babbled around him. Young men with money, talking about horses, fashion, and the last palace party. One bragged about how much he'd lost at cards as if it were a medal. Another raved about a dancer he'd groped.
Diego smiled, nodded, and raised his eyebrows. The perfect dandy. The man who never got his hands dirty.
But his head was raging.
He thought of the boy with the bread. Of the soldiers who had chased him. He thought of the child's eyes, wide and full of fear—and then full of hope, as he himself rode out of the darkness.
Diego reached for his glass and turned it between his fingers. He had to laugh. Bitterly. Quietly. The others didn't notice.
“What’s so funny, Diego?” One of the rich young men grinned, a smile full of tooth powder and boredom.
"Nothing," said Diego. "Just a thought."
“Just tell me.”
“You’re all fucking ridiculous.”
Silence. One coughed, another blinked in irritation. Then they laughed as if it were a joke. Of course they thought it was a joke. After all, Diego was the clown, the intellectual, the dreamer. The man who would never fight.
He let them believe what they wanted.
Later, when he was alone, he stood in front of a mirror. He looked at himself. The fine fabric, the soft hands, the well-groomed hair. A man who would be at home in an opera, not in a battle.
"An actor," he muttered. "A damn actor."
He thought of his father. Don Alejandro, old, proud, who believed in justice like others believe in God. A man who had always told him, "Honor is not a game, Diego." And yet he had to pretend it was all just a game.
He slammed his fist against the table. The glass tipped over, and red wine ran down the wood like blood.
"Damned."
Night came quickly. Diego crept through the halls of his house; the servants slept. In the room behind the library, behind a false shelf, stood the horse. Tornado. Black as night, eyes like fire. It stamped as if it knew what was coming.
The mask lay ready. Black, simple, more than just fabric—a second face. Diego took it in his hand, felt the weight that no scale could measure.
He brought her slowly to his face, like a man drafting a confession. And when she was seated, when only his eyes were exposed, he was no longer Don Diego, the Fool.
There he was, Zorro.
No glass of wine, no polite smile, no courtly dance. Just steel, shadows, and rage.
He swung himself onto Tornado, and the hoofbeats echoed through the night like a heartbeat.
Outside lay California, dirty, hungry, and broken. But tonight, it belonged to him.
The shadow.
Night lay over Los Angeles like a blanket of dirt and silence. Only the wind was awake, gusting through the alleys, picking up dust, chasing scraps of paper across the ground. A dog howled, somewhere a rusty gate creaked. Then he came.
Tornado. Black horse, muscles like taut ropes, hooves striking sparks from the stone. On his back: the shadow. Cloak fluttering, mask, sword, eyes like two burning coals. Zorro.
The city awoke to the thunder of hooves. Shutters opened, faces peered out—tired, hungry, suspicious. But when they saw him racing through the streets, there was suddenly something in their eyes. Something you couldn't eat, but that filled you: hope.
A soldado stepped out of an alley, pistol at the ready. Zorro ducked low, Tornado charged past, and as he rode past, his sword came down. A Z carved into the wood of the door behind the soldado. The bullet cracked into the night, but the man just stood there, trembling, staring at the mark as if the devil had marked him.
Zorro rode on, through the market. The stalls were empty, the boards rotten, the smell of old fish and sweat. Children jumped up, ran alongside, and shouted his name. "Zorro! Zorro!" Their voices were thin, but they cut through the darkness like knives.
He stopped, swung from his horse, and with one swift blow carved a Z into the mast of an empty stall. Wood splintered, sparks flew. "This is not the end," he cried, his voice deep, ragged, like a command. "It is the beginning!"
Women held their children, men nodded silently. One murmured a prayer, another clenched his fists. For the first time in years, the city felt like more than just a cemetery.
Then they appeared: soldiers. Six, eight, maybe more. Rifles, sabers, shouts. "There! Catch him!"
Zorro smiled beneath his mask. A cold, quick smile. Tornado reared up, hooves pounding the air, and then it started.
The soldados ran, yelled, stumbled. Shots rang out, bullets flew, slammed into walls, and tore through the dust. Zorro ducked, slid in his saddle, his sword flashing. One blow, two—weapons flew to the ground, hands rubbed bloody. Another blow, and a helmet rolled across the cobblestones.
He didn't kill. But he drew. Again and again, that Z. In wood, in fabric, in the night itself.
The soldiers screamed, losing their composure. One stumbled, another dropped his rifle. Zorro rode right through them as if they were straw dolls. Then he was on again, a black flash through the streets.
The city roared. Dogs barked, children screamed, women wept, men laughed. Everywhere the same word, the same echo: "Zorro!"
Upstairs in the palace, the governor heard the noise. He jumped up, wine dripping from his beard. "What's that?" Ortega came running in, sword in hand. "He's riding. He's showing himself."
The governor turned pale. "Then kill him! Immediately!"
But outside, it was too late. Zorro had already passed through the alleys, over the bridge, and out into the darkness of the fields. Only the echo of his hooves remained, and the symbols carved into the walls, gates, and doors.
ZZZ
When the sun rose, the city was covered with marks. Every house, every street, every heart had seen one. And everyone knew: the shadow was no longer just a rumor.
California no longer belonged solely to the rich and their soldados.
A rider dressed in black had changed the rules.
And his legacy had only just begun.
 
A nighttime raid
The moon hung over California like a dirty plate. Half full, half empty, it didn't matter—it provided enough light to see the alleys, but not enough to be sure what lurked in the shadows.
The soldados rode in a column. Twelve men, heavily armed, drunk on power and wine. At the front was a wagon loaded with sacks of corn, wheat, and beans—the harvest they had taken from the farmers that morning. Tax, they called it. Robbery, the people called it.
The peasants still stood at the edge of the field, empty hands, broken faces. Women wept, children clung to skirts. No one dared to say anything. Anyone who opened their mouth received the whip. Anyone who resisted lost their life.
"Faster!" yelled the captain. "The governor wants the grain tonight!"
The horses snorted, the wagon creaked, the wheels crunched through the dust. It was routine. A raid that wasn't one. Simply power, the kind that happened every day.
But this night was different.
He waited in the shadow of the hills. Tornado pounded restlessly, his nostrils steaming. Zorro sat in the saddle, his hand on the hilt of his sword. His eyes slid over the column, counting men, rifles, distances. He heard the squeal of the wheels, the laughter of the soldiers, the sobs of a woman by the side of the road.
“Enough.” The word came barely audibly from his lips.
He yanked the reins. Tornado leaped, a black flash against the gray moon.
The first soldado realized it too late. A scream, then a blow: Zorro's blade grazed the musket, sparking, and the barrel flew into the grass. A second blow—a Z to the man's chest, deep into his uniform. The soldado tumbled from his horse, swallowed by dust.
The column broke apart. "Raid!" someone yelled. Rifles were raised, bullets whistled through the night. Tornado danced, dodged, jumped. Zorro ducked low, his sword flashed, and another man fell to the ground.
The wagon began to lurch. A soldier tried to hold the reins, but Zorro struck, cutting the reins. The horses bolted, dragging the wagon with them. Sacks fell, and corn scattered across the ground like gold in the dirt.
The farmers rushed forward, at first hesitantly, then greedily, like wolves on the scent of blood. Women ripped open sacks, children stuffed fistfuls of grain into their mouths, men hauled whatever they could carry.
"No!" roared the captain, lashing out with his whip. But there was Zorro. One blow, and the whip broke in two. Another, and the captain's chest bore the mark.
Zorro didn't speak much. He let his sword do the talking, his hooves do the talking. Every blow, every Z, was a message.
“This belongs to the people!” he finally cried, loudly, clearly, a thunder across the dust.
The soldiers fled. Not all of them, but enough. They stumbled back into the darkness, weapons lost, faces pale. The captain lay there, breathing heavily, the Z on his chest burning in the minds of all who saw it.
Zorro sat in the saddle, watched the farmers gather the grain, the children laugh, their eyes full for the first time in months. He nodded, once, briefly. Then he pulled the reins, Tornado reared up, and he was gone again—a shadow that came, struck, and went.
All that remained was dust. And hope.
The morning smelled of burnt wood and cold iron. Smoke hung over the huts as if the night itself had vomited. The soldados arrived at dawn, before the children even opened their eyes. Boots pounded on the floor, rifle butts banged against doors.
"Open up!" they yelled. "In the name of the governor!"
A man opened the door too late. The butt of the rifle hit him in the face, teeth splashing into the dust. His wife screamed, his child clung to his skirt. The soldado stepped over him, ransacked the hut, tipped over jugs, and tore up blankets. No Zorro, no corn, no treasure. Only poverty, so profound that even the rats were starving.
"Search everything!" cried the captain. His chest still bore the mark, the Z, burning like an open wound. His gaze was hatred, pure, naked hatred.
The soldiers dispersed. Doors slammed, screams echoed. A boy was dragged out of bed for scratching a Z in the dust. They beat him until he stopped screaming. His mother was kicked when she tried to intervene.
They set fire to stalls in the marketplace. Wood crackled, flames devoured the boards, smoke rose into the sky. "This is what it looks like to protect traitors!" yelled an officer. "This is what it looks like to make a ghost a hero!"
The people stood silent, their faces hard, tears in their eyes. No one moved. Every blow, every flame told them: You are nothing.
And yet... there was something else in their eyes. Anger.
The soldados didn't see it, or they didn't want to. They saw only the mission: to spread fear. An example. They hanged two men at the city gates, farmers who had gathered corn during the previous evening's raid. Their bodies dangled in the wind, tongues blue, faces distorted. Below them was a sign:
“This is how he who follows Zorro dies.”
The governor learned of all this while he was having breakfast within the palace walls. Wine, cheese, meat. He didn't hear the screams from outside. Or he pretended not to.
"We need more soldiers," he growled. "Ortega, send for reinforcements from Santa Barbara. I want that bastard in chains. Before the end of the month."
Ortega bowed, but doubt was evident in his eyes. "And if he strikes again? He knows the mountains, the fields, the night. He's faster than us."
"Then burn the mountains!" cried the governor. "Tear down the fields! I don't want a place in California where he can hide!"
And outside, in the dust of the streets, a boy secretly picked up a splinter of wood from the market. He used it to carve a small, inconspicuous Z into a wall. Then he ran away.
The soldiers didn't see it. But the people did.
And they knew: fear could start fires. But it couldn't extinguish hope.
Diego stood in the shadow of an old wall, his hat pulled low over his face. The sun burned, the air shimmered, and yet he felt cold. In front of him, in the square, dangled the two bodies. Men he had seen the evening before. Farmers. Poor dogs who had gathered a few grains like beggars grasping for crumbs.
Now they hung there, tongues blue, flies buzzing around their open mouths. Below them was the sign:This is how those who follow Zorro die.
People walked by, heads bowed. Some crossed themselves, others just stared. No one dared to say a word. But Diego saw the fists clenched in their pockets, the jaws clenched. He saw the rage blazing in their eyes—a fire that had no name yet, but was already burning.
He felt his own chest tighten. Guilt crept into him like cold smoke.This is your work,whispered a voice in his head.If you hadn't freed them, they would still be alive.
“Damn,” he muttered, his teeth clenched.
He turned around and stomped into a side alley, away from the stares, away from the dead men who stared after him like silent judges. He leaned against the wall, breathing heavily.
By day, he was Don Diego. The fool, the gentleman who played with wine and poetry. No one suspected him. No one would believe that the man who was currently brushing dust from his coat was the same man who had sent a dozen soldiers to their deaths that night.
But he knew it. And it consumed him.
He saw the faces. The woman who had fallen sobbing into the dust when she saw her husband hanged. The boy who lay before his mother with a bloody lip because he had scratched a Z into the dust.
He wanted to save them all. Instead, he only brought them more whips.
Diego pressed his hand against the wall so hard his fingers turned white. "Screw guilt," he growled. "Guilt doesn't change anything."
But he felt it nonetheless.
Later, in his house, he stood in front of the mirror again. He saw his own face. Clean, smooth, the face of a man who never had to sweat. Disgust gripped him.
He slammed his fist against the glass. A crack ripped through it, distorting his reflection into shards.
"Enough," he said. "If they hang, it won't be for nothing."
That night he saddled Tornado. The moon was high, the wind smelled of dust and ash. He rode out, alone, faster than thought.
He left his mark. In the doors of the rich, in the flags of the soldiers, in the walls of the palace. Everywhere a Z. Not to kill—to remember. To damn well not forget.
And while the soldados ran desperately through the streets, rifles at the ready, bullets firing into the void, the people watched from their huts riding in the shadows.
They whispered his name. Not loudly. Not yet. But they whispered.
Zorro.
And within himself, deep beneath his mask and cloak, Diego heard another voice. No guilt this time. No remorse. Just a promise:
As long as I ride, this land does not belong to the bastard in the palace.
The palace smelled of wine, candle wax, and cold sweat. Servants scurried through the corridors like rats, trying to keep their eyes averted. Anyone who stared too long risked a blow or worse.
The governor sat enthroned at the head of a long table. Before him was a half-carved pheasant, beside it a nearly empty jug of red wine. His fingers glistened with grease, his face red and shiny like a piece of bacon in a pan. He ate, drank, sweated—and talked incessantly.
"A ghost," he mocked, a bone flying to the ground. "A man in a mask. The people fear him, but I don't. I, damn it, fear no shadow."
Captain Ortega stood beside him, bolt upright, arms crossed. His scar stretched across his cheek like a second mouth. He said nothing. He wasn't stupid enough to openly contradict the governor. But he knew the fat man was lying—he feared the shadow. Everyone did.
"He's everywhere," muttered the governor, reaching for the wine. "All these damned symbols everywhere. In doors, in flags, in walls. Yesterday he supposedly carved a Z into the bishop's saddle. Ha! The old hypocrite almost pissed in the holy water out of fear!"
A servant laughed timidly. A blow from the silver jug ​​silenced him. Blood dripped onto the floor, and he crawled out like a dog.
"Your Excellency," Ortega said finally, calmly and coldly. "We can't wait any longer. Every day he rides free is a victory for him. The people are beginning to believe in him."
The governor growled, drank, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "Let the people believe what they want. They're stupid. What can a peasant do? He doesn't even know how to hold a sword."
Ortega stepped closer. His voice was deeper now. "But hope, Excellency, is a weapon. More dangerous than any sword. If they believe in him, they will hate us. If they hate us, they will rise up. And if they rise up..."
"Then we'll shoot them down!" The governor slammed his hand on the table, the wine sloshing. "I have a hundred soldiers. Two cannons. I don't need a ghost hunter."
Ortega was silent. He thought of the night, the screams of his men, the Z carved into his chest. He could still feel it burning.
"Your Excellency," he finally said, "give me free rein. I will set traps. Spies. I will hunt him as one hunts a wolf. With patience. With blood."
The governor grinned, baring teeth blackened by wine. "Then hunt, Capitán. But bring me his head. Or I'll take yours."
Ortega bowed. His eyes gleamed hard as steel. "You will have his head."
Music from the ballroom penetrated the walls. Laughter, dancing, and clinking glasses. Outside, people were starving, but inside, the wine flowed.
And somewhere in the hills, under the same moon, a man in black sat in the saddle, looking down at the city.
A shadow against a realm of fat and fire.
The day was a rotten, yellow block in the sky. People hammered nails into rotten wood, children ran barefoot through the dust, and somewhere a woman wept so quietly she sounded like a fragile animal. The slum didn't clean itself; it scraped itself out of bed, scraped together a few crumbs, and tried to pretend nothing had happened. As if the morning hadn't just seen two men dangling from the gates.
The women washed laundry, kneaded dough, talked about the dead and Zorro and what one still hopes for without making one's throat tighten. Their voices were quiet, a conspiratorial whisper, the kind one blurts out with trembling hands when fear yawns into the walls.
"Draw the Z here, Clara," said the dark-haired woman we already know. Her fingers were rough, her nails half-broken. She took a small knife, reached for a wooden wall, and quietly carved a Z into it. Not deeply—it had to be inconspicuous—just visible enough for those who would know where to look.
Clara nodded, her eyes sparkling. "If the children start doing this—at school, on the stairs—then the soldiers might not notice yet. But the parents…" She smiled briefly, without joy. "Then they'll know they're not alone."
An old priest, who had smoked too much and committed too many sins, stood in a corner and watched them. His hands trembled as he lit a candle. He whispered a quick prayer—not for himself, not for the palace, but for the fists clenched in his pockets. "It's dangerous. But it's right," he murmured. "If a man rides alone, then he's a bandit. If you follow him... then you're a congregation."
The children were the worst optimists. They painted Zs on clay plates, on paths, even on the backs of lazy dogs. One of them, a boy with overly large eyes, sneaked out of bed at night, found a piece of chalk, and drew a Z on the granite wall next to the bridge. When he was finished, he beamed as if he'd found a treasure and ran home, not noticing that a soldier had been standing in a corner, observing the scene. The soldier just laughed, shoved his hands in his pockets. He didn't call anyone. Perhaps because it amused him, perhaps because he felt the fear and something stirred deep inside him that he didn't want to voice.
But news travels faster than horses; a Z here, a carved sign there, and the streets began to bear a secret pattern. People whispered, trading bread for news: "Yesterday, Zorro returned corn to a cart. Yesterday, he knocked the helmets off the soldiers' heads." Often they were half-truths, but always a spark.
And while the city filled with small signs, Ortega hatched his trap like an animal lying on the last rays of the sun, baring its teeth. He didn't talk for long. He knew that words were for donkeys; deeds filled the coffers of the terrible. He worked methodically, as if spinning a web of spies, traitors, and rough wood.
"We're setting bait," Ortega said, his voice as dry as rubble. He stood in front of a large map of Los Angeles, pins stuck into districts, lines like veins. "We know he'll help if provoked. We also know he has a conscience—or something resembling one. So we're giving him something we can take away. And when he comes..."
His finger tapped a spot: the bridge lane, where the merchants had their baskets. "The cart with the oil sacks. We'll set an ambush, in two lines. We'll hide in the barns. And we'll make farmers appear, cry, beg. We'll make him think it's just another theft. And if he attacks—then we'll close the circle."
The governor nodded, hungry for blood. "Good work. Catch him. And importantly: capture someone, visibly. Hang him at the gate. Make him scream. Then the others will know what happens when they believe in this... ghost."
“And the spies?” asked Ortega.
"They're scattering like rats," the Captain replied. "We have men who read maps, who breathe in the shadows. We have 'salesmen' who hear more than they pretend. We have a messenger who pretends to be a baker. He's supposed to spread the word: 'The wagon of oil will be taken tonight. Come, save it.' We'll let the people act, and when Zorro comes—we'll crush him."
The men didn't laugh. Their faces were masks. The net tightened, threads taut like nerves. Ortega organized men, marked hiding places, wound ropes, and spoke names better left unspoken. His hands knew the whip; now he wanted to catch the man with the same precision.
In a dark tavern, far from the palace, an informant sat chewing on a bone while sipping his wine. "The soldados are nervous," he said, half proud. "They'd do anything to see this man's end. And they pay well." He spat. Money was a condition, not a feeling. He knew exactly what his words did: they scented the air, lured moths.
At that same hour, Diego stood on a hill, his face to the wind, watching. His heart beat like that of a man who has seen too many deceptions. He smelled betrayal, not as a scent, but as a pattern. He felt the streets, heard voices in cracks and crevices. "He'll attack the wagon," he murmured. "Or will they let him think he will?"
Tornado snorted, his nostrils flared. Diego pulled his hood down. He knew how Ortega's men thought; he knew the cunning of men who planned wars in their pajamas. He wouldn't attack blindly. He hadn't yet acted so foolishly that the palace could have triumphed. And yet he felt the net tightening—a pressure tugging at him as if he were a fly in a glass.
And then came the stark realization he didn't want to say out loud: those who rest, perish. Those who move moderately, hidden, secretly, miss the moment when the world breaks. Perhaps one had to risk more. Perhaps one had to take the bait, but with eyes that saw not only hope, but also the trap.
Dusk gathered as the city prepared. Farmers were weaving baskets, merchants were shuffling cloth, children were drawing Zs in corners, as secretly as prayers. Some lit small candles, small flames that gazed into the alleys like eyes.
Ortega laughed softly as his men took up positions. "When he comes," he whispered, "we'll see if he's just a man of rum and poetry—or a madman who thinks he can save a city."
The night would decide. And the night knew no mercy.
The night was thick as burnt oil. No stars, only the moon, a gray nail in the sky. Down below, in Brückengasse, stood the wagon. Two horses in front of it, heads bowed, the wood laden with sacks of oil. Too heavy for a quiet night, too open, too tempting.
The farmers arrived first. Women with shawls, children with empty baskets, men with too much dust in their lungs. They stood there, uncertain, not trusting the peace. "They'll take it away from us again," one murmured. "It's a trap." But hunger was louder than reason. Hands grabbed at the sacks, fingers pulled at the ropes.
And in the darkness, something moved. Steel, quiet, like breathing. Ortega waited. His men in the barns, on the roofs, behind the doors. Muscles tensed, muscles that didn't tremble. They smelled the moment when the shadow would come.
And he came.
Zorro. Tornado leaped from an alley, black lightning, cloak fluttering. A scream rippled through the crowd, first fear, then cheers. "Zorro!" Children threw up their arms, women laughed through their tears.
But Ortega smiled. "Now."
Shots rang out. Flames shot from rifle barrels, bullets pierced wood, dust, and flesh. The farmers screamed, fell, and ran. The wagon tipped over, oil poured onto the ground, stenching with death.
Zorro ducked low, Tornado reared, leaping between bullets. His sword flashed, a soldier screamed, and his musket flew from his hand. Two more fell to the ground, their helmets rolling like empty bowls.
"Surround him!" Ortega yelled. His men came from all directions, swords, rifles, nets. They didn't want to kill him. They wanted to capture him.
Zorro felt it. The net was tight, tighter than ever before. He heard the farmers shouting, heard the horses squealing, smelled the oil hanging in the air. One wrong spark, and the whole alley would burn.
He jumped from the saddle, landed in the dust, and Tornado sped off, kicking soldiers down. Zorro's sword sang. Slash, strike, thrust—movement like a dance, fast, hard, without pauses. One soldier was bleeding from his shoulder, another was clutching his hand, which had the Z carved into it.
But there were too many. Nets flew, ropes, poles. One hit him, wrapped around his arm. Zorro ripped, cut, the rope shattered – but a second one came, briefly binding his leg. He stumbled, rolled in the dust. A butt of a rifle struck the ground next to his head.
Ortega stepped out of the shadows. His sword in his hand, his face hard as stone. "Finally," he said quietly. "Finally, you're mine."
Zorro stood, wiping blood from his lip. "You only own your own stench," he mocked.
Then Ortega attacked. Hard, precise, no rush, just technique. Blade against blade, sparks flying. The Captain pushed, struck, drove him back. Zorro dodged, parried, slashed, his muscles burning.
The crowd had long since fled, leaving only the dead, the whimpering, and the soldiers. The car smoked, oil trickled through the alley, glinting in the moonlight.
A scream. A spark. A barrel tipped over.
Flame.
The fire leaped high, a greedy beast. It devoured the wagon, attacked the houses. Soldiers screamed and jumped back, but the heat struck like a hammer. Ortega cursed, his face red in the glare.
Zorro seized the moment. A blow to his sword, a thrust to his body—Ortega staggered. Zorro jumped, tore down the nets, and swung himself onto Tornado, who miraculously returned.
“After him!” Ortega yelled, but the men stumbled, fire at their backs, dust in their eyes.
Zorro rode through the flames, his cloak burning at the edges, his sword raised. He struck a Z into the already ablaze chariot and shouted, "This is your judgment!"
Then he was gone, in smoke and night.
Ortega stood there, sword in hand, sweat on his face, staring into the fire. "He always escapes," he hissed. "But not forever."
The city burned, people cried, and yet, somewhere in the alleys, a child drew a Z on the wall with ashes.
The morning didn't come like a friend. It came like a punch in the face. Gray, filled with smoke. The stench of burnt oil hung over the city, mingling with ash and blood. Bridge Lane was nothing but a pile of charred boards, black and smoldering, like teeth in a dead mouth.
Women rummaged through the rubble. Their hands bloody, their eyes empty. A man lay beneath a beam, his face half-burned, his body still steaming. Someone pulled him out and covered him with an old sack. No words. Why should they?
Children ran barefoot through the ashes, searching for anything edible. A charred apple, a piece of bread that wasn't quite black. One found a broken pot and wore it proudly as if it were gold.
The soldiers stood at the edge, sweating, silent. Some laughed quietly, others just stared. They had survived the fire—not all of them, but enough. Ortega was furious, his voice echoing like thunder. "Look for him! Every stone, every hut! He must be wounded. No one rides through fire without leaving a mark."
People listened, but no one spoke. No one revealed anything. Maybe someone knew something, maybe not. But if they did, they kept it to themselves. Because everyone who opened their mouth knew they'd end up at the gate.
And yet, among all the ash, signs appeared. Small, inconspicuous, but there. A Z, painted in soot. A Z, scribbled in chalk. A Z, scratched into the charred door of a house.
Zorro wasn't dead.
And the people knew it.
Far away from Brückengasse, he himself sat in the shadow of an old monastery that had been abandoned for years. The walls were crumbling, the windows empty. Tornado stood beside him, steaming, his sides covered in sweat.
Diego ripped open his shirt. A wound on his arm, not deep, but bloody. He pressed the fabric against it, hissing in pain. "Screw it," he muttered, his teeth clenched. "I've had worse."
He sat there, panting, sweating, with a bloody shirt and sooty coat. The mask lay next to him in the dust. Without it, he once again looked like the gentleman, the rich man, the wimp. But he knew: It was just another costume.
His hands trembled. Not with fear, but with rage. Ortega had almost had him. The net was tight. Too tight. He had narrowly escaped, and the flames had consumed more than wood. People had burned because he was there. Because he showed himself.
"Damn." He slammed his fist against the cold wall. Blood clung to the stones.
But then he thought of the children. Those who painted Zs, even with ashes. Of the women who whispered in the rubble that he was alive. Of the men who clenched their fists, even when they had nothing else.
He picked up the mask again. He looked at it for a long time. Black, simple, but heavier than all the gold in the palace.
"As long as I ride," he said quietly, "they will know that California is not lost yet."
The wind carried the smoke from Brückengasse toward him. He smelled death and ash, but underneath it all, something else. Something he couldn't name. Perhaps hope. Perhaps madness. Perhaps both.
He put on the mask.
Zorro stood up again.
 
The Mark of Zorro
The "Z" was no longer a letter. It was a knife-edge. A slash into the air, into wood, into fabric, into the city's very flesh. It appeared everywhere. On doors, at fountains, in the markets, even in the pews where people knelt and pretended to be praying.
The children drew it first. With sticks in the dust, with chalk on walls. Their mothers yelled at them, sometimes hit them, for fear that the soldiers would see it. But the children laughed, ran away, and scratched it somewhere else. For them, it was a game. A secret, dangerous game.
The men made it bigger. With knives in wooden doors. With soot on the walls. With blood, if there was no other option. They said nothing when they did it, but their eyes flashed like hot coals.
Even the women, who usually remained silent when the soldados rode by, whispered it while washing clothes. "Zorro." Like a prayer. Like a curse. Like a smile they didn't allow themselves.
The soldiers hated it. They scraped it off the walls, beat the children who painted it, and destroyed doors on which it was carved. But every time they removed one, three more appeared.
The sign was faster than her.
In the palace, the governor raged. His voice echoed through the halls as he overturned the table. Plates shattered, wine spilled across the floor.
"All these damned Zs!" he screamed. "A fool! A thief! And he's making himself king!"
Ortega stood beside him, silent. His face was hard, but there was a spark in his eyes that said: He's right. He's more than a man.
"Find him!" roared the governor. "Find anyone who even thinks of drawing this sign! Tear off the fingers they use to write! Pluck out the eyes they use to see him!"
A servant brought a message. Hesitant, trembling. "Your Excellency... this morning... the Z... it was carved into the palace gate itself."
Silence.
The governor stared at him, his face turning gray. Then he exploded. "How?! Who dares?! In my house!"
The servant knelt, trembling. "It... it must have happened at night. No one saw anything."
Ortega thought of Zorro, riding through smoke and fire. He rides wherever he wants. Even through our walls.
People no longer spoke in whispers on the streets. They spoke louder. Not too loudly, but louder than before. Farmers drank cheap rum and clinked their glasses together: "To Zorro!" Merchants sold knives with a carved Z so cheaply that anyone could afford them. Even the beggars on the stairs murmured the sign in their sleep.
It was everywhere.
And it could no longer be erased.
It started at the market. A soldado approached a stall, grabbed a loaf of bread, bit into it, and threw the rest into the dirt. "Tax," he grinned, crumbs in his beard. No one moved. Only the woman behind the stall stood there, her chin up, her hands shaking. She looked at him as if she wanted to strangle him, but she said nothing.
Then an old man stepped forward. Gray, crooked, with barely any teeth in his mouth. "That's enough," he croaked. His voice was thin, but it cut through the alley like a knife.
The soldado laughed and drew his whip. "What did you say, old man?"
“I said, that’s enough.” And the old man spat at his feet.
The whip sliced ​​through the air, striking the back. The old man fell into the dust. The people flinched, didn't scream, didn't intervene. But on a wall, right next to the stall, a Z suddenly appeared. No one knew who had made it. It was just there, carved, sharp, fresh.
The crowd murmured. The soldier turned pale. He looked around as if the shadow itself were nearby.
Then it happened. One of the men, young, with sooty hands, stepped forward. "Leave him alone," he said. His voice was shaky, but it held. Two more men stepped beside him, then another. No weapons, just fists. But their eyes said: We've had enough.
The soldier cursed and stepped back. He was alone, his comrades too far away. He spat, turned around, and disappeared. The crowd breathed a sigh of relief. Children helped the old man up. Women slapped breadcrumbs from the dust.
And in that moment, the Z was no longer a shadow. It was an act.
That night, they celebrated quietly, with cheap rum, whispering. "We chased him away." "Zorro was with us." "He wasn't there, but he was there."
The soldados sensed the change. They rode through the streets with harder faces, their muscles tense, their hands on their rifles. But they knew: they could break the bodies, not the characters.
Ortega received the news that same night. He sat at a table covered with cards, a knife in his hand. He listened, remained silent for a long time, then carved a Z into the table himself. "It's spreading like a disease," he murmured. "But every disease has a cure."
His cure was blood. He swore that the city would scream before the sun rose again.
But outside, in a dark alley, stood Zorro himself, his hat pulled low, his mask in shadow. He had heard the murmuring, the children's laughter, the old man's voice. For the first time in days, he felt no weight on his shoulders. Only a small, dirty smile, hidden beneath the mask.
The sign was alive. And it no longer belonged solely to him.
The night was heavy, the sky black as an old cloak, and the city didn't sleep. It snored, groaned, and coughed. Laughter came from the taverns, the whimpering of children from the huts, and music from the palace that sounded of gold and decay.
Zorro sat on Tornado, silent, mask on, sword at his side. He felt the city breathing. A tired, tortured breathing. But beneath the surface was something new. Something he himself had ignited: unrest.
Tonight, it wouldn't just be small signs. Tonight, he wanted to show those bastards that he didn't disappear into the shadows. Tonight, he would give his sign to the entire city.
The market square was empty, only two lanterns flickered, the pavement glistened from the recent rain. The statue of the governor towered over the square. A stone hulk, fat and smug, with a sword in his hand that looked as if he had never used it. The soldados had erected it so the people knew who stood over them.
Zorro rode into the middle of the square. Tornado's hooves echoed loudly, every sound like a blow against the walls. Windows opened, heads popped up, children peeped out. A whisper crept through the streets: "Zorro... Zorro is here..."
He dismounted and drew his sword. Steel flashed in the lantern light. For a moment, it was silent, only the wind played with the dust. Then he swung.
Blade against stone. A shrill scream, sparks flew, dust fell. Another blow, another. The sword bit into the base of the statue, and slowly, piece by piece, it took shape. A Z. Broad, deep, unmistakable.
The whispering grew louder. Shutters creaked. Men grinned, women held their children tighter. Everyone watched. Everyone understood.
Then the soldiers came. Footsteps, screams, guns. "There! Stop him!"
Zorro laughed. A short, ragged laugh that cut through the night. He jumped on Tornado, sword still in hand, the statue behind him now branded.
The soldiers fired. Bullets hissed through the air, striking sparks from the pavement, tearing through the darkness. Tornado jumped, Zorro ducked low, and then he was among them.
The sword flashed. A Z into a shield. A Z into a rifle butt. A Z into an officer's helmet. He didn't kill, but he marked. Again and again.
The men screamed and stumbled back as if fighting a demon. But Zorro rode on, through the alley, out into the night, Tornado's hooves like thunder.
When silence returned, only the marketplace remained. The statue, carved into it. The capital Z, shining in the moonlight, deep in the stone, visible to all.
The next morning, half of Los Angeles was there. Farmers, merchants, children, even priests. They saw the sign and placed their hands on it as if it were holy. Some kissed the stone. Others laughed for the first time in months.
And in the palace, the governor roared, tearing out his beard and screaming: "He mocks me! He steals my face!"
But everyone outside knew: The sign could no longer be stopped.
The market square smelled of dust, sweat, and cheap rum. But this morning it was different. Louder. Livelier. The Z in the governor's stone stood there like an open middle finger to all authority.
People streamed in. Men with calloused hands, women with bare feet, children with hungry eyes. They crowded around, looked, touched the sign. An old farmer knelt down and placed his forehead against the stone as if it were an altar.
"It's real," he whispered. "Not just a rumor. He's really here."
The children climbed onto the pedestal, running their fingers over the notches. One grinned broadly and showed his friends his black fingertips. "I touched the Z!" he shouted, and the others giggled as if they had a secret stronger than hunger.
The merchants looked at each other and nodded. One pulled out a knife and carved a Z into his cart. Another drew one with charcoal on his barrel. Soon, half the stalls were filled with signs. A sea of ​​Zs, crude, crooked, but proud.
The women began to whisper, more quietly than the men, but their words were sharper. "If he manages to ride right into the city, then he's stronger than they think." "Perhaps the palace will fall soon, too."
In the taverns, the cups flowed faster. Men clinked glasses, toasting the shadow. "To Zorro!" one shouted, and this time they didn't laugh out loud. They laughed loudly. A laugh that the soldiers heard as they passed by.
Even the priests couldn't stop it. One stood at the altar, speaking about God, but outside, children were scratching a Z into the church wall. People saw it, saw him, and for a moment, the sermon was no longer important.
A spark born from dust.
But courage was never clean. It was dirty, full of fear, full of blood. That same day, a squad of soldiers entered the market. They beat down a few men who had cheered too loudly. One was dragged along; his wife screamed, tore at his arm, and got the butt of a gun in her face. She lay bloody in the dust, but she smiled when she saw the mark in the stone.
And the crowd remained silent. Not out of fear. But because they knew: shouting makes you weak. Silence makes you stronger.
The soldiers marched off, but the people stayed. The signal remained.
In the evening, as the sun set and the shadows grew long, a few farmers met in a barn. No weapons, only words, only glances.
"We can't wait forever," one said. "We have to do more."
"More?" Another spat in the dust. "What do we have? Hands that can barely hold a plow. He's the fighter, not us."
"But he's only one," said the first. "And there are a hundred of them. If we don't do anything, he'll die. And then everything will be the same again."
Silence. Only the cracking of wood, the dripping of water. Then a woman standing at the entrance said: "There are already more of us. Everyone who draws a Z is one of us. Even if they don't have a sword yet."
They nodded. And even though no one had the courage to say it out loud, they knew the war had long since begun.
The palace stank of roasted meat and wine, sweat and perfume, a disgusting mixture. The governor sat in his chair, as broad as a pig in a trough. His face was red, his lips glistening with grease, and he shouted so loudly that he was out of breath.
"In the middle of my city! In the middle of my damn market!" He slammed his fist on the table, cups tipped over, wine flowed like blood over the wood. "He's carving his damn mark on MY statue!"
Captain Ortega stood by, motionless. His eyes were hard, but he remained silent. He knew that if he spoke now, the governor might start yelling at him. So he let the fat man rage.
"The people are cheering him," the governor hissed. "Farmers, merchants, even children! They're painting his Z as if it were a cross! As if he were their messiah!"
Ortega answered calmly, his voice like a knife, not loud, but cutting. "Because he dares where no one dares. You see courage. Courage is dangerous. Courage is contagious."
The governor slammed his hand down on the table, rattling the dishes. "Then we'll break their spirit! We'll tear it out of them like weeds! We'll hang ten for every Z we see!"
A servant, young and with slender hands, trembled as he brought bread. The governor grabbed the knife, plunged it into the loaf, and the boy backed away. "Do you hear me?!" roared the fat man. "Ten for one! So no one dares to paint that accursed symbol again!"
Ortega stepped closer, his boots echoing on the tiles. "Your Excellency... if you do this, they won't just whisper. They'll scream. They'll fight. They need an example, yes. But purposefully. Not indiscriminately."
"Make an example!" The governor's eyes gleamed with madness. "We'll take the next person who says that name. Publicly. In the marketplace. We'll hang him under my sign. Under my sign!"
Ortega nodded slowly. He knew the governor was a fool. But he also knew that a fool with power was more dangerous than a soldier with a sword. "Then let me prepare it," he said quietly.
"Do it!" The governor laughed, an ugly, throaty laugh. "And bring me his head. If you don't bring him, then bring me yours."
Ortega turned and walked out. His footsteps echoed through the corridors. There was no laughter in his eyes. Only a cold, clear will: Zorro had to fall. No matter how.
Outside in the courtyard, soldiers stomped, rifles gleamed in the moonlight. Ortega saw them, saw their dull faces, their muscles, their boots. Tools. Nothing more. But tools could cut.
He raised his hand. "Prepare the scaffold," he said. "We need a gallows. Big one. In the marketplace. And a stage so everyone can see it. Everyone."
The men nodded. No objection.
Ortega stepped into the shadows, his hand on the hilt of his sword. He felt the scar on his cheek burning. "This time," he murmured, "you won't escape, Shadow Man. This time I'll make my mark."
The marketplace was no longer the same. Where yesterday merchants had sold their crooked apples and watered-down wine, there now stood a scaffold. Raw wood, roughly hewn together, nails like black teeth, a rope dangling in the wind. A gallows. Large, ugly, impossible to miss.
The soldiers had erected it at daybreak. With blows, with curses, with ribald laughter. They acted as if they were building a theater, but everyone knew: the play being performed here had only one ending.
People crowded around the square, faces pale, eyes deep in the darkness. No one spoke loudly. Women held their children tightly, men stood with their arms crossed, fists in their pockets. Fear hung in the air, heavy as smoke.
A boy whispered, "Who will hang?" His mother slapped him lightly on the back of the head. "Quiet."
The answer came quickly. Two soldados dragged a man across the square. A merchant. Not a thief, not a robber. He had only dared to carve a Z into his cart. Nothing more. But that was all it took.
He stumbled, fell, and they dragged him back up. His face was bloody, his lips swollen. He didn't scream, he didn't cry. He just stared at the scaffolding.
The crowd murmured. "He didn't do anything." "He's innocent." "They want to make a statement."
And everyone knew: That was true.
Captain Ortega stood at the edge, his hands clasped behind his back. His eyes cold, his face impassive. "Faster," he ordered. "The governor wants everyone to see."
The rope was pulled tighter. The merchant staggered, gasping. His wife burst through the crowd, screaming, tearing at the soldiers. One struck her down. Her scream was lost in the dust.
People murmured. Not loudly, but audibly. A buzzing, like bees in a hive. Anger that hadn't yet erupted, but was growing.
And above it all hung the gallows, high and black, the rope like a finger pointing to the sky.
By evening, the square was silent, only the gallows remained. But in the alleys, in the huts, in the taverns, whispers echoed. "Zorro will come." "He must." "If he doesn't come, we're lost."
Children drew Zs in the dust, quickly, secretly, with trembling hands. Women wept quietly, men drank harder than usual. Everyone knew: the play was to be performed tomorrow.
And somewhere out there, in the shadows of the hills, sat Zorro. His mask in his lap, his sword beside him. He knew what they were planning. He knew they wanted to challenge him.
"One man, one rope, one gallows," he muttered. "An example."
His fingers gripped the mask tighter. "Then let's make another example."
Tornado snorted and stomped as if he felt it too.
The night came, and with it the decision.
The sun was high, merciless. The market square was crowded, a sea of ​​faces, gray with fear, hungry for hope. The gallows loomed into the sky like a black tooth, the rope dangling as if it were already laughing.
The soldados had cordoned off the square. Boots in the dust, rifles at the ready, eyes hard. Anyone who came too close got the butt of the rifle in their ribs. The crowd pressed on anyway. No one wanted to be left out, no one could look away.
The merchant was brought in. His arms were bound, his face covered in blood. He staggered, fell, and was pulled up again. His wife screamed, tried to fight her way through the crowd, and was pushed back. She fell into the dust, tears streaming down her face.
Ortega stepped forward. His voice echoed across the square, cold and without a tremor. "This is the fate of a man who commits treason. This is the fate of all who imitate the mark of the criminal Zorro. Look closely!"
The rope was placed around the man's neck. The crowd murmured, children wept, men bit their lips until blood flowed. No one moved. Everyone waited.
Then it came.
Hoofbeats. Muffled at first, then louder, faster, like thunder tearing through the ground. Heads turned, eyes widened.
He burst out of a side alley. Black as night, cloak fluttering, mask, sword. Tornado raced across the square, sparks flying beneath his hooves.
“Zorro!” someone shouted, and the cry went through the crowd like fire through dry grass.
The soldados screamed, raised their rifles. Shots rang out. Bullets ripped up dust, flew by, too close, too wildly. Zorro ducked low, his sword flashing. He rode through the middle of the ranks, slashing, striking, a Z into a shield, a Z into a butt, a Z into a uniform. Men fell, stumbled, screamed.
Tornado jumped onto the platform, the wood cracking. Zorro threw himself from his saddle and stood beside the merchant. One blow, and the shackles fell. A second blow, and the rope was severed. The merchant stumbled and fell into the arms of the crowd.
Ortega charged forward, sword in hand. "Now it's your turn!" he roared.
Blade against blade, right on the podium, in full view of everyone. Sparks flew, steel screeched. Ortega was strong, tough, precise. Zorro was faster, wilder, like a shadow in a storm.
The crowd held its breath. Children climbed onto shoulders, women screamed, men clenched their fists. Every blow was a promise, every hiss of the blades a shout.
Then Zorro pushed Ortega back, swept his sword down, and carved a Z across the gallows beam. Large, deep, unmistakable.
The crowd exploded. Cheers, screams, laughter. "Zorro! Zorro!"
Ortega stumbled, furious, panting. Soldiers rushed forward, but Tornado reared up and kicked them down. Zorro leaped back into the saddle, sword raised, mask gleaming in the sunlight.
“As long as this sign stands,” he cried, “this gallows does not belong to you!”
Then he was gone, right through the ranks, hoofbeats like thunder, dust like smoke.
The gallows remained standing, but it was no longer a symbol of power. It was marked. The Z burned into the wood, in the eyes, in the hearts.
The people had seen that the shadow was stronger than the rope.
And Ortega knew that the war had only just begun.
 
The governor is making plans
The palace was a golden coffin. Shining on the outside, stench-filled on the inside. The governor lay half-reclining in his chair, a cup of wine in one hand, a chicken leg in the other. Grease dripped onto his shirt, but he didn't wipe it off. Why should he? No one dared to look at him askance.
"A fool," he muttered as he gnawed at the meat. "A fool in a mask. A thief, a bastard." He pushed the bone aside, reaching for the next piece. "And yet they cheer him as if he were a saint."
Captain Ortega stood by, silent, with his hands behind his back. He knew it was pointless to interrupt the governor now. The fat man had to rage, eat, and drink first. Only when he was empty could he be controlled.
"They're cheering!" The governor hurled the cup against the wall, red wine splashing over the stones like blood. "Not me! I, who gives them protection, who guards their fields, who collects their taxes so they don't starve! They don't thank me. But that bastard in the shadows!"
Ortega remained silent. He thought:You're not protecting anyone. You're just eating them up.But he didn't say it.
"Then they shall see blood," growled the governor, his eyes glazed over. "If they want a sign, they shall have my sign. I want to see the streets red. I want heads on stakes. I want the children to scream when they hear my name."
Ortega took a step forward. His voice was quiet, controlled. "Your Excellency. With blind bloodshed, we'll only achieve the opposite. They fear him, yes. But if you murder indiscriminately, they'll hate us more. We need something else. Something smarter."
The governor stared at him. "Smarter?"
"We're luring him," Ortega said. "Not with nets, not with traps he already knows. But with a price. We're setting a trap for him that will make him believe it's more than just one man. It's many. He'll come because he has to."
The governor's eyes narrowed. "Speak."
"We're taking prisoners," Ortega said. "Poor people. Peasants. Maybe an entire family. We're lining them up. We're announcing that they'll die if he doesn't appear. He's coming. Everyone knows he won't allow innocents to be sacrificed. And when he comes... then we'll close the ring. No escape."
The governor grinned, fat and evil. "Yes... yes, I like that." He reached for the jug and drank greedily. "We'll make it big. We'll make it public. So everyone can see: He can't be everywhere. He can't save everyone."
Ortega nodded slowly. There was no smile in his eyes, only coldness. "Then I'll prepare the men."
"And I'll drink the wine," laughed the governor, his belly wobbling as if it were about to burst. "Because if he falls, I'll drink to his grave. And if he doesn't fall... I'll drink anyway."
Ortega turned away. He knew the man was a pig. But a pig with power could destroy more than a hundred wolves.
Outside, above the palace walls, the night stood still. And somewhere in the darkness, beyond the lights, another shadow rode.
The night smelled of wet wood and gasoline, of fear that settled like oil on the skin. Ortega had chosen men, not poets, not thinkers—just hands that could strike, eyes that took orders like holes. They stood in the shadows like hungry animals, ready to bite into their hearts.
The hostages weren't taken loudly. Loud people make mistakes. They worked in the dark, with lists, names, and cold feet. Farmers, traders, a baker's wife, two children—no heroes, no rebels, just people unlucky enough to be in the wrong place on the wrong night. A tip-off here, a purchase of a drink there, an "I saw someone"—enough lies to put lives in the hands of men who didn't even ask if it was right.
The soldados came like ordinary foragers. They knocked, pushed open doors, and pulled people from beds. A man, still half in his shirt, was dragged awake. His wife screamed, his children hid behind crooked doors. They sat him in front of the light, tugged up his shirt, and searched for any sign of rebellion—finding only fear. Fear was treated as a crime. They tied hands, wrapped ropes around waists, and threw blankets over heads. No one was allowed to cry, because tears made them strong, and strong people didn't count in places like this.
Ortega observed personally. He liked it when fear had a face, when it trembled. He liked it when men became very human before their humanity was taken away. His men had instructions: public, a place everyone could see; a time that couldn't be missed; a wooden loudspeaker so screams couldn't be silenced. It was theater, gruesomely staged, a bloody musical meant to make the palace look grand.
The next morning, two families had disappeared. A bakery stood empty; the baker's child was added to the list because the mother had carved a Z at the market—just a reminder, a Z can kill. A shoemaker who always pays late had the misfortune of talking too much. And an old landowner who was supposedly supporting Zorro—perhaps too much truth, perhaps too much talk—was picked up in the middle of the night, his feet wrapped in rags, his eyes glued shut.
The news spread like a plague: "They have taken people." The whisper grew into a murmur that faded into the alleys. Women held children closer, men laughed more harshly than they intended. Some tried to negotiate: servants who sneaked into the palace took bread and threw it to the guards as if for consolation; one even offered silver, too little silver to buy lives, but enough to show they were still trying. Ortega took the silver, put it in his pocket, and his hands still smelled the scent of it—money is always clean for people like him.
The soldados brought the prisoners to the marketplace. Not behind closed doors, not in some dungeon. No. They were meant to see how power struck. Children were forced to watch; women screamed, and some men, too cowardly to resist, turned off their emotions like lamps. The prisoners stood, blinded by the light, their arms and legs shackled, the air thicker than a blanket. One by one, Ortega read his accusation: "You are a traitor," "You bore the mark," "You have the guts to follow him." The words were old, the voice of accusation new, tinged with pride so the audience wouldn't forget who had power.
The crowd was burdened like a cart loaded with stones. A man collapsed, fell into the dust, cried for mercy—the soldiers laughed. Another time, someone might have leaped forward, returned a blow, but today Zoro wasn't there, and his courage was broken. The children cried quietly, and a woman tore herself free, ran, screamed, but two guards pushed her to the ground, kicking her ribs until she screamed louder than ever before. The crowd watched and learned how to breathe when you're afraid: shallow, fast, like when someone takes the air out of a room.
Ortega had the prisoners' faces circle the crowd, writing their names on a tablet so no one would forget the chronicle of shame. A gallows, half-built, stood in the corner of the square like an open lantern. He wanted every breath to be a whisper: "We can get you." He wanted Zorro to feel grateful and come.
And Zorro knew it. It couldn't be otherwise; the city spoke, the walls had ears, even the rats carried news in their mouths. Don Diego heard the rumors like a man who hears snakes in his bed. He knew immediately: Ortega was on a hunt for certainty, and certainty was something men like Ortega caught with strings.
He hadn't spoken to the priest in a long time, to the woman from the market, to the shoemaker to whom he had once secretly slipped money. These connections were tenuous, but they were there—contacts in a network that connected more people than one would have thought. That night, Diego had gone into the alleys, not as Zorro, not as a hero, but as Diego's shadow, asking questions, listening, turning the words over in his hands. He saw the emptiness in the houses, the doors being boarded up. He saw the screams in the walls.
He thought of the children pulling ash, of the Z they were drawing, of the woman whose husband was now standing in the square, tied up and trembling. The feeling in his stomach wasn't heroism; it was rage and a raw, bad reflex: Save her.
Diego didn't plan for long. He was never a man who liked plans—he was a man of gestures, of things decided in the moment. But this was different. Here were people. So he thought quickly: camouflage, distraction, precision. No big speeches, no demonstrations. No children playing with their lives.
He chose a few allies who weren't in the palace, men from the streets who carried bows, women who secretly sharpened nails. They came like shadows, without fanfare. Zorro left no entries. No names. Only hands that knew how to be silent.
The night before the scheduled execution smelled of rain. Diego sat on the roof of an old bakehouse, looking at the lights and thinking about the people whose screams he could hear, like voices in another room. He felt the cold on his arm, the scar playing on his hand, and knew he was crossing a line that could cost not only his life, but the trust people had placed in him. But the Z on the stone, the children who were now afraid, the Z that burned—he couldn't allow it to be strangled by ropes.
He slid from the roof like a thief, fell into the alley, gathered the men around him, and whispered: "If you do this, be quiet. No heroics, just one at a time. Save those we can. Anyone who stands out will save us."
They nodded, men with raspy voices, women with hands that once carried baskets. This time, it wasn't just his fight. It was a part of them. And the city would see it.
The night was a grinding pincer gripping throats. Diego had the men released in small groups through the shadows, no torches, no lights—just hands, eyes gliding like cats in the darkness. They weren't soldiers, but people who had learned to endure hunger, hide wounds, and rise early to work. This was precisely what made them deadly to Ortega: unspectacular, unassuming, easy to overlook—and therefore perfect.
He assigned tasks like a surgical assistant: two for the guards at the south entrance, one to create a distraction near the stables, the others to the roof of the bakery, from where the prisoners would be seen. No heroes, no grand speeches. Just whispers: quiet, brief, like a fly buzzing over a wound.
In the alley, they met the woman from the market, her face still red from crying, but her eyes like steel. She had a blade, still too big for her hand, but she didn't shake it. "If they kill my husband, then there won't be silence," she said. Her voice didn't burn with drama; it was just dry, like wood that's been left in the rain for a long time and then caught fire.
The plan was simple and dangerous in its simplicity. A diversionary fire at the very edge of the square—not large, not burning enough to cause the loss of houses, but enough noise to make the soldados rush there. Then two men disguised as laborers would sneak into the crowd and create a little chaos—fighting over bread, shouting, shoulder-butting. Ortega would shout commands, men would push through, and just when attention was divided, another group would quietly make their way to the cell behind the gallows. There, they hoped, lay the prisoners.
Diego checked the blade on his belt. It was clean, cold as a corpse in spring. He thought of Ortega, of the Captain's long face, which hardened like leather. Ortega thought like a sniper; Diego had to think in two places at once, like a thief. He couldn't afford any mistakes.
They crept off. The woman from the market lit the tiny fire on a box, so discreetly that it was barely noticeable—a wisp of smoke, little more. Two guards looked over, one started, then two, then a crowd. The city reacted as Ortega intended: rumbling, loud, mechanical.
The group approached the gallows from the side, crawling through shadows, climbing over a burnt-out shelf, nails crunching under their feet. Planks lay on the platform, a scaffold stood there, but the cells were behind a curtain of boards and a door that could only be opened by two men. Two men squatted there, arms behind their backs, with hard cables attached to their feet. Their eyes were hollow, but when they saw the small figures in dark fabric, their lips twitched. Perhaps they believed it would be a miracle. Perhaps it was only hope that made a piece of bread seem like a feast to a dying man.
"Quiet," whispered Diego. "Don't breathe, just listen."
The woman from the market pressed the latch, and the door gave way with a squeaking, soapy sound. Light fell in like pressed silver. A boy jumped to his feet, almost powerless, his eyes as wide as two moons. He extended his hand, and Diego felt the outlines of a family gather: a mother, two children, the baker, a shoemaker with scars, an old man who had carved one of the Zs. It didn't matter who they were. It was enough that they were people, that they had voices, names that Ortega had now written on the blackboard like shopping items.
Zorro didn't act with any grandeur; he cut, untied, and broke bonds with the calm of a man who had already broken many things. A knife, a quick cut, a scrap of cloth gone, hands free. The children cried, first quietly, then louder as they tasted the air. It wasn't a heroic, loud rescue with trumpets. It was like a theft in slow motion—fast, but so quiet that the heart could think it was a dream.
But Ortega was no fool. He had men for a reason. As if he had sensed the shadows moving, one of his beasts, one with eyes like iron nails, made the rounds. His step was heavy, not loud, but sure—an echo that came as if the ground might bark. He didn't turn; he smelled the movement. The guards reacted suddenly, too late, but enough to raise the alarm. Drums pounded in the night.
"Trap! Trap! Catch them!" cried a growling voice, and lightmen appeared like crabs on the beach. What followed was not a pretty fight. It was improvised, crude: wailing, stumbling, bayonets, a few flames to increase the diversionary fire. A boy screamed as a bullet knocked him to the ground. The earth ate his screams and spat out only the blood. Diego struck a hand, grabbed it, pulled it, ripped it from the ground. One of his men fell, a knife in his back, slowly, as if life was taking its time to leave.
Diego didn't see it as a defeat. He saw it as part of the bargain: freedom wasn't a clean thing. It was sweating in cold water, wrestling with fate. He didn't scream. He hated the screams because they didn't belong to him. He cut, pulled, kicked, threw himself into the chaos like someone throwing off his last shirt to cover what was now exposed.
They took the prisoners away from the square in small groups, squatting, staggering, but alive. The people they encountered hid them in melon sheds, behind old wagons, under hay bales. An old priest, his hands shaking, led the baker to a door, pushed a flowerpot in front of it, and breathed heavily. "Quiet," he whispered. "Pray quietly."
But the damage had been done. Ortega had raised the alarm, his men were furious. The retreat was no walk in the park. Soldiers emerged from the alleys, panting loudly, mothers screaming, the air tasting of lead. Diego turned around, shoved one man behind a cart, shoved another into a door that closed like a mouth. Tornado was there, like a dark thought, helping, carrying burdens, lifting like a tank. Ortega knocked people over, but the number of those being saved was enough to divert attention.
In the end, not everyone was free. A boy with blond hair remained behind, tightly bound, his gaze empty as a broken mirror. Diego stared at him, something like ice sliding through his stomach. He had hoped—as always—for completeness. But the world was messy. You don't save everything. You choose.
They disappeared into the night. There was no triumph, only breath and cough and the knowledge that some could breathe again because they dared. The baker hugged his wife, his hands trembling, his eyes wetter than ever. A child slept, its head on an old woman's lap. They all later looked in the direction from which they had come and saw the spot where the light glowed and where men fell. They felt something like relief—raw, unconventional—and at the same time a coldness: Ortega would react, and differently than before.
Diego leaned against a cold wall in a ruin, his mask in his lap, the blood of his hand on his fingers. He felt something like guilt, but also something like burning—a certainty that he had done what had to be done. He thought of the boy who remained, and how many others might still be in chains. The streets weren't yet free. The fight wasn't over. But that morning, when the smoke was still fresh, there were voices whispering: "You are free."
The morning after the liberation was not a morning filled with joy. It was a hungover awakening, hard, painful, with ash in my throat. The sun rose as if it wanted to burn everything still alive. The market smelled of blood and cold sweat.
Ortega stood in the middle of the square, his boots in the dust, his face a mask of stone. Around him lay shattered boards and severed ropes. The soldiers sweated, their uniforms covered in soot, their eyes empty. Some looked at the ground, others stared like animals, unable to understand why the whip had struck them this time.
"Fools," Ortega hissed. His voice was quiet, but everyone heard it. "You let yourself be distracted by smoke and whispers. You let him get away. Again."
No one answered. One shifted nervously from one foot to the other, another tugged at his uniform as if he could make himself invisible.
"Zorro was here," Ortega continued. "He mocked you. He mocked me. And he mocked the governor."
The word "governor" fell like a stone into water. Everyone knew the fat man wouldn't be forgiven.
That same morning, the palace was electrified. Servants ran like frightened dogs, the governor roared so loudly that even the pigeons flew from the rooftops. Wine cups flew through the halls, plates crashed against the walls, a mess of red wine, meat, and rage.
"How dare he?!" cried the governor, his face as red as his cloak. "In my city! Near me! He's taking my loot from under my very eyes!"
Ortega stood before him, his hands clasped, his voice as hard as the wood of the gallows. "Your Excellency, he didn't win. He freed some, yes. But he also made mistakes. He couldn't save everyone."
"And that's supposed to comfort me?" The governor stepped closer, his belly wobbling, his breath stinking of wine and meat. "That he's only half a victor? That he's only half a god? No! I want him dead. Dead, Ortega!"
"He'll repeat his mistakes," Ortega said calmly. "He'll come back. He has to. Everyone he couldn't save is a knife in his back. We'll take advantage of that. We'll tighten the noose. We'll make him believe he can still win. And then we'll pull."
The governor panted, sweating, his eyes blazing. Then an ugly laugh burst from him, a laugh that sounded more like a wheeze. "Yes. Yes! Let him come. Let him think he's a hero. And then..." He made a gesture as if tearing something apart with both hands. "Then I'll turn him into a carcass for the dogs to eat."
Ortega nodded. But inside, he burned. He knew Zorro was no mere shadow. He was a disease, yes, but also a fever that made people strong. And against a fever, no gallows, no rope, no blood could help.
The city was speaking again. Quietly, but it was speaking. Women told each other stories of the night, how men emerged from the shadows and opened doors. Children played "Zorro," using sticks as swords, carving Zs into the dust and laughing. Men drank in the taverns, clinking glasses, even though their voices were rough and tired.
And above all there was one thought: If he had freed people once, he would do it again.
Ortega knew this made him more dangerous than any army.
The city became a cage. Soldiers went from door to door, kicking through boards, pulling people from beds, throwing their belongings into the street. Anything that looked like a "Z" was taken as evidence: scratched lines in wooden beams, chalk marks, even random scratches. A "Z" was no longer a letter; it was a death sentence.
Women screamed, children cried, men were beaten until their lips burst. Ortega showed no mercy. He rode at the front himself, his sword loosely at his hip, his eyes cold. "He who remains silent is guilty. He who speaks is guilty. Everyone is guilty until I say otherwise."
People ducked down, closed shutters, and put boards over their windows. But behind the closed doors, they whispered. Some no longer wrote the symbol openly, but secretly: under tabletops, behind pictures, in the cracks of old walls. The "Z" still lived, only deeper, in the darkness.
They hanged a man at the city gate. No trial, no charges. He happened to be in possession of a knife that looked like a Z-notch. His body dangled in the sun, flies buzzed, and children had to walk past on their way to school. The soldiers laughed as one of the little ones vomited.
In the palace, the governor boasted that he had brought back fear. "You're trembling again, Ortega! You're trembling before me, not before that shadowy man!" He poured wine into his belly, meat down his throat, and sweated with satisfaction.
But Ortega knew that wasn't the case. Fear could be stoked, yes, but too much fear brought hatred. And hatred was dangerous. Hatred made people fight, even when they had nothing.
Meanwhile, another shadow moved through the alleys. Don Diego, without cloak, without mask, just a man among men. He heard the screams, the blows, the doors slamming. He saw children falling silent as soldiers passed by. He saw women with bloody faces, men with broken hands.
His heart pounded, but not like a hero. It pounded like a gambler who knew he couldn't lose the next round.
He found allies. The old priest who dug a hole beneath his altar to hide messages. The blacksmith who hid more steel in his tools than necessary. The baker who baked loaves of bread with hollow spaces through which messages traveled. Small things, inconspicuous, but each part was a cog. And cogs became a machine.
Zorro didn't ride every night. Sometimes he had others make the mark. A farmer carved a Z into a tree trunk. A child painted it on a wall with ash. A woman secretly embroidered it on a cloth. It was no longer just his symbol. It was hers.
And that made him more powerful than he could ever be alone.
But Ortega continued to build his plan. He didn't just want Zorro. He wanted his entire network. He had informants sneak into taverns, listened to whispers, and looked for names. Anyone who helped Zorro would be hanged.
And Zorro knew: Soon, making a statement would no longer be enough. Soon, he would have to fight. Not just in the shadows. But in the open light.
Ortega wasn't a man who lingered on anger for long. Anger was for the governor, for shouting, for drinking, for smashing cups. Ortega liked cold. Cold planned. Cold waited. Cold bit when the opponent thought his teeth were blunt.
He had a new gallows built. Not in the marketplace, this time at the city gate. Everyone coming or going would see the wood, feel the rope. But the execution he planned was different. It wasn't meant to be real, but a decoy.
"We'll take a man," Ortega told his officers, "one who looks important to him. But not too important. He must believe it, but not be able to verify it. A face Zorro doesn't immediately recognize. A simple peasant, perhaps, someone who talks too big. We'll put him there, tied up, screaming treason. We'll make it big. Everyone in the country should believe it's real."
“And if he doesn’t come?” someone asked.
Ortega looked at him, cold as steel. "Then we'll really hang the man. But if he comes..." He slammed his fist into his open hand. "Then the trap will close."
The officers nodded. They knew Ortega wasn't planning anything by halves.
That same week, the news spread. A farmer named Miguel was to be hanged. He had supposedly seen Zorro's rider, given him water, and shared bread. It didn't matter whether it was true. The town was talking, whispering, and the streets carried the rumor like fire in straw.
“They’re hanging him.” “At the gate.” “Zorro will come.”
The crowd gathered, fear mingling with anticipation. Some wanted to scream, some just to see him return. The soldados stood ready, bayonets in the light, rifles loaded, horses stamping. Ortega sat high on his horse, his face impassive, his hand on the hilt of his sword.
The governor was there too, sweating in the shade of a carriage, a cup of wine in his hand from the morning. "Today," he murmured, "the shadow will burn."
But Diego had heard the rumors earlier than Ortega had planned. The baker had whispered it, the blacksmith had nodded, the priest had confirmed it. And Diego smelled the stench of trap even before he saw the stage.
"Too clean," he thought. "Too loud. Too fast."
He rode around the city gate at night, saw the guards, saw the men who were too numerous for a simple peasant. He saw the snipers on the roofs, pretending they were just sentries. He saw the prisoner's face—unfamiliar, not a single word that tugged at his heart.
It was a trap, clearer than anything.
And yet: a man hung there. Whether innocent or merely used, it didn't matter. Zorro couldn't watch a rope tighten. Not when children were watching. Not when the people were waiting.
He stood in the shadows, his mask firm, his sword cold. His heart pounded, not with fear, but with rage.
"Then I'll break the trap," he whispered. "And leave her hanging by her own rope."
The sun hung like a rope over the city, hot, immovable, merciless. In front of the gate stood the gallows, freshly constructed, the wood still pale, the rope yellow like old urine. Farmer Miguel knelt beneath it, his hands tied behind his back, his face covered in dust and fear.
The crowd pressed on. Women clutched their children, men stood with their arms crossed, teeth gritted. They knew: this wasn't a judgment. It was a play. A decoy. But even in a play, someone actually dies.
The drum began to beat. Dull, heavy, like a heart too big for the chest. Soldiers lined up in rows, rifles in the light, bayonets like teeth. On the roofs, riflemen lay motionless, like spiders in their webs.
Captain Ortega sat high on his horse. His eyes were cold, his hand on his sword hilt. He waited. Waiting for the shadow.
The governor sweated in his carriage, drank wine, and wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. "Today," he murmured, "he falls. Today he will dangle, and I drink to his twitching."
The executioner placed the noose around Miguel's neck. The farmer swallowed, his eyes flickering through the crowd, searching for something that represented hope. He found nothing. Only faces, pale and silent.
Then it happened.
A whoosh, an arrow through the air. The noose cut before the rope could be pulled taut. A scream, the crowd went berserk.
And then, as if born from the smoke itself, he leaped forth. Tornado thundered across the square, Zorro in the saddle, cloak flapping, mask black. His sword flashed in the sunlight.
“Zorro!” someone shouted, and the cry exploded like fire in dry straw.
Shots rang out. Bullets whizzed through the air, kicking up dust, sparks flying from the stone. Zorro ducked low, rode right into the middle, cut the rope completely, grabbed the farmer, and pulled him up onto Tornado.
Ortega yelled. "Close! Close the ring!" His men charged, bayonets first, rifles firing, horses neighing.
Zorro slashed with his sword, sparks flying, steel against steel. A Z carved into a shield, another into a cart, a third into an officer's breastplate. Tornado reared up, trampled two soldiers, their bones cracking.
Ortega urged his horse forward, sword raised. He saw Zorro, eye to eye, and for a moment it was as if two beasts had found each other. Ortega struck, Zorro parried, sparks flew. Another blow, another. Steel sang, men screamed, the crowd roared.
But Zorro was faster. One blow, and Ortega was forced back, almost knocked off his horse. Before he could recover, Zorro was gone again. Tornado ripped through the ranks, and the crowd opened up like water.
The crowd cheered, shouted, some threw hats in the air. Women wept, men clenched their fists. "Zorro! Zorro!"
Farmer Miguel lay across Tornado's back, breathing heavily but alive.
When the dust settled, the gallows remained. Empty. The rope torn, the wood branded with a large, deep Z for all to see.
The governor screamed in his carriage, threw the cup, and wine splashed over his belly. "Damn it! Again! Again!"
Ortega remained silent. He saw the Z in the wood, saw the cheering crowd, and he knew: every rope he drew became a new sign. Every plan, every trap made Zorro bigger, not smaller.
But he swore to himself: next time he would not escape.
And Zorro, somewhere in the hills, with Miguel alive beside him, knew: the war had only just begun.
 
The secret message
The night after the rescue was heavy as a wet sack. No more cheering, no more rum on the tables, only a muted murmur that crept through the alleys like a stray cat. People had seen how Zorro had struck again, how he had made fools of Ortega and his dogs. But they had also seen how close it had been. One wrong blow, one bullet flying the wrong way – and the Shadow Man would have been hanging from the rope.
Don Diego sat in his hut, his mask on the table, his sword beside him, Tornado tied up outside, his sides still covered in sweat. He poured himself a glass of cheap red wine that tasted of vinegar and drank it in one gulp. It burned his throat, but he needed the burn. Something to remind him he was still alive.
The voices of the rescued echoed in his head. The farmer Miguel, gasping, half-conscious. The woman who had found her husband and collapsed in the dust. Children crying and laughing at the same time, not knowing how to survive something like that. He had set them free, yes. But it wasn't enough. It was never enough.
Then there was a knock. Softly, three times. A sign. Diego reached for the sword, paused, listened. Again, the same sequence. He knew who it was.
He opened the door. The old priest stood there, his hood pulled low over his face, his hands shaking. "A message," he whispered. His voice was rough, dry like stale bread.
“From whom?” asked Diego.
"From someone who must not be seen." The priest handed him a small piece of folded paper, barely larger than a coin. No seal, just dirt and sweat.
Diego took it and unfolded it under the dim candlelight. Just a few words, scrawled and hastily written:
"They know about your oath. They know your face."
Below was a mark that wasn't a signature, more like a scratch. A circle with a cross inside.
Diego stared at it. His stomach clenched.
“Who brought this?”
"A child," whispered the priest. "Barely ten years old. It ran away before I could ask."
Diego crumpled the paper and threw it into the candlelight. The flame consumed the letters, leaving only ash behind.
If that were true, he was exposed. Or someone wanted him to believe it was him. Both were fatal.
He looked at the mask lying on the table. It suddenly seemed heavier, more dangerous.
Outside in the city, the bells struck midnight. Dogs barked, soldiers shouted orders, and somewhere a woman screamed.
The secret message still burned in his head, even though the ashes had long since cooled.
The city lived like a wounded dog. It limped on, it ate its own filth, it sometimes barked into the night, but it was sick. Rumors everywhere, eyes everywhere. Everyone suddenly knew they knew more than everyone else.
In the taverns, people spoke quietly, but the words trickled through the cracks like water. "They know who he is." "A man of standing, they say." "A coward by day, a horseman by night." "No, a demon, not a human." Everyone swore they knew the truth. No one had proof. But proof wasn't necessary—rumors were enough to make people die.
Soldados patrolled more intensively, pushing open doors, searching for masks, for black fabrics, for anything that smelled of Zorro. They took away men whose boots were too new. Women whose hands weren't calloused. Sons of wealthy families were questioned, daughters were interrogated, sometimes beaten. The net was rough, but it cut deep.
And in the middle of the walls, on walls and doors, a new symbol appeared. Not a "Z." A circle with a cross inside. Small, incised, sometimes painted with charcoal, sometimes carved into wood. No one knew what it meant, but it was there.
Don Diego heard it everywhere. Whispers in the alleys: "The Eye of the Cross." "A league working against Zorro." "Perhaps the Governor himself." Or: "Perhaps one of us is betraying him."
He walked unrecognized through the streets, his coat simple, his hat pulled low. No one saw the rich man, the son, just a man in the dust. He saw the sign on a well, scratched into the wet stones. He saw it on a wagon wheel, as if it had been deliberately left behind. He even saw it on the palace gate, freshly carved, as if someone wanted to say:We are already here.
The priest's message wasn't a mistake. Someone knew something. Someone was playing a game played not with swords, but with shadows in their minds.
Diego was drinking cheap mezcal in a tavern, as rough as sand in his mouth. He heard two men whispering. "They call themselvesLa Cruzada." "A circle in the dark, a league of informants." "They say one of them knows his face."
Diego lowered the cup. His face. His face.
He didn't pay, just got up and walked out. Outside, the air was stuffy, filled with garbage and smoke. But he felt more than just the heat. He sensed that the city was changing. Not just the people against the governor. But shadows against shadows.
And he knew that the secret message wasn't the end. It was the beginning of something that threatened him not just with steel, but with knowledge.
Ortega wasn't blind to rumors. He heard them even before they reached the governor's ears. He had his own rats in the taverns, men with crooked teeth and sweaty hands who recorded every whisper as if it were gold.
One night, one of these rats brought him a piece of wood: a roughly broken wagon board with a circle and a cross carved into it.
“It appears everywhere, Capitán,” the man stammered, his voice hoarse from the liquor. “They call themselvesLa Cruzada. A circle that conspired against Zorro."
Ortega turned the board over in his hands, examining the sign. "Against him?"
"So they say. They know things. One of them even knows his face."
Ortega remained silent. His gaze was so cold that the informant held his breath. Then he waved his hand. "Go away."
The man fled, the tip clutched tightly in his fist.
Ortega remained alone. He placed the board on the table, the sign in front of him, and thought for a moment. If this alliance existed—and if he knew more than just rumors—then it was useful. But it could just as easily be poison.
The next day, Ortega rode into the poorer neighborhoods, without trumpets, without flags. Only with two men. He didn't want to attract attention. He followed the tracks, the carved symbols, the chalk circles on the walls. Deeper and deeper into the alleys, until the sun barely shone through.
There, in an abandoned barn, he found them. Three men, two women, faces in shadow, hoods drawn low. No pomp, no drama. Just eyes scrutinizing him.
“So you are the ones chasing my rider?” Ortega did not dismount; he spoke from his horse, his hand loosely on his sword.
One stepped forward, a gaunt man with stubble. “We areLa CruzadaWe don't hunt. We observe. We know."
“Knowledge is nothing without blades,” said Ortega.
The man grinned crookedly. "Knowledge cuts deeper than steel. We know his face."
Ortega felt his blood run cold. He didn't let it show. "Then prove it."
The man nodded slowly. "Not today. Not yet. But we have eyes where you don't. And if we help you, he'll fall faster."
Ortega leaned forward, his voice like a knife: "If you lie to me, you'll hang slower than you want to die."
The man just continued to grin. "We're not lying. We're waiting."
Ortega rode away without turning around. But something was happening in his mind. A group in the shadows claiming to know Zorro. Perhaps they were fools, perhaps a trap. Perhaps they were also the key.
He didn't say anything to the palace. The governor would have laughed and had them killed. Ortega knew that such things had to be kept secret.
And somewhere in the city, not far away, a child carved a Z into the dust with a stone – right next to the sign of theCruzada. Two symbols next to each other that couldn't fit together.
Still.
Diego sensed the change before he saw the signs. It was like a draft in an enclosed space; something was no longer right. The soldados were dangerous, yes, but they were stupid. Predictable. They drank, they shouted, they hit. But those who now lurked in the shadows moved more quietly. Their eyes were alert. Their feet left no trace.
He walked through town as Don Diego, finely dressed, his hat at the perfect angle, the smile of a rich man's son on his lips. People looked away when he came. Rich people were not friends. Rich people were traitors. He played the role well. It kept him invisible.
But on his way to the market, he saw it. On a wall, right next to an old Z that children had drawn in chalk, was the other symbol: a circle with a cross. New, clean, carved so deeply that it couldn't simply be wiped away.
He paused briefly, pretending to check his cuffs. Then he moved on, hearing two women whispering by the well: "The Eye of the Cross. They say it knows things." "More than the soldiers." "Perhaps it's hunting us, too."
Diego swallowed. The "us" was clear. Everyone who helped Zorro was meant.
In the evening, he crept through the backyards without a mask. He followed the signs, chalk on doors, scratches in beams, like a signpost intended only for those who could read it. And he realized: They led deeper into the city, to where the alleys were narrow and the houses blind.
He remained in the shadows, listening. A voice, rough and firm: "He's not a ghost. He's a man. Men have faces. We know his." Another replied: "Not everyone believes it yet. But if we show it, he'll fall faster than a stone."
Diego's breathing was shallow. He stood just an alley away, his heart pounding. They didn't just know the sign. They knew him. Or at least they thought they did.
He returned, silent as a thief. In his hut, he placed the mask on the table and stared at it for a long time. It was no longer just protection. It was now also a risk. If anyone knew the face underneath, then all was lost.
For the first time in a long time, he felt something like a chill in his bones. Not because of the soldados. Not because of Ortega. But because of those who worked in the dark, like himself.
The city now had two shadows. Zorro. AndLa Cruzada.
And he didn't know which of the two had the longer teeth.
The people were confused. They were used to fear, and hunger too. But two shadows at once – that was new. One wore a mask and rode through fire like the devil himself. The other had no face, only a symbol, a circle with a cross that suddenly appeared everywhere like mold.
In the market, they spoke in hushed tones, among the fish that smelled of decay and the bread that was already hard before it was sold. "Zorro is saving us," said one, in the voice of a man who wanted to convince himself. "He's fighting the soldados." "But the Crusader... they know things," replied another, "and who knows if they won't be at your door tomorrow."
Women at the well pulled their children closer. "You're not allowed to draw a Z," a mother hissed. "Not anymore. They'll see that. They'll take you away." But as soon as she was gone, the boy scribbled a small Z in the dust with a stone. Quickly, defiantly, the way children spit when they're afraid.
The taverns were buzzing with rumors. Men with raspy voices swore they'd seen the Crossmen—faces veiled, gazes that lingered longer than they should have. Some claimed they were allies of the governor. Others said they wanted to wipe out both sides, Zorro and the Force.
The truth didn't matter. The fear was real.
And yet, in the dark corners, something else grew. Defiant whispers, as quiet as rats in the night. "If they know him, why doesn't he fall?" "If they're so strong, why is he still riding?" "Perhaps Zorro is stronger, even than them."
In a dirty alley, an old man took the chalk from his grandson's hand, looked around, and instead of a Z, he drew both: first the circle with the cross, and in the middle a Z, deep, rough, like a dagger.
"If they think they can betray him," he growled, "then let them see that we are not afraid of it."
The child grinned as if he had just touched the sky.
But there was another kind of knowledge in the faces of the adults: The war in the shadows was no longer just between Zorro and the Governor. It was a game with new players, and no one knew which side they were truly on.
Ortega didn't like partners. Partners represented weakness. But he liked tools. Tools were used until they were blunt, and then thrown away.La Cruzadashould be a tool.
He let them enter the palace, not through the main gate, but through the side passages, where only servants walked and rats dwelt. Three men, two women, hoods pulled low, faces half-hidden. They moved as if they were accustomed to remaining unseen.
The governor knew nothing of it. Ortega had distracted him with a bottle of wine and a prostitute. Such things were easy. The fat man didn't notice anything as long as his mouth was full.
"You want Zorro," Ortega began as they stood in the dark chamber, candles flickering, shadows trembling. "So do I. You say you know his face."
One of the men stepped forward, the same lanky, stubble-faced man Ortega had seen before. His voice was flat, without a tremor. "We have eyes where you don't. We have ears that hear more than your soldados. And yes... we know more than he thinks."
Ortega looked at him sharply. "If you know something, tell me."
The man grinned, yellowish and full of gaps. "Not yet. Knowledge is valuable. We don't sell it cheap."
Ortega felt his blood boil. "You dare to bargain with me?"
"We dare," the man replied. "For we fear you not. We fear no one. Not Zorro. Not the governor. Not even the rope. We want to see him fall, but we want it our way."
The woman next to him raised her hand, slim and dirty. "You can use our eyes if you want. But we're not tools. We're a circle. And circles don't break."
Ortega stepped closer, so close he could smell the stench of their breath. "You think you're more than rats in the dark. But rats die when you hold the fire to the ground."
“And rats bite when you corner them,” hissed the stubbled man.
For a moment, the air was heavy. Then Ortega laughed softly, a harsh, short laugh. "Good. Then let's see who's using whom."
He let them go, without guards, without threats. He knew threats were unnecessary. They would stay as long as it served them. And if not, they would try to betray him themselves.
As the door closed behind them, Ortega was left alone. He reached for his sword, drew it slowly, and examined the blade in the candlelight.
"If you truly know his face," he murmured, "then you're useful. But if you lie... then you're dead."
But deep down, he knew: these people were playing a game that wasn't just his. They had their own rules. And maybe—just maybe—they were more dangerous than Zorro himself.
The news didn't come like a letter. No child knocking. No priest delivering it. It simply lay there. On his table, as if someone had entered his hut while he slept and not even disturbed the air.
A piece of coarse paper, written with soot, the symbol ofCruzadain the corner. The circle with a cross.
There was just one sentence underneath:
"You are not a shadow. You are a man. And men die."
The writing was scrawled but firm. No trembling. It had been written by someone who wasn't just threatening, but believed they knew.
Diego stared at the words for a long time. He heard the tornado snorting outside, the wind in the trees, the cracking of the old wood. Everything was normal, and yet nothing was normal. Someone had been here. Someone had reached him without him noticing.
He clenched his fist, the paper crackling. Part of him wanted to burn it, like the first message. But he didn't. He placed it next to the mask. Two symbols side by side—his own and the other person's.
The mask that made him invincible. And the paper that reminded him he was vulnerable.
For the first time in a long time, Diego tasted fear. Not of Ortega, not of the soldiers, but of those watching him in the dark. They knew no uniforms, no drums. They knew only patience. And patience was more dangerous than any blade.
That night, he didn't put on his mask. He stayed seated, drinking silently, listening to the sounds of the city. A scream, a dog, a bottle breaking. Everything blended into a song he knew all too well: the song of California, full of dust and blood.
He knew: the war had a new front. Not just against the power of the palace. But against faces he didn't know, faces that were perhaps closer than he suspected.
And the secret message wasn't just a threat. It was a fact.
Zorro wasn't immortal. He was a man.
And men die.
 
Rider in the Dark
The nights became thicker. Heavier. Not just because of the heat or the dust hanging in the air, but because of his eyes. Diego felt them, whether he was walking through the streets or riding in the hills. The night had once been his ally; now it felt like a betrayal.
Nevertheless, he saddled Tornado. He had to. A rider in the dark couldn't just sit at the table and drink while the city drowned in fear and rumors. People needed the Z like other people needed bread or wine. Without it, they lost their courage.
He rode off, mask on, coat flapping. Tornado's hooves beat hard, but in the darkness they sounded like drums, distant, threatening. The first dogs barked as he passed through the suburbs. A few children ran to the window, whispering, "Zorro." Their parents pulled them back, quickly, fearfully, because they knew what it meant to even say the name.
Diego wasn't riding without a goal. He had heard of an old man whose daughter had been kidnapped by soldiers. Supposedly, she was supposedly meant to work in the palace—which meant she would be used and thrown away as soon as the governor had had enough of her. Diego couldn't save everyone. But sometimes a single blow was enough to restore hope.
The path led him through a ravine, narrow cliffs, a black sky above him. Tornado panted, his muscles straining beneath his fur. Diego held his sword loosely, his eyes alert. He knew Ortega was patrolling. Traps were everywhere now.
And indeed – suddenly something moved in the darkness. Not a soldier. Not a farmer. Something faster. Something quieter. Two riders, masked, hoods low, without lights. They rode toward him, keeping their distance, staring at him. Not a word.
Zorro pulled on the reins, Tornado stamped and snorted. "Get out of here," he shouted, his voice harsh.
The two remained. One raised his hand. In his hand was a piece of wood, and carved into it was a circle with a cross.
Diego felt his stomach tighten. It wasn't a trap set by the soldados. It wasLa Cruzada.
"Rider in the Dark," said one of the hooded men, his voice muffled and uneasy. "You are not alone. But that is no blessing."
And then, without another word, they turned their horses and disappeared into the darkness. Silently, as if they had never existed.
Diego stayed behind, Tornado restless, the sword cold in his hand.
For the first time, he wondered if the darkness was really still his ally.
The encounter with the riders haunted Diego, but he pushed it to the back of his mind. He couldn't think, couldn't doubt. Not now. The girl was waiting.
The mission was small, almost too small for the governor's power, but large enough to serve as a hiding place for abductees. A few soldados stood guard, bored, their rifles leaning against the wall, their voices slurred by the cheap brandy. They didn't expect an attack. They believed the darkness was their shield.
Diego crept closer, Tornado in the shadows, his sword loose, his mask tight. Every step was a blow to his heart. He didn't hear the girl's screams, only the rushing of blood in his ears. But he knew she was here.
He waited until the wind picked up. The wind masked the sounds. Then he jumped. Fast, like a knife. Two blows, two soldados down. A third reached for the musket, too slowly. A Z cut into his chest, and he fell, eyes wide open, blood steaming in the dust.
Inside, it smelled of sweat and candles. He found her in an adjoining room, her hands bound, her dress dirty, her face crusted with tears. When he entered, she backed away, panicking.
"Quiet," he whispered, his voice deeper, calmer. "I'm not here to hurt you."
The mask made him uncanny. But when he raised his sword, just to cut through the bonds, her eyes widened in a different way—no longer with fear, but with relief.
“Zorro,” she breathed.
"Quiet. We're leaving."
He led her out, Tornado at the ready, jumped up, and pulled her behind him into the saddle. She clung to him, her fingers clammy but firm. The moon broke through the clouds, a narrow strip of light.
Then he saw them again. On the hills, far away but visible: two riders, motionless, hoods down, horses still. They saw him. Watching him.
Diego gritted his teeth and urged Tornado on. He didn't ride toward them. He rode past them, fast, hard, his hooves like thunder. But he felt their gazes on his back, like needles.
The soldiers shouted behind him, too late. Whistles blared, bells tolled, the alarm spread like fire through straw. But Zorro was already gone, the city behind him, the mountains before him, the girl behind him, alive.
He brought her to her father, an old man with sore knees, who knelt in the dust when he saw his daughter. They fell into each other's arms, wept, and didn't say another word.
Diego stayed in the shadows, watched briefly, then rode away.
But in his thoughts weren't the soldados. It was the riders in the darkness. They had watched. They had done nothing. Not a sword raised, not a hand extended. Just watched.
And he knew: They would be there again. Whenever he rode. Whenever he rescued. They were the eyes he couldn't close.
In the morning, the news came like a slap in the face. A girl had been freed, three soldiers dead, and the rest were found ridiculously drunk. And in the dust, right at the entrance to the mission, a deeply carved Z was emblazoned.
Ortega listened to the report without flinching. He stood in the palace courtyard, the sun hot on his back, the soldiers sweating before him, one still with his lips full of brandy.
"You let yourselves be slaughtered like cattle," said Ortega, his voice quieter than the buzzing of flies. "And then you let him leave a mark."
No one answered. One coughed, another stared at his boots. Ortega stepped forward, grabbed a man by the collar, and pulled him up until their noses were almost touching. "Did you see him?"
The soldado stammered: “Black, fast, the horse—”
"A rider," Ortega interrupted coldly. "Every child knows that. But did you see him? His face?"
The man shook his head, silent and desperate. Ortega pushed him to the ground and turned away.
Then came the second report. From scouts who had been standing on the hills. They hadn't just seen Zorro. They had seen others. Two riders, hoods down, unmoving, watching.
Ortega froze.La Cruzada.
He immediately went to the side wing of the palace where he had last met them. The same group again, the same eyes in the shadows.
"You were there," he said without greeting. "You saw."
The stubbled man grinned crookedly. "We see a lot."
“Why didn’t you do anything?” Ortega’s voice was a rope, taut.
"Because we are not soldados. We are observers. We learn."
“You watched him free a prisoner.”
"We wanted to see how he did it. How he fought. How he escaped." The woman with the slender hands stepped forward. "We don't collect bodies. We collect knowledge."
Ortega stepped close to her, so close that her hood felt his breath. "If you betray me..."
The stubbled man interrupted him: "We don't cheat anyone. But we're not your servants either. You hunt him with musket and rope. We hunt him with our eyes. Together, that makes a net."
Ortega stared at them for a long time. He knew they were speaking the truth—at least a truth that served them well. But he also felt something else: a poison slowly seeping into his own game.
He left the barn and climbed into the saddle. His horse stamped impatiently.
"They see everything," Ortega murmured. "And when they see everything, they see me too."
He rode away, but one question burned in his mind: Who was actually hunting whom?
Diego had barely given Tornado any rest when he rode again. Not toward the palace, not toward the people. This time he wasn't chasing salvation. He was chasing the shadows that were chasing him.
The two riders of theCruzadaweren't ghosts, no matter how much they pretended to be. They had horses, hooves, tracks in the sand. Tracks could be read. And Diego was a man who could read—not just books, but earth, grass, the smallest prints.
The trail led him out of the alleys, over the hills, into a hollow where the moon was only half-hit. Tornado panted, ears up, each step heavier.
And then, suddenly, he saw them. Far away, two dark figures, motionless on their horses. They were waiting. Not fleeing, not surprised. They wanted him to follow.
Diego felt his neck tighten. A bait. But he couldn't turn back. Not this time.
He urged Tornado on, faster, his hooves loud against the rock. The riders waited until he was almost upon them, then they turned their horses and glided into a narrow ravine.
The ravine was black, the sky only a narrow strip above it. The air was cool, damp, and full of echoes. Every footstep reverberated like a drum.
Diego followed, sword at the ready. But the deeper he rode, the more he felt he was entering something not built for him. The walls drew closer, the ground was uneven, and Tornado almost stumbled.
Then he saw it: on the rocks, carved into the stone itself, the sign. The circle with a cross. Dozens. Everywhere. Some new, some old, overlapping, like a whisper that never stopped.
The riders finally stopped, at the very back of the ravine. They didn't dismount. They didn't speak. One simply raised his hand and pointed at him, slowly, coldly, as if he had long since become part of their game.
“Why are you following me?” Diego shouted, his voice harsh, but he heard his own trembling in it.
Silence.
Only the echo that threw back his words, twisted, strange, like voices from another world.
Then finally an answer, rough, muffled: "Because you think the night belongs to you. But it belongs to us."
And without another word, they turned their horses and rode into a narrow cleft between the rocks—a passage Tornado could never take. Within a few heartbeats, they were gone.
Diego stayed behind. Alone, in the middle of the ravine, surrounded by dozens of carved crosses.
For the first time, he felt that the shadow he wore wasn't just protection. It was also a target.
Diego returned like a man who had plunged too deep into the water. He was breathing heavily, sweat clinging to him, and Tornado snorted, as if he, too, had sensed that there had been something in the ravine that wasn't made of flesh.
In his hut, Diego placed the mask on the table. It stared at him as if it wanted to laugh.The night belongs to us.The riders' sentence echoed in him, over and over again, like a knife that cannot be pulled from the wound.
He poured himself some wine, but didn't drink it. The glass remained in his hand, heavy and crooked. For the first time in a long time, he asked himself: Am I really still the man they call Zorro? Or am I just a man in a mask, a man who thinks he's bigger than he is?
But outside, in the alleys, his name was being spoken again. The old baker told anyone who would listen how Zorro had freed his daughter. Children scratched Zs into the dust, even as their parents dragged them away. A drunken merchant boasted that he had heard the tornado's hooves, and people raised their glasses to him, even if they had nothing to drink.
The people needed him more than ever. But he sensed that the people were also beginning to whisper—not just about Zorro, but also about the others. About the faceless riders waiting in the darkness. Some said they were demons. Others that they were angels who would judge Zorro.
Diego knew: people loved heroes. But they loved seeing heroes fall even more.
He stood at the window, looking out at the alleyways. A boy ran by, barefoot, carved a Z into the wall, and ran away laughing. Shortly afterward, another came and scratched a cross into the same stone, right through the Z.
Zorro against theCruzada. Hope versus threat.
Diego felt the weight of the mask on the table, heavier than his sword. He wanted to grab it, put it back on, ride out, show everyone that he hadn't fallen. But he knew: one mistake now, and they would have his face. Really have his face.
He wondered if he would be the rider in the darkness for much longer – or if the darkness had already found a new rider.
Ortega wasn't a man who believed in coincidences. If two shadows moved through the same city at the same time, they could be set against each other, like throwing dogs into a pit and waiting until only one remains.
He stood at the window of his chambers, his sword on the table, his hands clasped behind his back. Down in the courtyard, soldiers screamed during the drill, wood on wood, iron on iron. But Ortega's mind was not with them. He thought of Zorro. And he thought of theCruzada.
The rumors of the Riders had also reached the palace. Servants whispered, guards spoke, and people were now painting their symbols right next to the Z. A contest of fear and hope, right in the middle of the streets.
The governor was too stupid to see this. To him, it was all just Zorro. "Catch him! Hang him! Get his head!" The same song every morning, with wine in his beard and grease in his voice. Ortega nodded, promised, and did the opposite.
He sent his best scouts not after Zoro, but after the Hooded Riders. He wanted to know where they slept, who they met, if they really knew a face. And if not, then at least they would make some noise. Noise he could use against Zoro.
A week later, a scout brought him a message. Four hooded men had met on an old farm outside the city. No fire, no light, only voices. The scout had been too cowardly to go any closer, but he swore to find the sign of theCruzadato have carved into the beam.
Ortega smiled. A thin, hard smile.
He sat down at the table, took pen and ink, and wrote a letter. It wasn't an official document, it wasn't a seal. Just a message that sounded like a threat:
"Zorro has betrayed you. He's hunting you. We know where you are. If you want to survive, bring us his face."
He had a child deliver the letter, barefoot and dirty, so no one would suspect anything.
If theCruzadaIf they thought Zorro was after them, they would react. Maybe they would seek him out. Maybe they would actually go after him. And if not, Ortega would continue to feed the rumors himself, until the people no longer knew who to fear and who to love.
He stepped out into the courtyard, where the sun burned. The soldiers screamed as the whip hissed across their backs.
"Two shadows," Ortega murmured. "Let them devour each other. In the end, only the rope remains."
The message came like the first: inconspicuous, but direct. No messenger, no face. Just a piece of leather, placed on Tornado's saddle while he stood tied up outside. Diego hadn't left the animal alone for a minute, and yet it lay there as if it had lain down by itself.
He grabbed it, smelled it – smoke, sweat, strangers' hands. He unrolled it. On it: the symbol ofCruzada, roughly carved. And a sentence, sharp, short, like a knife to the heart:
“We know where you sleep.”
The writing was different than before. Not scrawled, but clear, practiced. Someone had wanted him to understand every word.
Diego felt his throat go dry. He looked around; there was only shadow, only wind, only night. But he knew: someone had touched Tornado. Someone had been here. Too close.
He took the mask from the table and placed it in front of him. It seemed smaller now, almost helpless, a piece of cloth against an entire army of eyes.
Was it a real message? Or a trap? Ortega? TheCruzada? Both?
He couldn't know. But the poison was working. Every creak in the wood, every rustle in the wind, every footstep of a drunk outside made him jump. For the first time in years, his hiding place no longer felt like a refuge, but like an open grave.
And yet he knew: stopping wasn't an option. The people still whispered his name, still carved Zs into walls, still risked beatings and ropes just to see the sign.
But now there was more. A new whisper, a new sign. And he was caught between the two.
He grabbed the mask and held it tight. "Come," he murmured into the darkness. "If you think you know my face, then show it to me."
Outside, Tornado neighed restlessly. As if he, too, sensed that the night had become narrower.
The rider in the darkness was no longer alone. And that made him more vulnerable than ever.
 
Don Diego's Mask
Diego stood before the mirror, and the mirror lied. It showed a man of standing, well-dressed, with a comb in his hair, fine shoes, a face that bore no trace of blood or dust. But behind his eyes, he saw the riders in the ravine, the signs in the stone, the messages that struck him like blows.
The mask lay on the table next to him. Black, simple, a cloth that made half the world believe a ghost rode through the night. But it was only cloth. Cloth against bullets, cloth against ropes, cloth against betrayal.
He grabbed it, held it up. It smelled of smoke, of sweat, of horse. It wasn't a symbol when he held it alone in his hands. It was a weight. It was also a risk.
For the first time in years, he wondered if the mask protected him or held him captive. Without it, he was Don Diego, son, heir, rich man, harmless. With it, he was Zorro—target, legend, the breath of the poor, the hatred of the powerful.
He slowly put on the mask and looked in the mirror. His face disappeared. Only his eyes remained. Eyes that looked different once the fabric framed them. Harder. Stranger. A stranger in his own skin.
But this time it didn't feel like a transformation. It felt like an interrogation. The mask asked him:Who are you really?
A knock tore him from his thoughts. He quickly hid the mask, assuming the face of the rich son again.
The old priest stood at the door, breathing heavily, his hands full of chalk. "Sometimes," he said without greeting, "I don't know who you are. But I know that people need you."
“And if the mask falls?” asked Diego.
The priest looked at him for a long time. "Then we pray that the man underneath is strong enough."
Diego closed the door and put the mask back on. It was no longer a protective shield. It was a question that grew more difficult every night.
And outside, in the alleys, the symbols mingled: the Z and the circle with the cross. Two truths that clashed like swords.
The day was hot, the sun burned like a knife, and Don Diego was playing his part again. He walked through the market, his hat low, his walking stick loose in his hand, his mask far away, buried deep in his pocket. To everyone, he was just the bored son of a rich family. Someone who drank too much and did too little.
But today the atmosphere was different. People weren't just whispering about the prices or the blows of the soldados as usual. They were looking at him. Longer, more closely. Not with respect, but with something else—doubt, curiosity, perhaps even hope.
An old woman, her hands rough and her eyes deep, held out a loaf of bread to him. "For you, Don Diego." Her voice was shaky, but she didn't flinch.
“I don’t need bread,” he mumbled, embarrassed, but she pushed it into his hand.
“You don’t need it,” she said quietly, “but maybe someone else does.”
Her eyes were fixed on his face. A moment too long. As if she were looking into the shadows behind his eyes, where the mask lay.
Diego smiled weakly, bowed slightly, took the bread, and left. But he felt her gaze on his back. She knew something. Maybe not enough. But too much.
Later, in a tavern, things got even more crowded. Two men were drinking and talking too loudly. "The rich son," said one, "always in the wrong place. Always at the wrong time. And never hurt, never caught." The other laughed hoarsely. "Perhaps he wears more than just silk shirts at night."
Diego held his breath, pretended to be drunk, tilted his head, and sipped his glass. But his hand was shaking.
He knew: The mask didn't just fall at night. It threatened to fall during the day as well. Every glance, every whisper was a threat. And if someone had the courage to say it out loud, loud enough for Ortega to hear, then it would be over.
He went out, stick in hand, bread still under his arm. The alleys seemed narrower, the shadows darker. Not only because the sun was setting, but because the mask was no longer just his secret. It was an open riddle, and too many people were beginning to solve it.
Ortega was a man who worked with rumors like a blacksmith with fire. He didn't let them lie cold—he blew into them, saw if they ignited. And one evening, a rumor came along that was hotter than the others.
A young soldier, no more than a lad with oversized boots, dared to speak to the guard. "I've seen him, Captain," he stammered, "Don Diego. Always where Zorro strikes. Always on the sidelines. Never injured, never arrested."
Ortega remained silent. His eyes bored into the boy. "Don Diego?"
"Yes, Capitán. He seems... soft, but maybe that's just a facade. Some say he wears a mask at night."
The boy expected a beating, perhaps death, for such a claim. But Ortega just smiled coldly. "Interesting."
He sent the soldado away without punishment. Instead, he went to his room, didn't pour himself any wine, but sat and thought. Don Diego. The son of an old house, rich, unremarkable, sometimes ridiculed for his laziness. Too lazy to be dangerous. But that was precisely what made him interesting.
The next day, Ortega discreetly posted guards. Not many. Just two men to keep an eye on Diego. They weren't to intervene, just observe. They were to note every movement, every encounter, every disappearance.
And Ortega himself was ready. He knew that if the rumors were true, Diego would stumble at some point. No man could wear two faces forever without one of them beginning to slip.
He didn't talk about it in the palace. The governor would have laughed, would have ranted, would have had half the city arrested, and thus ruined everything. No, Ortega would wait. Wait and see if Don Diego's mask was really just fabric—or if it concealed his true face.
That same night, Ortega stood at the window, looking out at the city. Somewhere out there, Zorro rode. And somewhere, perhaps just a few streets away, Don Diego slept in a soft bed.
Or not.
Diego noticed it immediately. Not because he was clairvoyant, but because people make mistakes. Two men standing in the same alley for too long. A shadow that moved when it stopped. Footsteps that didn't sound like random passersby, but rather a steady beat. Soldiers might not have been skilled, but stealth wasn't their thing.
He acted as if he didn't notice anything. He went on his way, carried his walking stick, smiled, stopped at the merchant's, and bought some wine he didn't need. But there was a burning sensation in the back of his neck. Eyes. Always eyes.
In the afternoon, he rode into the hills, ostensibly to hunt. He had no musket with him, only a coat, which he carelessly threw over his shoulder. Tornado carried him securely, and after just an hour, he knew the two were no longer following him. They were on foot.
But Diego wasn't reassured. Because if two men followed today, there would be ten tomorrow. And if Ortega really suspected him, then the day would come when he would no longer have to wear the mask in the dark, but also in the light.
He began to move differently. Slower, more deliberately. No more sudden excursions, no more conspicuous questions. As Don Diego, he played the drunk even more convincingly, slurring his words, almost falling over in the market when he'd had too much to drink. A facade of weakness that protected him.
But behind this weakness, the mask tightened ever more. By day he smiled, by night he rode. But the separation was crumbling. He felt it. Every gesture, every word, everything had to be duplicated.
And one evening, as he put on the mask, he realized it no longer felt like a transformation. It felt as if he had already worn the mask during the day—just a different one.
He was Don Diego, the rich son. He was Zorro, the rider in the dark. But he was neither. He was a man caught between two faces, not knowing which would break first.
And deep inside him was the fear that Ortega already had the right face in his sights.
Diego had learned to recognize the soldados. Too clumsy, too stiff, too loud in their boots. But what happened now was different. They weren't soldados. They were shadows.
He first noticed it at the market. A woman who stood too long among the vegetables, her eyes not on the tomatoes, but on him. A boy running barefoot through the alleys, who suddenly stopped when he saw Diego and then, no longer playing, just stared. An old man sitting on the corner smoking a pipe with no tobacco in it.
La Cruzada.
They weren't clumsy. They were everywhere. No pattern, no steady step. Just eyes. Eyes he felt, whether he was buying wine, standing at the fountain, or walking down the street. Always the same cold on the back of his neck.
Once he turned around abruptly. There was a young woman, barely twenty, smiling as if she'd just thought of something pleasant. But she held nothing in her hands, no basket, no goods. She wasn't waiting for anyone. She was simply there. And her smile was too quiet.
Diego smiled back, but something tightened in his stomach. He knew: She didn't belong with the others. She belonged with them.
The soldados were a noose, rough, loud, deadly.La Cruzadawas a net. Fine, invisible, that wrapped you around until you could no longer move.
At night in his hut, he placed the mask on the table, stared at it, and felt the circle tighten. Ortega was hunting him openly, with steel and screams. The Cruzada was hunting him quietly, with eyes and silence.
And he wondered what was worse.
Because when the day came when both struck – Soldados with guns, Cruzada with knowledge – no mask in the world would save him.
Diego couldn't stand it anymore—this constant being watched, the invisible fingers on his neck. So he turned the tables.
He waited for the right moment: a late afternoon, the sun low, the streets full of voices, but not crowded enough to disappear into the crowd. There he was again – the old man with the pipe, this time with real tobacco, but the light was out, the smoke barely visible. The old man's eyes were glued to him, too long, too fixed.
Diego continued walking, playing the tired, bored Don Diego. But in the shadows, he gripped his walking stick tighter and didn't turn around until he reached the corner. There he turned, quickly, sharply, with Tornado waiting, tied up. He acted as if he wanted to go home. But he listened.
There were the footsteps. Slower, more deliberate, like a man who didn't want to get caught.
Diego swung himself onto Tornado, not to escape, but to chase. The old man immediately turned, about to disappear into an alley – but Tornado's hooves thundered, people jumped aside, and dust flew.
“Stop!” shouted Diego, this time not the soft voice of the rich son, but the sharp, cold voice the city knew as Zorro.
The old man didn't stop. He ran, surprisingly fast, threw down his whistle, and pulled his coat tighter. Diego chased him, the alleys narrow, Tornado pressing forward, walls brushing against his flanks. A few shots rang out—soldados caught in the chase by surprise, unaware of who they were chasing. Chaos, screams, dogs barking.
The old man jumped over a cart, Diego leaped after him, his sword drawn, Tornado panting. But just before he could grab him, another shadow appeared—a woman he knew. The young woman who had smiled at him at the fountain. She stood in his way, raising her hand.
Diego pulled Tornado back sharply. Sparks flew from his hooves. The woman didn't say a word. She just pointed at him—slowly, coldly, like a judge.
Then she disappeared into the maze of alleys, the old man with her.
People looked at Diego, some recognized him. He felt it. Too many eyes, too many mouths. One more heartbeat, and someone would have called his name.
So he pulled his coat tighter and rode away, fast and hard.
He had tried to chase the shadows. But he had only learned one thing: You don't chase shadows. They disappear when you try to grab them. And the more he grabbed, the more he himself was in danger of being exposed.
The night was quiet, but not peaceful. Silence could be louder than any screaming. Diego sat alone, Tornado outside, the wind barely audible, and the mask lay on the table in front of him.
He had put it down, like one unloads a gun. But even without it, he felt armed—and naked at the same time.
Today's image still burned in his mind: the old man fleeing, the woman confronting him. No sword, no attack, just a finger pointing. As if they were saying:We know.
The mask stared back. He reached for it, placed it in his palms. So small. So inconspicuous. A piece of fabric that bore the weight of an entire city.
He wondered when she began to control him. It had been simple before: Don Diego by day, Zorro by night. Two lives, cleanly separated, like fire and water. But now… now the separation was a widening rift. By day, soldados hunted him with their eyes wide open; by night, the Cruzada with their eyes invisible. And both scratched at his mask, as if trying to tear it away.
He stood up and went to the mirror. He put it back on. The face disappeared, but the eyes remained. Eyes he barely recognized. Were they his? Or did they belong to the one the people called Zorro?
"Who are you?" he murmured, his voice hollow in the chamber. "The son? The rider? Or just a fool who thinks he can save a city?"
No answer. Only the mirror, reflecting the image back, harsh and strange.
He ripped the mask off again and threw it on the table. The fabric slid slowly to the side, as if it had its own weight.
He knew: The mask was no longer just protection. It was a boundary. It no longer just separated him from the soldiers. It separated him from himself.
And if that line were to fall, not only would Zorro die. Don Diego would also disappear.
The mask lay still. But in his eyes flickered the fire of knowledge: As long as it existed, he could still fight. But as soon as it fell, the abyss would swallow him.
 
Danger in the shadows
The danger no longer came from the front, with trumpets, with marching footsteps, with rattling chains. It now crept from the side, from below, from every crack. Diego noticed immediately: the soldados were no longer his only problem. Ortega had his eyes.Cruzadahad their shadows. And somewhere in between stood he – a man who lost a little more of himself every night.
The city seemed more restless than usual. Markets were quieter, taverns filled with suspicion, even children weren't playing loudly anymore. Symbols were everywhere—Zs next to crosses, circles over Zs, sometimes intertwined. A war of symbols that anyone could wage without drawing a sword.
Don Diego walked the streets like a stranger in his own skin. He continued to play the idler, but he sensed the danger in people's eyes. One fake smile, one stare too long, a few words too many in the wrong ear – and the mask could fall.
Worst of all was the silence. Before, people would cheer when he rode, even if they only whispered. Now they whispered differently. No cheering. Questions. Doubt. Some believed Zorro had allies in the dark, others said he had long since become part of theCruzada.
And Ortega? Ortega played the game skillfully. Soldiers searched houses, but not too brutally, not too conspicuously. He didn't want the people against him—not now. Instead, he let rumors spread like water in a basin. "Don Diego, have you heard? Always where Zorro strikes." "Don Diego, the son who is never hurt." "Don Diego, who disappears at night."
Diego heard it himself in a tavern. Men spoke his name, not loudly, but clearly enough. He drank, pretending to almost fall asleep at the table. But inside, everything was tense.
The danger was no longer the blade in the darkness. The danger was that people were beginning to see the real face behind the false mask.
And deep down, he knew: If he stumbled, if he said the wrong word at the wrong time, then the city would stop talking about Zorro. Then they would start talking about Don Diego. And that would be his death sentence.
Ortega knew that a man like Don Diego couldn't hide in society. Once, he had been harmless—a rich heir, too soft for the dust, too weak for steel. But now a rumor hung over him like a shadow. Ortega wanted to see if the rumor was just smoke or if fire blazed beneath it.
So he used a pretext: a party in the palace. Nothing grand, nothing pompous—just wine, music, a few dancers, and noblemen basking in the governor's glory. But for Ortega, it was a cage of gold. A place where he could closely observe the suspect.
Don Diego appeared in fine cloth, impeccably dressed, his smile so tired that one would think he was drunk long before he even raised his first glass. He played the part as always. But Ortega took a closer look.
He had men approached, who spoke loudly about Zorro, his deeds, his courage. Some laughed, some spat contemptuously. And each time, his gaze slid to Diego.
At a story in which Zorro had routed three soldiers with his bare sword, Diego smiled faintly, raised his glass, and acted as if he were barely interested. But Ortega's eyes didn't miss the slight twitch in his hand.
Later, Ortega led the conversation himself. "A man like Zorro," he said loudly enough for the hall to hear, "must be strong, bold, a fearless rider. Don Diego—can you imagine facing someone like that?"
Laughter rippled through the room. Everyone expected Diego to make a fool of himself, as always.
He played along. "Me? I'll fall off the horse if I try to mount." He laughed himself, the glass spilled, and wine dripped onto the floor. The audience laughed along. Ortega smiled too—not out of amusement, but out of coldness.
Because in that laughter, he heard something else. Not just weakness. But a mask.
Ortega stepped closer, speaking more quietly, audible only to him: "Sometimes, Don Diego, the weakest hide the deepest secrets."
Diego's eyes twitched only briefly, barely visible. But Ortega had seen it. He was a man who would set entire cities on fire for such a twitch.
The music continued, the party was drowned out by the wine. But Ortega had gotten what he wanted: a crack. And through this crack, he would see deeper.
The music in the palace was loud, the glasses full, the voices drunken. But amid all the noise, a single, faint movement could be louder than trumpets.
Don Diego stood at the edge of the hall, feigning weariness, his glass half empty, his eyes half closed. Around him swirled clothes, laughter, the clinking of goblets. But he sensed something. A gaze. Not Ortega's, not the curious noblewoman's. Something else.
He lowered his glass, took a step back, as if just to catch his breath. Then someone touched him on the shoulder. Gently, barely noticeable. When he turned around, he saw only a servant, young, unprepossessing, carrying a tray. But on the tray lay a folded cloth, too clean for the filth of the kitchen.
Diego took it instinctively and pretended to wipe his mouth. No one paid any attention—they were too caught up in the dance.
When he opened the cloth, he saw it: the sign. A circle with a cross. And underneath, roughly written in charcoal:
“Even here we are with you.”
His heart beat faster, but he didn't let it show. He placed the cloth back on the tray and gave the maid a barely perceptible nod. She left, disappearing into the crowd.
Ortega was busy, talking to a captain, drinking wine. But Diego knew: If he had stared at the cloth for just a second too long, Ortega would have seen it.
He gripped the glass tighter, drank, and acted as if he were just another tired young man. But inside him, he was burning.La Cruzadahad reached him, in the middle of the palace, among enemies. No sword, no dagger—just a cloth with a symbol.
And that was worse than any blade.
Because it meant there was no place left where he was safe. Not in the streets, not at night, not even in the golden light of the hall.
He knew Ortega was playing his own game. But theCruzadaplayed another one. One that went deeper.
And he stood between the two – with a mask that was becoming thinner and thinner.
The night after the festival was heavy as lead. Diego returned to his hut, his mask tucked into his breast pocket. Tornado snorted outside, restless, as if he, too, sensed something was wrong.
It was quiet inside. Too quiet. Normally, he heard the creaking of the beams, the rustling of mice, the wind in the cracks. But this time there was nothing. Only silence, so thick he almost thought she was breathing.
He sat down, placed the mask on the table, and stared at it for a long time. But no matter how tightly he squinted, he kept seeing the cloth that had been lying on the tray in the palace.Even here we are with you.
He pulled his coat tighter, stood up, and walked through the room. The same walls, the same table, the same chair. But he no longer felt them as his own. Every beam, every corner seemed strange, as if someone had already been here, seen everything with strange eyes.
He reached for the bottle, poured himself a glass, and drank it all down. It didn't help. Another. That didn't help either. His head was clearer than he liked.
Finally, he picked up the mask again. He wanted to put it on, to feel it transforming him. But this time there was no transformation. Only the feeling that he was lying to himself. The mask no longer protected him. It only made him more visible.
He put it back down, hard, almost angrily. It slid off the table and fell to the floor. He stared at it as it lay there, crooked, dusty, not like a symbol, but like a piece of dirt.
"You're here," he murmured into the silence. "You were here before I came back."
His voice sounded strange. He heard it as if from outside.
Then he tore open the door and stepped out into the darkness. Tornado snorted and stomped. Diego grabbed his mane and held on tight. "If you want me," he said into the night, "then come."
But no one came. Only wind. Only stars. Only darkness.
He knew: The greatest danger was no longer the sword in his back. The greatest danger was that he was beginning to doubt the walls that had once protected him.
And if you no longer believed in your own walls – then you no longer had any protection.
Ortega had his spies line up at night. No official order, no palace courtyard filled with fanfare—just a narrow room, candles burning on the walls, the table covered in dust. Three men stood before him, nervous and silent.
“Report,” said Ortega.
The first, a thin man with a hunched back, stepped forward. "Don Diego moves more carefully, Captain. He laughs too loudly when Zorro is mentioned. He's drinking more, but not enough to be truly drunk. His steps are those of an actor."
Ortega nodded, his gaze cold. "And the people?"
The second replied: "They're whispering. Some say he's too soft to be a hero. Others say that's precisely why he is. A two-faced man."
The third, an old spy with eyes like rats, grinned crookedly. "They're starting to say it out loud. Not just in whispers. In the markets, in the taverns. Some are already betting it's him."
Ortega slammed his fist on the table, not angrily, but decisively. "Good. Then we'll stoke the fire."
He went to the shelf, pulled out a map of the city, and laid it out. "Here," he said, tapping the market square. "A raid. A fake one. We're leaving Zorro's mark behind. And rumors that Don Diego was seen disappearing when the Horseman appeared."
The spies nodded. One asked, "And if he's really there?"
Ortega smiled coldly. "Then he'll be forced to make mistakes. A man wearing two masks will stumble at some point. And when he stumbles, I'll rip both faces off."
He stepped to the window; the city lay dark before him, full of lights, full of voices. "Zorro is not invincible. He's a man. And men fall. We'll help him fall faster."
The spies bowed and left. Ortega remained alone, sword in hand, the metal cold in the candlelight.
He knew: A rumor could be deadlier than a bullet. And this time, Don Diego himself was the rumor.
Diego knew he had to act. Too many Zs were painted over, too many crosses stood alone. The people were beginning to doubt, and doubt was like rust—eating slowly but inexorably. A spark, a sign, was needed so they wouldn't forget that Zorro was still riding.
So he rode off. The night was cool, the moon half-mooned, and the tornado looming beneath him. He chose the market square—a place that caught everyone's eye, a heart of the city. If he left a Z there, it wouldn't go unnoticed.
But what he didn't know was that Ortega had prepared the place like a trap for an animal. Two men disguised as peasants, a third as a drunken merchant, soldados in the alleys, silent, without drums, without the clang of steel. They were just waiting for him to appear.
Zorro came quietly, leaped from Tornado, and crept through the shadows. The market was unusually empty. Too empty. But the urgency in his chest overcame his suspicion. He drew his blade and carved a Z into the post of an empty stall. Fast, hard, deep.
Then he heard it. Footsteps. More than two. More than three.
"Now!" a voice shouted, and suddenly they were there—soldados, from all sides, rifles at the ready, nets in hand. Nets like those for animals.
Zorro jumped back, raised his sword, and sliced ​​the first net in half before it hit him. He rolled to the side, a second net swept past. Tornado whinnied outside, slapped against the wood, ready.
He fought his way through, striking sparks from blades, carving a Z into the chest of a soldado, who fell screaming to the ground. But there were too many.
Then he heard the other voice—not from the soldiers, not from Ortega. A whisper, somewhere in the shadows: "We see you."
He turned his head, just for a moment, and saw her—a hood, a horseless rider, motionless, his hands empty, but his eyes glowing.
That was enough. A soldier seized the moment and grabbed his wrist. Diego tore himself free, rammed the hilt of his sword into the man's jaw, jumped to the nearest post, rolled down, and plunged through a narrow alley.
Tornado waited. One jump, one jerk, and they were gone. Hooves thundered, bullets whistled, voices screamed.
Behind him the market, full of chaos, full of rumors, full of eyes.
And in the midst of this chaos there was not only Ortega’s trap, but also theCruzadaThey hadn't caught him, hadn't betrayed him – but they had seen him.
And that was worse.
In the morning, the market square smelled of dust, blood, and sweat. The Z in the wood was still visible, deep and defiant, but next to it lay broken nets, bloodstains, and bullet casings. The city awoke with a new rumor on its lips.
"They almost had him." "No, he escaped as always." "But this time someone swore they saw his face." "A young face, a fine one." "A face like Don Diego."
The words traveled faster than horses could ride. At the fountain, a woman said she saw Zorro disappear down an alley, and immediately afterwards, Don Diego came from the same direction, pale and breathless. In the tavern, a drunkard swore he heard a soldier shout "Diego" before being knocked unconscious.
Not everyone believed it. But doubt had no opponents. Doubt grew in people's minds like weeds.
Ortega walked through the market during the day, pretending to simply inspect the damage. But his smile was cold, hidden in the shadow of his hat. The rumors now spread on their own. He only needed to direct them.
And amidst the whispering, the other symbols reappeared. Circles with crosses, carved next to the Z, sometimes right through it. An invisible handwriting that said:We are here too. We have also seen.
Don Diego heard all this wherever he went. In the market, at the fountain, in the taverns. Sometimes right behind his back. Sometimes in front of his eyes. People stared at him, too long, too openly. Some smiled, as if they knew something. Others spat on the ground, as if they feared being betrayed if they greeted him.
He knew: The mask no longer fell only at night. It began to crumble during the day as well. And the danger no longer came only with swords, but with words, with looks, with silence.
When he sat down in front of the mask again that night, he no longer saw it as protection. It was a mirror. And in the mirror, he saw not only himself—but also the shadows that surrounded him on all sides.
The oath in the monastery courtyard
The monastery lay like a gray boulder on the edge of the Sierra. Walls older than any soldier, doors touched only by the hands of the poor. Diego came here not as Don Diego or as Zorro. He came as a man seeking an answer.
The monks knew him. Not all of them, not by name. But they knew the look some men have when they've seen too much blood, when they're harboring too much doubt. One of the brothers led him into the courtyard. A well in the middle, dry earth, a few olive trees swaying wearily in the wind.
Diego sat down. The priest, who had warned him before, approached him. "You seem heavier than your body can bear."
"I'm carrying more than my body," Diego replied. "I'm wearing a mask. And it's getting heavier every night."
The priest nodded slowly. "A mask protects. But it can also suffocate."
Diego remained silent, staring at the fountain as if there were a truth hidden within it. Then he said: "People doubt. In me. In Zorro. Ortega is pulling the noose. TheCruzadapulls the nets. And I… I don't know who's hunting whom anymore."
The words hung in the air, heavy, like bells that wouldn't ring.
Then another man entered the courtyard. A farmer, ragged, his face wrinkled, his hands calloused. He fell to his knees before Diego. "Señor... Zorro... whoever you are. You mustn't stop. If you fall, we all fall."
Diego wanted to object, wanted to say that he was just a man, that he wasn't the spirit they saw in him. But then he saw the farmer's eyes—tired, but burning. Eyes that believed.
He picked him up. "I'm not immortal."
"No one is," said the farmer. "But you're the only one who shows us that we're still alive."
At that same moment, the monastery bell rang. A dull sound that echoed over the walls. And Diego felt something harden within him. Not triumph, not pride. Just a vow, silent, heavy, inescapable.
He placed his hand on the cold stones of the fountain. "As long as I breathe, I will ride. For those who cannot ride. For those who have no voice. For those who are only dust in this city."
The priest looked at him, his face both hard and gentle. "Then you're not just swearing to us. You're swearing to yourself."
Diego nodded. The wind stirred the trees. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.
And in the monastery courtyard stood a man who knew that he might already be lost – but that he would still fight until the last Z was written.
Ortega didn't believe in God, nor in saints, nor in bells. But he did believe in weaknesses, and monasteries were full of weaknesses. Men who suffered from hunger, men who whispered, men who believed that a few pieces of silver weighed less than a prayer.
The news came through one of these men. A young brother, barely older than a boy, with sunken cheeks and a trembling voice. Ortega hadn't sought him out himself—he had come of his own accord, like rats come to cheese.
“Capitán,” he whispered, “the son of the House of Vega… he was in the convent.”
Ortega raised his eyebrows and remained silent.
"He spoke to the priest in the courtyard," the boy continued. "And he spoke like... like Zorro would speak. He swore that he would keep riding as long as he had breath."
A cold, thin smile crossed Ortega's face. "And you're sure he said that?"
The boy nodded hastily. "I... I heard it, Señor. I was in the shadows, by the fountain. He didn't speak as Don Diego. He spoke like—"
“Quiet,” Ortega interrupted.
He went to the window and looked out at the city disappearing into the dust. The monastery, silent, its gray walls, but no place beyond his reach.
"Good," he said quietly. "Very good."
He reached for a bag and threw it to the boy. Silver clinked, and the boy caught it as if he were holding holy relics.
"Forget that you saw him," Ortega said. "But don't forget that I know."
The boy nodded and disappeared without looking back.
Ortega remained alone. He placed his hand on his sword. He no longer needed proof. No rumors, no signs. If Don Diego swore in the monastery as if he were Zorro himself—then he was.
But he was wise enough not to strike immediately. An enemy who betrays himself must first mature. Only then can he be harvested.
Ortega smiled coldly into the darkness. "Keep swearing, Don Diego," he murmured. "An oath is nothing more than a rope you put around your own neck."
The bell had barely stopped ringing when they arrived. First a farmer, then two, then more. Men with hard hands, faces covered in furrows, women with baskets, children dressed in rags. They entered the courtyard, silent, as if they knew something greater than an ordinary day was happening here.
The priest tried to send them away, but Diego raised his hand. "Leave them," he said. "They are part of this vow."
The people gathered around the fountain. No one spoke aloud, but in their eyes was what they didn't have to say: hope mixed with fear. They had heard of his deeds, some had glimpsed him, some only the mark in the dust. Now they stood before the man without a mask, and they knew—even if no one said it aloud.
An old farmer stepped forward and pulled his cap off his head. "Señor... we have nothing. No land, no protection. Only you. When you ride, we ride with you in our hearts."
A woman placed her hand on the shoulder of her son, barely twelve. "He drew his first Z in the dust. He got a beating for that. But he keeps drawing. If you fall, he falls with you."
Diego looked into their faces and felt the weight, heavier than any sword. He wanted to tell them that he was only a man, that they shouldn't rely on him. But the words stuck in his throat. They had nothing but him.
So he raised his hand and placed it on the fountain stone. "Then we swear together. As long as I ride, you will not be alone. As long as you have hope, I cannot stop."
People murmured, some spoke loudly: "We swear." The boy shouted, his face full of pride. "We swear!"
There was no loud pledge, no flag, no sword raised. Only voices in the wind, faint, rough, but real.
The bell struck once more, as if to set the seal.
Diego felt the oath like a chain around his neck, but also like a flame in his chest. He was no longer just a man with a mask. It was now an oath, shared with all these faces.
And he had no idea that one of them had already sold words to Ortega. That this farm, which had just been a refuge, was now a betrayed place.
Hope grew – and at the same time the danger grew.
Ortega loved simple plans. The simpler, the deadlier. And now he had one that was almost too good not to execute immediately.
He sat in his quarters, the light of a candle dancing across the table. Before him lay a piece of parchment—no map, no list, just one word:Monastery.Next to it, he had drawn a circle, roughly, with his finger. A cage.
"That's where he swears," Ortega murmured. "That's where he believes he's safe. So he'll return. Again and again. Men like him cling to places that give them a false sense of purity."
A captain stood at the edge of the room, sweating despite the chill. "Captain, you want to storm the monastery? It's holy ground. The people..."
Ortega cut him off. "People will applaud when they see that the saint himself is a devil. We'll give him time to repeat his oath. And then we'll tear off the mask, right in the courtyard, in full view of the faithful."
The captain swallowed. "And the brothers?"
"They will remain silent. Silence is the only thing they are good at. And if they are not, then..." Ortega reached for his sword, drew it halfway from its scabbard, and let the metal clang softly. "Then they will ring their own bell—for a funeral."
He sent the captain away and remained alone. The plan was clear: surround the monastery, discreetly, without fanfare. A trap in the shadows. Zorro would come, sooner or later. And when he came, ropes and chains would await him—not a quick death, but a spectacle.
Ortega was already picturing the scene: Don Diego, the fine son, on his knees in the monastery courtyard, his mask torn from his face, the people in uproar. No more doubt, no more rumor, just the naked truth.
He smiled coldly. "An oath," he murmured, "is nothing but a step into the trap."
Outside, the wind howled over the palace walls. Ortega felt as if he were howling along with it.
The night after the oath was not peaceful. Diego lay in his hut, his mask on the table, his wine untouched. Tornado stomped outside, as if he sensed something.
He still had the farm in his mind, the faces of the farmers, the voices swearing. It should have given him strength—but instead, he felt a restlessness that wouldn't go away.
He stood up, put on his cloak, and went outside. The moon hung thinly over the hills, the city lay silent, only dogs barked. He didn't ride; he walked, quietly, until he stood at the edge of the monastery. Walls, gray stones, shadows that didn't move.
But then he saw it. Not big, not clear. Just small scratches in the masonry, almost invisible in the moonlight. A circle. A cross inside.
La Cruzada.
His breath caught. They had been here. Maybe while he swore, maybe afterward. Maybe they were still here.
He placed his hand on the cold stones, feeling the bumps. No coincidence. It was fresh, only a few hours old. A sign that wasn't hope, but a warning:We see here too.
He walked back, his steps quickening. His head was burning. The monastery was no longer a refuge. It was a mirror that betrayed him. Every wall, every stone could be an eye.
In the hut, he picked up the mask and held it tightly, as if he wanted to tear it apart. "If they're here too," he murmured, "then there's nowhere to go. No refuge. Only shadows lurking upon shadows."
He sat down and stared at the mask until his eyes watered.
The monastery had given him a vow. But it had also shown him a new truth: The Cruzada no longer left him any ground. Even sacred walls were infected with its symbols.
And deep inside he wondered: Was it even wise to go back there? Or would he run straight into the jaws – be it of Ortega or of the shadows that wereCruzadacalled?
The days that followed were filled with tension, as if the city were holding its breath. The peasants who had sworn in the courtyard returned. Not all at once, never loudly, never in groups. One after the other, with baskets, with water jugs, with the pretext of prayers. But they were all waiting – for him. For the rider who had promised them he would not give up.
The priest looked at her with serious eyes, but he said nothing. Perhaps he believed, perhaps he feared, perhaps both. But he let her stay. And so the courtyard gradually filled with faces hoping for a sign.
Diego knew it. He felt it, even when he stayed away. Someone came to him, a boy with bruised knees, whispering: "They wait for you, Señor. Every night."
Diego nodded and remained silent. He knew what that meant. An oath couldn't remain an empty word. If he didn't come, they would think he had betrayed them. If he did, he would walk right into the trap.
Because Ortega was also waiting. His soldiers had already taken up positions, discreetly, in the shade of the olive trees, behind the walls. Not too many, so no one would suspect anything. But enough to strike if the mask appeared.
And then there was theCrossed.Their symbols now appeared in the monastery itself—carved into the wooden benches, on the fountain stone, even on the floor of the chapel. No one saw who made them. In the morning, they were simply there. Circles with a cross, dark like branding.
The peasants murmured, some made the sign of the cross, others spat. But no one dared to remove it. Because what if someone was watching?
Diego stood in his hut, the mask in his hands, his heart heavy. Between him and the monastery stretched a net – Ortega with his chains, theCruzadawith their invisible eyes, and the farmers with their faith.
Everyone expected something from him. And every step toward the monastery courtyard could mean both salvation and ruin.
Night came like a wound, open, dark, unhealing. Diego sat alone in his hut, the mask before him, the sword beside him. Two things that meant his life—and perhaps soon his end.
He heard Tornado snorting outside, restlessly, as if he too sensed what was coming. Inside, the wood creaked, the wind whistled through the cracks. He wasn't sure if he was hearing the sounds or just his own fear.
In his head the voices ran together: the farmer who said,“If you fall, we all fall.”The priest who warned that a mask could protect and simultaneously suffocate. Ortega's icy whisper, echoing within him like a dagger in his back. And the sign of the Cruzada, carved into stone, into wood, into every fiber of his consciousness.
Diego grabbed the mask and held it tight. "If I leave, I might ride to my death," he murmured. "If I don't leave, they'll die in their faith."
He stood up. He hesitated. He went to the window and looked out. The city lay silent, but not peaceful. Every shadow was a spy, every whisper a betrayal. But somewhere there, behind the walls of the monastery, people were waiting. People who had sworn their vows to him, as if he were more than a man.
He strapped on his sword, pulled on his gloves, and put on his mask. The familiar feeling that had strengthened him before burned like iron this time. No protection, no play. Just one last step.
Tornado whinnied as he stepped out. Diego placed his hand on his mane and whispered, "Tonight will decide something. For her. For me. For everything."
He mounted, his hooves thrumming in the dust. He headed toward the monastery, toward the courtyard, toward the oath.
He didn't know whether he would triumph or fall. But he knew there was no turning back.
The oath in the monastery courtyard was not a promise. It was a judgment.
And Zorro rode off, straight into the net that had wrapped itself around him overnight.
 
Intrigue in the palace
The palace was a marble cage. Shining on the outside, stench-filled on the inside. Wine, sweat, fear—all mingled beneath the high ceilings. Here the governor forged his plans, and Ortega held the knives that cut them.
That evening, the air was heavier than usual. No celebration, no dancers, no music. Only voices, muffled, dangerous. The governor sat at the table, his fingers wrapped around a cup, his eyes red from wine and even redder from rage.
"Zorro is laughing at us," he growled. "The peasants are following him, the city is whispering his name. Even in the palace, they're whispering. I can hear it in the corridors."
Ortega stood beside him, motionless as a shadow. "Rumors are weapons, Señor. And sometimes sharper than swords. We've turned them on Diego. Soon he won't just be whispered about—he'll be called."
The governor stared at him suspiciously. "You're telling me Vegas' son is the Black Rider?"
"Not me, Señor," Ortega replied coolly. "The city itself will tell you."
The words tasted of poison, but the governor drank them like sweet wine. He loved the guilty as long as they were rich and famous. One victim of standing was better than ten poor peasants.
"If that's true," he murmured, "then we'll tear him down in the palace courtyard, in front of everyone. His blood will bring us respect."
Ortega gave a barely visible smile. "Patience, Señor. The net is closing in. We just need the right moment. One step, one mistake, and he's ours."
In the shadows behind the curtains stood two other men. Strangers, in black coats, their faces half-hidden. No one had announced them, no one had mentioned their names. But Ortega knew who they were.Crossed.
They didn't speak, they just nodded. A sign that they, too, had a hand in the game.
The governor didn't see them, or pretended not to. But Ortega felt the cold emanating from them. No wine, no blood, no triumph. Only patience. Patience and the promise that the palace itself would soon be a net.
And in the middle of this net – Don Diego.
The palace wasn't just a place of orders and chains. It was also a nest of snakes that devoured each other as soon as the light dimmed. Every courtier, every lady-in-waiting, every clerk wore a smile on their face—and a knife up their sleeve.
Zoro's shadow had unnerved these snakes. Some saw him as a threat, others as an opportunity.
Doña Isabela, the widow of a wealthy officer, was the first to dare. In the gallery, where the walls were so thin that every word found its way to strangers' ears, she whispered to Don Ramírez: "If Ortega is right, and Don Diego is truly Zorro—then he is more than a man. Then he is a key."
Ramírez puffed on his pipe, the smoke curling into the air. "A key to what?"
"To influence. If he falls, we can bask in his fall. If he survives, we can say we knew." She smiled, thin as a cut on her face. "Either way—we win."
Others heard it. A secretary to the governor, a cousin of a captain. The whispers spread faster than wine in a cup. Soon, everyone was no longer talking about Zorro, but about Don Diego. Some laughed, some doubted, some were already calculating how much gold or land they could gain if they gave the governor the crucial clue.
And while Ortega was considered a hunter within the palace, new hunters were growing within the court. Not with swords, but with words. Words that could kill, more quietly and surely than any blade.
The palace became an arena of intrigue: bets on Diego's guilt, plans to reveal his name at the right moment, promises made in a drunken frenzy and repeated in the morning.
And in all the whispering, no one forgot that theCruzadastood silently by. They said nothing, they did nothing – and yet everyone knew they were listening.
This only made the voices louder. Because those who remained silent were more dangerous than those who spoke.
Ortega didn't like to smile. His smile was a knife, one that could only be viewed from a safe distance. But now, as he read the reports and heard the names of the courtiers who were already calculating their luck in his failure, a cold smile spread across his features. That was good. Very good. People's greed was a flame—if you fed it properly, they would consume themselves.
He invited Don Ramírez into his chambers. Ramírez arrived, smartly dressed, with a hint of perfume, too much pipe, too many teeth. He believed in etiquette and his own tricks. Ortega spoke kindly at first, the way one feeds a dog before breaking its leg. "Don Ramírez," he said, "you're a man of words. You know how to construct stories. Can you help me craft one?"
Ramírez, who immediately sensed that the offer had a taste, nodded too quickly. "What kind of story, Capitán? One told by the fireplace? One whispered in the corridors?"
"Both," Ortega replied. "We need whispers that smell like a storm. You're popular. You know those who want to be popular. Speak to whoever is listening. Sow questions, not answers. Let people believe they made the discovery themselves."
Ramírez smiled, always preferring to act under the cover of someone's plan. Ortega gave him a name—subtle, no official document, just a hint: Don Diego. Not with proof, just a hint: too often near riots, too often absent after the fall of the soldados, too often with an expression that men who live two lives display.
That was enough. The news spread through silk and wine, through fireplaces and servants' quarters: "They say Don Diego is more than he lets on." People began to calculate his walks, notice his disappearances—and in doing so, they felt smarter than Ortega.
Doña Isabela worked diligently. She was a woman who could capitalize on the fall of social downfalls. She arranged a chance conversation with the governor, who happened to be having dinner at the palace; she let slip how she believed a certain young man had been seen near the night raids; she spoke of the face of a hero, too finely crouched to be a peasant. Others nestled in whispers; the governor's secretary jotted it down in a list, just in case someone would eventually provide a piece of evidence.
Ortega allowed the rumors to spread like hot cakes, but he kept a tight rein. He also allowed small "evidence" to surface: a strange glove in an alley, hastily planted; a witness, a slightly alcoholic man who was convinced he had recognized "Don Diego" by chance in the haze of the night—bought with a bottle of wine and a promise not to speak until paid. Truth was expensive, but lies were cheap; both served their purpose if you used people the way they used others.
But Ortega was smart enough not to reveal everything. He knew that pure incitement could have turned the city against him. You stir up outrage, but you also break ties; too much, and people unite against the arsonist instead of the fire. So he distributed the lies delicately, like an alchemist distributes poison—drops here, a whisper there, never enough to condemn anyone outright, but always enough to sow doubt.
At the same time, he was sewing up the court. He offered rewards to those who could solve "the riddle"; he beckoned privileges of office to those who remained loyal to him. Those he needed were gently coaxed, the others were quietly pushed into a corner: a position cut, one less cup of wine at the table. He had learned that power is not only exercised by force, but by the ability to make people believe they are acting for their own benefit.
And while the court intrigues twisted like tendrils, Ortega observed another strand: theCruzadaThey sat quietly on the sidelines, listening, barely nodding, and their eyes glowed not with greed, but with calculation. Ortega knew these people were different—not court flatterers, not ambitious ladies—and he also knew he might need them. Not to dominate them, but to use them. He would play something for them that would excite their ambition or their distrust. Sometimes, he thought, you swim with the sharks when you don't want to eat yourself.
The intrigue took shape: Ortega would create a public moment in which Don Diego would be dragged into the light—not with a folder full of evidence, but with the doubt already embedded in people's minds. A false testimony, a "chance" encounter, a servant who "accidentally" dropped something—and then the loud moment when the crowd saw the once-celebrated figure waver. The palace would have to be only the orchestra; the music would be played by those who lusted after power.
Ortega leaned back, his hands folded. Intrigue was a craft, and he was a master at it. If people are stupid, he thinks, you make them your tools. If they're smart, you make them your accomplices. Either way: you win.
And outside, in the alleys, the city continued to write its signs—Zs and circles—unfazed by court politics. But in the hall, amid the wine and candle wax, a net was being woven that would entrap not only Zorro, but also Don Diego. Ortega smiled thinly. Soon, he thought, the rope would become visible.
The courtiers loved games, as long as they weren't the board themselves. Ortega knew this and constructed his next piece like a chess move: simple enough that they believed they were playing, but sophisticated enough that every piece was moving toward its goal.
The occasion was a reception, an evening filled with wine and forced laughter. Musicians played, but the guests weren't listening. They were listening to the rumors that had long since become louder than any violin.
Don Diego arrived as usual: finely dressed, his gaze languid, his step unsteady, as if he'd already had three too many before even entering the courtyard. He smiled politely, greeted with an exaggerated gesture, as if he were the opposite of danger.
Ortega let Doña Isabela make the first move. She stepped forward, seemingly innocent, and handed Diego a cloth that had "accidentally" fallen to the ground. A black cloth. Too coarse for a nobleman, too plain for the palace. A cloth that only one could wear: Zorro.
The guests held their breath. Ortega saw it in their eyes – they wanted to believe.
Diego bent down, picked it up, and examined it for a moment. His face remained motionless. Then he smiled, broadly, almost foolishly. "How fitting," he said, "my servant has put his rags in my pocket again. He certainly wants me to stay clean in the dark." Laughter followed, relieved, uncertain.
But Ortega looked more closely. No trembling, no wavering. Diego had answered like an actor who knows his role. But that was precisely the proof: an ordinary man would have become nervous, stammered. Don Diego was acting too well.
The second move came from Ramírez. He spoke loudly so everyone could hear: "Strange, isn't it? Whenever Zorro strikes, Don Diego isn't far away. And every time we look for him, he's gone." He laughed as if it were just a joke. But the hall fell silent after the laughter. Silence like a knife slowly piercing flesh.
Diego's answer was simple: He yawned. "If I were Zorro," he said, "I would certainly spend more exciting nights than in this palace." Again, some laughed, relieved. But this time the laughter sounded sharper, more divided.
Ortega approached and placed his hand heavily on Diego's shoulder. "Perhaps," he said, quietly enough for only those around him to hear, "we should one day see if you're as good with a sword as you are with words."
Diego raised his glass and clinked it. "Then you'll have to give me some tutoring, Capitán."
The crowd laughed genuinely this time, but Ortega didn't hear it. He felt doubt creeping into their minds. There was nothing left to do but watch it grow.
And somewhere, in the shadows of the hall, stood one of the men in a black coat again. Not a word, not a smile, just a look.Cruzadawas a witness.
The intrigue was no longer a spark. It was a fire that slowly but surely engulfed the walls of the palace itself.
The night after the reception was heavy, stuffy, and dusty. Diego didn't ride out secretly. He walked, alone, walking stick in hand, his face rigid, as if he were still the bored son of a wealthy family. But inside, it was burning.
The black cloth had burned itself into his mind. A simple fabric, placed by strangers, dismissed by him with a joke. But he knew it was no accident. Ortega had pulled the strings, the courtiers had readily accepted them. Everyone in the hall had seen it, everyone had laughed, but behind the laughter lurked something else – the whispering he could no longer control.
In his hut, he threw his walking stick into the corner. The mask lay on the table, as if it had been waiting for him. He stared at it, long, almost hostile. "They're turning you against me," he murmured. "They're making you a trap."
He sat down and picked up the cloth he had discreetly taken. He smelled it. No horse, no sweat—just dust. It was new. Ortega had had it prepared, deliberately, coldly. A symbol that meant nothing except that it was used to place the noose around his neck.
Diego laughed bitterly. A man who had played two lives for years was now forced to defend one against the other. By day, he had to appear weaker, more foolish, so no one would see the hero. By night, he had to strike harder so no one would believe the legend was a shadow. And between these two faces, he himself began to disappear.
He placed the black cloth next to the mask. Two pieces of fabric. Both small. Both powerful. One from him, the other against him. And he no longer knew which weighed more.
His breathing became rough. The intrigue in the palace was no longer just a game. It was a wall closing in around him. Ortega controlled the courtiers, the courtiers controlled the rumors, and theCruzadastood silently by, as if she were just waiting for him to stumble.
“How long,” he whispered into the darkness, “can a man wear two masks before he runs out?”
Outside, Tornado was scratching restlessly. Dogs were barking in the distance.
And Don Diego knew: It was no longer a questionwhetherhe would be exposed. The only question was,When.
In the morning, the palace smelled of wine and perfume, of cold ash and cold sweat. The servants swept the floor, collecting the cups that had fallen in the euphoria of the reception. But they found something else.
On the wall of the great hall, where the courtiers had laughed and whispered last night, a sign was carved. Not a Z. Not a drunken joke. A circle, a cross inside.
La Cruzada.
It was delicate, almost invisible; only a servant discovered it while holding the light of a candle. He murmured a prayer, but the words were quiet and hollow. He ran with it to a clerk, who in turn hurried to the governor.
The governor raged. "In my palace? Within my walls?" His face was red, and the cup flew against the wall. "This is mockery, this is a scorn!"
Ortega remained calm. He examined the sign, the lines crude but purposeful. "It's not a mockery, Señor. It's a claim. They want to tell us that here, too, in the heart of power, their eyes are."
The courtiers whispered, frightened, thrilled, uncertain. Some believed Zorro had made the sign to mock the power. Others swore it was the work of darker hands. But everyone agreed: if even the palace wasn't safe, then nothing was.
And that is exactly what theCrossed.They didn't speak, they didn't fight. They marked. And with each mark, they pushed the boundaries of what was possible.
Ortega understood the message, and he didn't like it. While he painstakingly spread rumors about Don Diego, the shadows played their own game—and they were better at it.
He went into his room, placed his hand on the table, and saw the candles flickering.The CruzadaShe was not an ally, not a weapon he could wield. She was a knife lying beside him, unpredictable, ready to cut him too.
And Diego? If he heard of this sign, he would wonder if he could even fight anymore without arousing suspicion. Ortega knew: the intrigue was no longer a simple chase. It was a triad—palace, cruzada, Zorro—and every wrong word, every wrong step could upset the balance.
The news came faster than Diego expected. A boy delivered it, barefoot, breathless, his eyes filled with fear. "Señor," he gasped, "in the palace... they say a sign... the cross... in the great hall."
Diego sent him away, gave him a few coins, his hands shaking barely noticeably as he handed them over. Then he sat alone in his hut again, the mask in front of him, the black cloth beside him.
A circle. A cross. In the middle of the palace.
It was more than a mockery. It was a message – not to Ortega, not to the governor. To him. TheCruzadahad shown that they could be where he couldn't reach. They had marked the heart of power without a sword being drawn, without a cry being heard.
He rested his forehead on his hands. Ortega used rumors like a rope that slowly tightened around his neck.CruzadaOn the other hand, he took advantage of the silence that bound him, preventing him from moving. Between the two, he was nothing more than a pawn.
And yet he was the only one who still made the people believe that resistance was possible. A man who wore two masks and was in danger of losing both.
Diego lifted the mask, holding it up to the candlelight. "They're playing with me," he murmured. "Ortega wants to overthrow me. TheCruzadawants to use me. And the people... they think I'm more than I am."
He laughed softly, bitterly. "Perhaps I'm no longer either of those things. No Diego, no Zorro. Just a fool in other people's games."
He took the mask off again, hard, as if he wanted to break it. But he couldn't. Because as much as it bound him, without it, he was nothing.
The city bells rang late that night. No one knew why. But Diego heard them, and he understood. The bells didn't toll for the governor, not for Ortega. They tolled for the game, which continued whether he wanted it or not.
The intrigue in the palace was no longer a web. It was a whirlpool, and he stood in its center.
 
 
The ride through the Sierra
Diego knew he needed distance. Distance from the walls, from the palace, from the whispers that coiled around him like snakes. And so, deep in the night, he saddled Tornado and rode out. No trail, no destination, only the mountains to the east—the Sierra, harsh, barren, full of a silence no palace had ever known.
The path was rough. The wind whipped dust into his face, thorns tore at his coat. But Tornado ran as if he himself were a shadow, needing the darkness. Every hoofbeat echoed like a heartbeat, and with each beat, Diego left behind a piece of intrigue.
He wasn't looking for a battle. He wasn't looking for peasants waiting for him. He wasn't looking for monks, or oaths. He was looking only for the stone, the wind, the expanse. Something that would remind him that he was more than a name, more than a mask.
But even here, the city did not let him go. In the rocks, he saw signs – carved crosses, crooked, crude. Perhaps shepherds, perhaps more. Every line an eye watching him. Even in the Sierra, theCruzadathere.
He stopped Tornado, dismounted, and placed his hand on the stone. "Do you want to find me here too?" he murmured. "Or are you just laughing because you know I have nowhere to escape?"
The wind didn't answer. Only dust blew into his face.
Diego sat down and looked up at the sky. Stars, clear, cold. No palace, no bells, no courtyard. Just sky and stone. For a moment, he breathed deeper, as if he had forgotten he was being hunted.
But he knew: this ride wasn't an escape. It was just a pause. A breath between two loops. The intrigue followed him, no matter how far he rode.
And somewhere in the mountains, hidden between ravines, the next trap was perhaps already waiting – from Ortega, from theCruzada, or from the night itself.
Ortega wasn't a man who trusted the mountains. They were too vast, too quiet, too uncontrollable. But he understood that this was precisely where a man like Diego sought refuge. When the city became too cramped, when the rumors grew too loud, the only option was the open space.
The morning after the reception, he called his captains together. "He's gone," he said bluntly. "Not disappeared, not escaped—gone. To the Sierra."
The men looked at each other uncertainly. One dared to ask, "How can you be so sure, Captain? We haven't seen him."
Ortega slammed his fist on the table. "Because I know him. Men like Don Diego don't drown in the palace. They seek air. And air can only be found in the mountains."
He spread out a map, old, brittle, little more than lines and names. "There are three ways into the Sierra. The northern pass – too difficult for Tornado. The southern – too open, too dangerous. That leaves the middle route, through the canyons. That's where he rides."
The soldiers nodded, some reluctantly, some with a hunger for prey in their eyes. Ortega saw it. "We won't hunt him like an animal," he continued. "We'll send scouts. Men who know their way around. They'll keep their distance, they'll drive him on without him noticing. And when he's in deep enough, when he thinks he's alone—then we'll strike."
One of the captains cleared his throat. "And if he escapes?"
Ortega smiled thinly. "Then he just showed us where he's weak. And a man who thinks he can disappear into the mountains will return there. Again and again. We need patience."
He dismissed the men, remained alone, and looked at the map. The lines were faint, the mountains large. But Ortega knew: A man was not a mountain. A man was a body that breathed, that left traces, that was thirsty. You could always find him.
And if Zorro thought the Sierra was his protection, then Ortega would make it his grave.
The Sierra was quiet, but there was no peace. Diego sensed it after the second night. Tornado pawed the ground more often, his ears pricked as if he were hearing footsteps Diego couldn't. The wind carried not only sand and dust, but also something strange.
On the third morning, he found it: a piece of cloth, torn, caught in the thorn bushes. No shepherd, no farmer would have worn sewn cloth here. It was military fabric, coarse, heavy. A soldado had been here.
He knelt, picked it up, and turned it over in his fingers. Fresh. Not more than a day old. Someone had followed him.
Further down the path, he spotted hoof prints, light, cautious. No column, just two or three riders. Scouts. They kept their distance, didn't let him see directly, but they were there.
Diego climbed back onto Tornado, neither faster nor slower. He knew haste would betray him. But inside, everything tensed.
He thought of Ortega. It was exactly his style—not coming with a loud hunt, not with drums, not with guns. But like a jackal, keeping you in a circle until you're too tired to run.
That evening, Diego set up camp by a ravine. He lit no fire, touched no food. Only water, a few dried rations. He sat quietly, his hand on his sword, his eyes on the rocks.
Then he heard it. A stone falling. High above, a sound that didn't come from the wind. He looked up, saw nothing—only shadows, only rock. But he knew: someone was sitting up there. Watching him. Maybe just one, maybe more.
He could have screamed, he could have drawn his sword. But he did nothing. He remained silent, let Tornado snort softly, pretending he was about to fall asleep.
Because he knew: In a hunt like this, impatience was the first step to the grave.
Night fell quickly in the Sierra. Shadows crawled from the rocks like animals, and the stars hung low, so bright you almost thought they might betray you. Diego sat with Tornado, his ear to the wind, his hand on his sword. He knew the scouts were still there. Patient. Too patient.
He decided to break her patience.
He loosened Tornado's reins and whispered in the animal's ear. The stallion understood, as always. Then Diego took his coat, rolled it up, and placed it under a rock niche so that it appeared like a sleeping body in the moonlight. He placed his hat next to it. He tucked his sword half-visibly under his coat, as if he had carelessly discarded it.
Then he retreated, climbing quietly over rocks until he lay in a dark crevice, looking down on the camp. Tornado stood still, snorting only occasionally, as if he wanted to play along.
The hours crawled by. First silence, then a rustling. A shadow detached itself from the rocks. Slowly, cautiously, like a cat. One of the scouts. He crept closer, holding his breath, checking. Then another, further back, providing cover.
The first one leaned over the "sleeping" Diego. For a moment, there was absolute silence. Then he grabbed the knife.
The cloak rolled out, empty. The scout cursed quietly, but then he heard the metallic clack of a sword behind him.
“Give my regards to Ortega,” whispered Diego, the blade at his neck.
The man tensed, not daring to move. Diego could have killed him, but he didn't. A cut across his cheek was enough—deep enough to leave a scar. "So he knows I saw him."
Then he disappeared back into the rocks, Tornado followed, and the night swallowed him.
The other scouts searched, called out softly, and cursed. But Diego was gone. They had tested their prey, and the prey had bitten back.
But he knew: Ortega wouldn't see this as a sign of weakness. He would take it as an invitation.
The scout returned to the camp like a beaten dog. His face was covered in blood, his cheek torn open. He didn't speak immediately; he hardly dared. But Ortega didn't need much ado. He saw the scar, he saw the fear in his eyes.
"He let you live," Ortega said coldly. "So I could know."
The scout nodded, his lips trembling. "He... he said I should greet you, Capitán."
A murmur went through the men. One laughed nervously, another spat in the dust. But Ortega remained rigid. He stepped closer, placed his hand on the man's wound, and pressed. The scout screamed, almost falling to his knees.
"He didn't give you a scar," Ortega hissed, "he wrote me a message in flesh. On your face."
He pushed him back and turned to the others. "Enough spying. Enough waiting. He thinks he can play with us. So we'll play—but by my rules."
He spread out a map, almost tearing it in half. "He's in the ravines. Deep inside. Where the rock eats the sun. That's where we'll catch him. No soldiers in ranks, no drums. Just me, and the men who aren't afraid. I want to see his face when he realizes he can't fool me with a cut and a line."
The men looked at each other, some hesitating. But Ortega's gaze left no doubt.
"Tomorrow," he continued, "we ride in. Not as hunters, not as scouts. As executioners."
He stepped out of the tent and looked out at the Sierra. The wind swept dust across the rocks, as if already preparing the grave. Ortega drew his sword and let it gleam in the moonlight.
"Zorro thinks he knows the mountains," he murmured. "But the mountains belong to no man. Tomorrow I'll tear off his mask—and then we'll see if Don Diego can still breathe without it."
Diego had already penetrated far, deeper into the ravines, when Tornado suddenly pricked up his ears. No sound, no shout, just a vibration in the ground. He dismounted, knelt, and placed his hand on the rock. Very faint, yet unmistakable: hoofbeats. Lots of them.
There were no longer isolated scouts. It was a movement. A wave. And in the center, he knew without proof, rode Ortega himself.
Diego stood up and took a deep breath. This was different from the nightly games, the silent messages, the hide-and-seek among the shadows. Ortega didn't come as a hunter now—he came as a general, as the executioner, as Diego had always imagined him.
He looked around. The ravine was narrow, the cliffs high, the sky a narrow strip. No place for escape. But a place for a fight. A place where one man with cunning was worth more than ten soldados.
"All right," he murmured, sliding his hand over Tornado's neck. "No running. No hiding. Tonight, the rocks will be my sword."
He began to examine his surroundings. He didn't know the Sierra like a shepherd, but he had eyes. A loose boulder here, a narrow passage there. Shadows deep enough to hide a horse. He moved quickly, silently, as if he were part of the canyon itself.
Soon he had a pattern: a labyrinth that only he understood. A place where he could strike and disappear, where every stone became an accomplice.
He stroked Tornado's mane and whispered, "They think they're cornering us. But they're riding into my yard."
In the distance, the sound of hooves grew louder. Ortega was coming.
Diego pulled the mask over his face. The wind howled through the ravine as if it were itself announcing the fight.
This was no longer an escape. This was a vow—not in the monastery, not in the palace, but in the bare, cold Sierra.
And Zorro would fight as if every stone, every shadow, every gust of wind belonged to him alone.
Morning dawned gray over the Sierra, a light without warmth that only made the rocks harder. Dust rose in clouds as Ortega's men rode up the ravine. No drumming, no singing—only the sound of hooves, dull and dangerous.
Ortega rode at the front, his face impassive, his hand on his sword hilt. He felt the silence that hung in those walls, but he didn't interpret it as danger. "He's here," he murmured, "he's waiting."
The men nodded, some with courage, some with fear. They all knew they weren't going against an ordinary bandit. But they had Ortega, and Ortega left no doubt about his will.
High above them, a shadow moved. A black stallion, hidden among the rocks. Tornado. Beside him, Zorro, silent, crouched, his sword still in its sheath. He looked down at the line of riders venturing deeper into the ravine.
Then, with a push of his foot, he dislodged the first boulder.
A roar erupted. Stones tumbled, clouds of dust billowed, horses neighed in panic. Two riders were buried under rubble, a third fell from his saddle, screaming before silence swallowed him. Chaos tore the column apart.
Ortega turned his horse, shouting orders. "Form up! Form up!" But the ravine was too narrow; the men had no room.
Zorro didn't wait. He jumped onto Tornado, riding like a shadow down the cliffs. In the dust, the noise, the confusion, he was suddenly among them. A black slash, a Z, carved into a shield. A blow to a soldier, who fell.
"He's here!" someone shouted, but it was already too late. Zorro disappeared back into the dust, leaving only the echo of his hooves.
Ortega drew his sword, his eyes glowing. "Come out, Diego!" he roared, his voice echoing through the walls. "Or I'll hunt you down like the dog you are!"
But the ravine only responded with rolling stones and the hoarse cry of a horse.
And somewhere, between the shadows and the dust, a voice laughed – not loudly, not triumphantly, but coldly, mockingly.
The hunt had turned. The hunter had become the hunted.
 
An unexpected ally
The dust clouds still hung over the ravine when Diego steered Tornado into a narrow crevice. The ground vibrated with the soldiers' hooves, screams echoed among the rocks, but here he was invisible for the moment. He was breathing heavily, his mask damp with sweat.
He had beaten them, but not defeated them. Ortega was still alive, and where Ortega lived, the hunt was never over.
Diego listened. Between the dust and the snorting of the horses, he heard another sound—quieter, more irregular. Footsteps, not boots. A person on foot. Someone approaching.
He reached for his sword, waited, his breath short, his muscles tense.
Then he appeared: a man, bent over, his face gray with dust, his clothes not those of a soldier. He carried no weapons, only a sack over his shoulder. A shepherd, perhaps, or a mountain guide.
The stranger raised his hands slowly. "Don't be afraid, Señor," he said in a raspy voice. "I know who you are. And I know who's hunting you."
Diego remained silent, his blade half raised. "And who are you?"
The man approached cautiously. "A nobody. Someone the mountains haven't yet devoured. But I saw the soldados. And I saw you scattering them. You won't shake them all off. Not alone."
The words hit Diego harder than he wanted to admit. Not alone. He had lived alone in this game for years, between mask and face, between night and day. But in this ravine, with Ortega close behind him, he felt how heavy the word "alone" truly was.
“And why,” he asked coolly, “should I trust a stranger?”
The man smiled crookedly. "Because I have no reason to betray you. Ortega will hang me if I get too close. But you..." He looked at him, his eyes flashing despite the dust. "You give people like me hope. That's worth more than silver."
Diego lowered the blade slightly. Tornado snorted, as if he wanted to make the decision for him.
“What’s your name?” he finally asked.
"Mateo," the man replied. "A shepherd without sheep. A man without a land. But one who knows the mountains like his own scars."
Diego nodded slowly. Perhaps this coincidence was more than coincidence. Perhaps it was exactly what he needed: someone who knew him not from the city, not from rumors, but from the dust of the Sierra itself.
An unexpected ally.
Mateo led the way, barefoot, the sack over his shoulder, as if he had the mountains themselves at his feet. Diego followed him on Tornado, suspicious but without choice. The ravine behind them vibrated with Ortena's men—hoofbeats, shouts, the metallic clang of weapons.
"Up here," muttered Mateo, "every stone knows your name if you kick it long enough. But the soldados only hear their own boots. That's their fault."
He led Diego into a narrow crevice, barely wide enough for Tornado. The stallion pushed through, his flanks brushing the rock. A path opened up, inconspicuous, overgrown, as if intended only for animals.
"The soldiers take the high road," Mateo explained. "They believe the enemy goes where the ground is flat. But a man who wants to live goes where no horse will willingly tread."
They climbed higher, over scree, through thorns. Mateo seemed to barely need air, his movements confident, even though he was shoeless. Diego looked at him, wondering what this man was—a simple shepherd? Or something more?
After hours, they reached a plateau. From here, they could see the entire gorge. Clouds of dust rose where Ortega's men rode, like ants in a trail. They searched, shouted, urged their horses, but they were far away, blind to the narrow path Mateo had chosen.
"You see?" said Mateo, his gaze hard. "They are strong. But strength blinds. You, on the other hand... You see what they don't want to see. That's why they follow you."
Diego remained silent, but something was stirring within him. He was used to fighting alone, planning alone. But here, among stone and dust, a stranger had guided him, had shown him that not every battle was won with a sword. Some were won only with the feet and the knowledge of where to place them.
“Why are you really helping me?” he finally asked.
Mateo looked at him, his face serious. "Because you're doing what none of us can. You're riding against those who eat us. I can't wear a mask. I can only show the way. But if you die, what is still called hope dies too."
The words burned. Diego nodded, slowly, respectfully. "Then lead me further, Mateo. Today I am your student."
Mateo smiled for the first time, rough and honest. "Then you'll survive. At least this night."
The night was cold in the Sierra. Mateo led Diego to a hollow hidden between two rock walls. A few old beams lay there, charred, eroded by time. An abandoned shelter, perhaps once for shepherds, perhaps for fugitives.
"Here," said Mateo, putting down the sack. "The soldiers won't get that far. They hate silence, and here there's only silence."
He gathered dry brush and lit a small fire. The flames were weak, but enough to drive away the cold. Tornado stood nearby, his fur glistening in the light, his nostrils steaming.
Diego sat down. He kept his mask on, but his eyes betrayed tiredness. Mateo looked at him for a long time, then spoke softly: "You asked why I'm helping. Perhaps you should know why I live in these mountains."
He pulled up his sleeves. Scars ran across his forearms, old, white, like ropes that would never disappear. "Soldados," he said crisply. "They came to my village. They demanded taxes we couldn't pay. My father objected. They hanged him. My mother cried too loudly. They beat her. I was sixteen. They wanted to force me into service. I fled to the mountains. Since then, I've been a shadow."
Diego remained silent, a chill creeping into his chest. He knew many such stories, but each new one etched itself deeper into his memory.
"For years," Mateo continued, "all I've seen is them taking what they want. I couldn't do anything but hide. But then I heard about you. About the Black Rider who laughs when he beats soldiers. I thought it was just a fairy tale. But today..." He looked straight at Diego, through the mask. "Today I saw that the fairy tale is alive."
Diego placed his hands on the fire. The flames cast shadows on the mask, making it seem almost like a second face. "A fairy tale, yes," he murmured. "But fairy tales die quickly when they're told too often."
"Not if they come true," Mateo countered. "Not if they remind people that they are more than dust."
It was quiet. Only the fire crackled, only Tornado snorted. Diego felt the tiredness in his bones, but also something else—a bond, thin, new, but real.
Maybe Mateo really was just a shepherd. Maybe he was more. But on this night, in this fire, he was an ally. Unexpected, yes—but perhaps exactly the one he needed.
Night fell heavily over the Sierra. The fire had almost burned down, leaving only embers glowing like red eyes in the dust. Tornado stood calmly, head bowed, but ears alert.
Mateo sat at the edge of the hollow, a stone in his hand, which he repeatedly turned. No sword, no rapier—just a stone. But he didn't seem weak. More like someone who had learned to make something out of nothing.
"We'll switch watches," said Diego. His voice sounded harsher than he intended. "I'll take the first half of the night. You take the second."
Mateo shook his head. "You've been riding all day. I'm used to living on little sleep. I'll take the first one."
Diego studied him. He wasn't used to anyone contradicting him, especially not someone who voluntarily stood near him. But he saw the calm in Mateo's eyes—no defiance, no boasting, just habit.
Finally, he nodded. "Good. But if you hear a sound you don't recognize, wake me up. Immediately."
“You can count on it,” replied Mateo.
Diego lay back, not quite, half-upright, his hand on his sword. He closed his eyes, but his mind remained awake. He heard the wind blowing through the ravine. He heard Tornado snorting softly. And he heard Mateo's breathing, steady, alert.
Slowly, he began to feel something he had almost forgotten: trust. Not blind, not complete, but enough to make his eyelids heavy. Enough to sleep while someone else kept their eyes open.
For the first time in a long time, Zorro didn't sleep alone.
And as the embers crackled softly, Mateo put the stone aside, reached for a club he'd hidden in the shadows, and looked out into the darkness. Something was moving out there—perhaps just an animal, perhaps more. His fingers tensed, but his gaze remained steady.
He stood guard. For Zorro. For the fairy tale he wanted to protect.
The embers were almost extinguished, the stars hung cold above the Sierra. Diego slept restlessly, half awake, half dreaming, his hand still on the hilt of his sword. Tornado dozed, but his nostrils twitched as he tested the air.
Mateo sat upright, club in hand, his eyes fixed on the darkness. He was used to listening to the mountains—they spoke in the smallest sounds: a rolling stone, a gust of wind, the crack of a twig. And this time he heard it clearly.
A quiet scratching. Not an animal. Too rhythmic. One step, then another. More than one. Cautious feet, trying not to be heard.
Mateo's heart beat faster, but his face remained calm. He reached for a small stone and quietly threw it into the embers. A spark flew high, crackling loudly enough to wake Diego.
Diego's eyes opened immediately. No shock, no scream. Just the hand drawing the sword, slowly, silently.
“How many?” he whispered.
"Three, maybe four," Mateo breathed back. "From the west. They think we're asleep."
Diego nodded. He adjusted the mask as if it had become part of his face. Then he moved deeper into the shadows, Tornado like a black block behind him.
The footsteps came closer. Men, heavier than hunters, lighter than soldiers in full armor. Scouts. Ortega's dogs.
Mateo tensed, his club firmly in his hand. He wasn't a fighter, but he had learned to strike when necessary.
Diego placed his hand on his arm, holding him back. "Not yet," he whispered. "They should think we're asleep."
The shadows approached the embers. Three men, their faces in the gloom, knives in their hands. One pointed to the rolled-up coat—they took it for Diego. Another crept toward Tornado.
Diego took a deep breath, his heart calm, his gaze hard. Then he tensed like an arrow.
The trap in the Sierra wasn't over—it was just beginning.
The three scouts approached the embers, their faces alternating between light and shadow. One was already kneeling, reaching for the rolled-up cloak. The second had his hand outstretched, almost touching Tornado's reins. The third kept his gaze alert, knife in his fist.
Then Diego moved. Silently, like a shadow, he leaped forward. A blow with the flat of his sword against the first man's neck—the scout gasped, falling to the ground like a sack. Before the second could react, Tornado kicked out, his hooves flashing, striking him in the chest. He flew back, crashing against the rocks, wheezing.
The third scout screamed and rushed forward with his knife raised. But Mateo was already there. No sword, no noble swing—just brute strength. He rammed the club into the man's stomach so hard the breath was knocked out of him. Then he struck again, on the arm, on the face, until the knife clattered to the ground.
"Enough!" Diego shouted, grabbing Mateo by the arm. "He's still alive."
Mateo gasped, sweat running down his forehead. He looked at the man lying bleeding in the dust and hesitated. "They would have killed us."
"Yes," said Diego. "But we're not like them."
The last scout on the ground tried to crawl, groaning, half-conscious. Diego placed the tip of his sword against his throat. "Go back to Ortega," he said coldly. "Tell him he's not hunting the mountains—the mountains are hunting him."
The man nodded weakly, fear in his eyes, then crawled away, staggering, stumbling into the darkness.
Silence returned. Tornado snorted, stamping the dust. The fire smoldered, casting flickering shadows on Mateo's face.
Diego looked at him. "You held on."
Mateo wiped the blood from his hands that wasn't his own. "I'm no fighter," he murmured. "But for you... for what you are... you learn quickly."
Diego nodded slowly. There was more than coincidence between them now, more than a shared path. They had fought together, shoulder to shoulder, raw and precise, unpolished and masterful. Two men who couldn't be more different—and yet, in this moment, brothers.
The bond was forged, not in words, but in the dust of the Sierra, in the blood of their enemies.
The dust slowly settled, the crackling of the embers the only sound again. The three scouts were gone—one unconscious in the shadows, one running away, one left staggering behind. For the moment, there was silence.
Mateo stood there, the club still in his hand, the blood of the soldados on it like a mark that didn't suit him. He was breathing heavily, his eyes still filled with the fury of the battle. But when he looked at Diego, there was no anger in them, just a question mark. A man who wanted to know if he had acted correctly.
Diego put away his sword and stepped closer. He placed his hand on Mateo's shoulder, firm and serious. "You're not a fighter," he said quietly. "But you're more than that. You're someone who stays when things get dangerous. That's rarer than any blade."
Mateo blinked, surprised. "I just did what was necessary."
“Exactly,” replied Diego.
He reached into his pocket and pulled something out: a piece of cloth, black, coarse, torn at the edges. Not a full cloth, not a mask—just a scrap he'd once cut from an old coat. He held it out to Mateo.
"Take it," he said. "It's nothing big. But it's a sign. You are now part of what they fear. Part of the shadow that frightens them."
Mateo hesitated, then took the fabric with both hands. He looked at it for a long time, as if it were more than just a scrap. His fingers curled around it as if he were keeping a promise. "I will wear it," he whispered, "not as a mask. But as a reminder. That I once covered your shoulders."
Diego nodded. "And maybe even more often."
The two men sat down by the fire again. No more big words, no more vows. Just the embers slowly dying out, and two men who knew that from now on, they were no longer alone.
The Sierra had given Zorro an ally. Unexpected. But real.
 
The Soldados' Trap
The morning smelled of dust and iron. Diego and Mateo left the hollow, Tornado striding forward with vigor. The sun was harsh, burning the shadows from the rocks, and both men knew the day would be difficult.
"Ortega won't accept the night," said Diego, surveying the ravine. "He'll be angry. And angry men make mistakes—but also traps."
Mateo nodded. He wore the black piece of cloth tied tightly to his belt, not a decoration, not a symbol for others to see, but only for himself. "The soldados are like wolves," he said. "When they see a break in the herd, they pounce. But sometimes they run straight into the abyss."
They rode on until the ravine opened up. Before them lay a plain, dry, wide, with scattered bushes. Too quiet. Not a bird, not a sound except the wind.
Diego stopped Tornado. He dismounted and knelt down. There were tracks in the dust—many tracks. Hooves, boots, wagon wheels. Fresh.
"Too many for shepherds," he murmured. "Too tidy for fugitives." He placed his hand in the print of a boot. "Soldados."
Mateo looked around. The plain was too empty, too open. Anyone crossing it was a target. "It's a trap," he said. "They want you to believe they've moved on."
Diego stood up, dust clinging to his hands. He surveyed the plain like a chessboard. "If we ride in, they'll surround us. From all sides. Ortega doesn't want another victory in the dark. He wants to break me in front of his men. In front of everyone."
Tornado snorted, uneasily, as if he felt the same.
"Then we won't go through," Mateo said resolutely. "We'll find a way around it."
Diego thought for a moment. A detour meant time. Time in which Ortega could bring more men after him. But entering the plains would be suicide.
He placed his hand on Tornado's neck and looked at Mateo. "Perhaps," he said quietly, "we can turn their trap against them. A trap within a trap."
Mateo raised his eyebrows. "How?"
"By going in," Diego replied. "But not as prey."
The plain lay before them, silent, deadly. A chess move awaited—and only one of them, Ortega or Zorro, would leave the board alive.
Diego stood at the edge of the plain, the wind blowing dust across the ground as if trying to cover his tracks. But the trap was too obvious. No birds, no rustling, no random sounds. Only that unnatural silence that soldados always left behind when they crouched and waited.
“You’re not going in with me,” he said to Mateo.
Mateo glared at him. "If it's a trap, should I leave you alone in it?"
"That's exactly why," Diego replied calmly. "If both of us go in, there'll be no one to report. No one to warn if we go under. You stay in the shadows. Watch, be ready. But don't go in unless you have to."
Mateo wanted to object, but Diego placed his hand on his shoulder. "Trust me. Today I don't need you by my side—I need you behind my back."
It was the first time Diego had used words that sounded like a command to a companion rather than a request to a stranger. Mateo understood. He nodded slowly, his lips pursed, and retreated, climbing a hill from where he could survey the entire field.
Diego pulled his mask down and swung himself onto Tornado. "Come on, old friend," he murmured. "Let's dance."
He rode out onto the plain. His hooves pounded in the dust, the echo reverberated among the hills. He rode neither hastily nor fearfully. He rode upright, visibly, as if to show the soldiers:Here I am.
And indeed – he had barely taken a hundred steps across the plain when the shadows moved. Men appeared as if from the ground. First ten, then twenty, then more. Rifles flashed, swords clanged. They closed around him, slowly, surely.
At the top of the hill, Mateo tensed. He held his breath, his hand firmly on the club, even though he knew one club was nothing compared to dozens. But he waited. Just as Diego had said.
Ortega rode out from the rear, his sword at his belt, his face hard as stone. "Finally," he cried, his voice booming across the plain. "Finally, you've shown yourself, Zorro!"
The soldados cheered, the net tightened.
But Diego sat firmly in the saddle, motionless, Tornado snorting beneath him. He didn't look like a man trapped. He looked like a man making the first move on a chessboard.
"Perhaps," he said quietly, barely audible to those closest to him, "it's time you learned: not every trap snaps shut the way you imagine."
Mateo sensed that something was about to happen. The plain was silent—too silent, like the breath before a storm.
The soldados stood in a circle, rifles and blades gleaming in the sun. Ortega rode slowly closer, sword loosely in hand, his gaze fixed on Diego. "Dismount," he ordered, "and perhaps we'll let you breathe until the rope is ready."
Diego sat still. Tornado pawed the ground, as if sensing the tension, as if simply waiting for the signal. Diego raised his hand, not in obedience—but like a conductor calling an orchestra into action.
"You thought," he said aloud, his voice echoing across the plain, "that you could imprison me like an animal. But an animal knows only one weapon: teeth. I know more."
He dropped his hand. Tornado launched like an arrow, directly into the ring's weakest spot. Two soldados were knocked down, one screamed as the stallion struck him with his hooves. Dust swirled, screams echoed, chaos spread.
But that was only the beginning. Diego had seen the plain before—the dust, the wind, the loose stones at the edge. He steered Tornado close to a hill, snapping a prepared rope that he had discreetly stretched upon entering the plain. A loose boulder rolled, then another. They crashed down in a cloud of dust, separating the soldiers into two groups.
Mateo gasped at the top of the hill. He hadn't seen when Diego had laid the ropes—perhaps during the night, perhaps during the ride itself, hidden in his every movement. But now he understood: Zorro had read the trap like a book and hidden his own within it.
The soldiers shouted in confusion. Ortega barked orders, trying to restore order. But Diego had already disappeared through the dust, reappearing in the middle of the second group, his sword flashing, a Z carved into a shield, and another soldier fell.
“You are not chasing me,” he cried, “you are only chasing your own shadow!”
Mateo clenched his fists. He had thought Diego would sink. Instead, he transformed the plain into a theater where the soldiers were the extras—and Zorro alone kept the beat.
But Ortega rode closer, undeterred, his sword now raised. He knew the men were stumbling, that the dust blinded them. But he didn't want the victory of the masses. He wanted to strike the blow himself.
And Diego knew: the trap wasn't over yet. It had only just begun.
Dust, screams, the clanging of iron—the plain was a cauldron of chaos. Soldiers ran around, some trying to regroup, others shouting orders that no one heard. But amid the chaos, Ortega rode straight toward Diego.
His eyes burned, reins tight, sword raised high. "You won't escape me this time, Diego!" he cried, his voice cutting through the chaos like a blade.
Diego turned Tornado around. For a moment, he stood still, only dust around him, the wind whistling across the ground. Then he drew his sword. Not a word, not a shout, just silent readiness.
Ortega charged forward, swinging his sword in a wide arc. Diego parried the blow, sparks flying, the sound echoing off the rocks. Tornado reared, Ortega's horse snorted, both animals feeling the fury of their riders.
They fought in the saddle, blade to blade, so close that every breath caught the other's. Ortega struck powerfully, brutally, every blow meant to kill. Diego dodged, blocked, and used Tornado's speed to repeatedly unbalance Ortega.
“You’re just a fool behind a mask!” Ortega yelled as he struck again.
“And you’re a dog on a chain,” Diego snarled back, “who thinks he’s a wolf.”
Their blades crossed, interlocking, so that for a moment they both stared into each other's eyes. Hatred versus defiance, power versus freedom.
Mateo watched from the hilltop, his fingers curled around the stone he had unconsciously picked up. His heart pounded. He had seen battles, but never like this—two men who embodied everything that burned in California: oppression and resistance, command and defiance, order and legend.
Ortega pushed, Diego dodged, Tornado jumped sideways, and Ortega narrowly missed. But at the same moment, Diego delivered an upward blow, quick and precise. A cut that ripped Ortega's hat off his head and left a bloody trail down his cheek.
A murmur went through the soldados who saw this.
Ortega roared, foaming with rage. "I'll tear you to pieces!"
But Diego smiled coldly beneath his mask. "Then begin."
The duel wasn't over. It had only just begun.
Ortega wiped the blood from his cheek, his teeth bared. His gaze was that of a man who knew no pain, only anger. He urged his horse forward again, his sword like lightning.
Diego parried, but the blow was hard, vibrating his arm. Ortega was strong, more brutal than any soldado he had ever faced. Every blow was designed to shatter not only the body, but also the legend.
The soldiers formed a circle, shouting, cheering, but no one dared to intervene. They wanted to see it—the duel, man to man. Perhaps they hoped that Ortega's victory would finally disenchant Zorro. Perhaps they were afraid of getting in his way.
"You're tired, Diego!" Ortega yelled. "I can see it in your shoulders!"
“And I see,” Diego shouted back, deflecting another blow, “that you are blinded by your own pride.”
Their horses collided, Tornado whinnied, Ortega's mount reared. For a moment, it was almost a wrestling match, two animals and two men entwined in dust and iron.
Diego took advantage of the movement, causing Tornado to jump to the side, and Ortega almost fell from the saddle. A murmur went through the ranks, some laughed nervously. But Ortega recovered and straightened up, his eyes full of fire.
"You will not die a hero," he growled. "You will fall like a coward."
"If I fall," Diego replied, "it will be because I choose the downward path. You will fall because you are too heavy to fly."
Their blades crossed again, a shower of sparks. Ortega launched a series of blows, raw and powerful, while Diego dodged ever more narrowly, his sword like a dance on thin ice.
Mateo watched from the hill, his heart racing. Every beat, every spark was one heartbeat too many. He felt the soldiers wavering—between hope and fear, between the desire for Ortega's triumph and the fear that Zorro would survive this fight as well.
It was more than a duel. It was a test. And every breath decided who would become a legend in California and who would become just a name.
Ortega urged his horse forward, his blows becoming faster and wilder. Each blow was like a hammer, driving Diego deeper into the dust. Tornado fought, leaped to the side, but he, too, began to tire.
A blow struck Diego in the arm, not deep, but enough to make him tremble. His sword slipped, Ortega saw it, sensed victory. "Now!" he roared, "now you die!"
The soldiers screamed, the circle tightened. Dust swirled, horses snorted, everything was converging on this one moment.
Ortega raised his sword, ready to deliver the fatal blow. Diego half-parried, the blade slid, almost tearing the mask from his face. For a single breath, he was open, vulnerable, a man without a legend.
A stone flew.
It came from above, from the hill where Mateo stood. It struck Ortega's helmet hard and accurately. Not a fatal blow, but enough to shake him. The sword wavered, the blow missed its target.
Diego seized the moment. He thrust his sword forward, striking Ortega's shoulder—not fatally, but deeply. Blood spurted, Ortega roared in pain, staggering in the saddle.
The soldiers screamed in confusion. Some called for help, others stared in horror. For they had seen: Zorro was not alone. Up there, in the dust and wind, stood a man without a mask, with bare hands, who had thrown a stone as if he himself were part of the game.
Ortega held his saddle, blood running down his armor. His gaze was full of hatred, but also a spark of shock. "A peasant…" he gasped. "A peasant dares…?"
Diego spun Tornado around, brandishing his sword, ready to strike again. "He's more than a pawn," he cried. "He's proof that you're not just fighting me—but everyone you wanted to crush."
A murmur went through the soldiers. Doubt. Unrest. They had seen that Ortega was wounded, that Zorro was still standing—and that a simple man had made the difference.
The trap had been broken. But the battle was not yet decided.
The plain was still covered in dust. Screams, the snorting of horses, the clang of swords—then silence. Ortega was bleeding, his sword still in his hand, but his movements were heavy. His men hesitated, staring at him as if waiting for an order that never came.
Diego seized the moment. He drove Tornado to the edge of the plain, his blade in the air, his mask firmly on his face. "You saw!" he shouted. "You saw that Ortega led you into a trap—and that the trap became his own cage!"
Mateo came down from the hill, ran through the dust, and jumped into the open space behind Tornado. He wasn't an experienced rider, but he was strong enough to hold on to the saddle. A peasant at the side of the black rider. An image burned into the minds of the soldados.
Ortega wanted to shout, to command, but his voice broke into a growl. He held his shoulder, blood seeping through the fabric. With a final heave, he swung his sword as if he were cutting through the sky itself. "I swear by everything that lives," he gasped, "I will hunt you down, Diego! You and your pawn! Until you are nothing but ash!"
But Diego didn't answer. He turned Tornado and rode through the dust, his eyes forward. Mateo clung to him, and together they left the plain—two shadows against the sun.
The soldiers stayed behind. Some helped Ortega, some just looked at each other, perplexed, doubtful. For they hadn't just seen defeat. They had seen that Zorro wasn't alone.
And somewhere, in the echo of the rocks, Ortega's oath remained hanging – like a knife that had not yet fallen.
 
The Battle in the Canyon
The sun was high when Diego and Mateo reached the canyon. The Sierra had spat them out, and now they stood before a ravine so narrow that two horses could barely ride side by side. The rocks towered high, casting deep shadows, and the wind sang a hoarse song within them.
Tornado stamped restlessly, as if he sensed this wasn't a safe path. Diego placed a reassuring hand on his neck, but he too sensed that everything would be decided here if Ortega had the courage to follow them.
"This is a hellhole," muttered Mateo, his hand still on his belt where the black piece of cloth hung. "Whoever goes in here won't get out easily."
Diego nodded. "That's exactly why it's the right path. Open fields belong to the soldados. But the canyons... the canyons belong to the shadows."
They rode deeper into the valley. The ground was uneven, full of loose stones. Every step echoed, as if evoking the past. It smelled of dust, of old fire, of battles long forgotten here.
"They'll follow us," Mateo said quietly. "Ortega won't let this happen."
"No," Diego replied. "He'll come. And he'll think he can finish us off here. A canyon is a trap for everyone. But this time..." He looked around, examining the rock walls. "This time I choose where the game ends."
They stopped at a point where the canyon narrowed, almost like a gate. To the left, a large boulder, to the right, a wall high enough for an ambush. Diego dismounted, took a few steps, and placed his hand on the stone. "Here," he murmured, "the fight will be."
Mateo looked at him, a glint in his eyes, half fear, half courage. "Just the two of us against a whole troop?"
Diego smiled thinly under his mask. "No, Mateo. The two of us – and the canyon."
Diego threw back his cloak, examining the rocks like a man who was not a warrior, but a builder. His eyes scanned every crevice, every edge, every loose slab. He was no stonemason, but he understood that nature itself held the deadliest weapons, if you only knew where to press.
"Here," he said to Mateo, "this boulder. With a rope, you could loosen it. If it falls, it will block the way."
Mateo nodded and reached for his sack. He had ropes, old, rough ones he'd used for years to herd animals. "They'll hold," he murmured, "as long as we need them."
They climbed together. Diego secured the ropes, tied knots, and checked them. Mateo helped, pulled, and pulled again. The rock was heavy, but it hung loosely, as if it had been waiting to become part of a battle.
Further up, Diego spotted a narrow passage overlooking the entire canyon. "Here we can see them before they see us," he said. "You stay there. Throw rocks, shout, distract them. They'll think they're fighting more than two men."
Mateo grinned crookedly. "I can. I've been talking to Bergen for years. Today they'll answer."
Diego climbed back down and stroked Tornado's mane. "We'll have to be quick, my friend. One blow, one slash, and then disappear again. They'll never know where the shadow comes from."
Mateo checked the height, the path, the stones. "What if there are too many?" he finally asked.
Diego looked at him, serious but fearless. "Then at least no one dies alone."
Mateo nodded. No pathos, no heroism, just a raw acquiescence, like two men who knew they had nothing left in the ravine but themselves and the dust.
The canyon was silent, as if waiting. The sun crept higher, the wind howled among the rocks. Every sound, every whisper was part of the plan.
And somewhere in the distance the echo of hooves could be heard.
Ortega came.
The first hoofbeats came like a distant rumble of thunder. Then the sound grew louder, filling the canyon until the rock walls themselves seemed to tremble. Ortega was approaching.
Diego and Mateo were already in position. Tornado lurked deeper in the shadows, his fur glistening, his muscles taut. Mateo crouched higher up, his hands full of rocks, his face tense, but his eyes alert.
Then they came. A column of soldiers, tightly packed between the high walls. Sweat glistened on the horses, dust rose in clouds. Ortega rode in front, his shoulder still bandaged, his face hard, as if the pain had only sharpened his rage.
"See?" he shouted to his men. "The shadow is here. We'll get him out like a rat from its hole."
His voice echoed through the canyon, bouncing off the rocks so that it seemed to come from a hundred throats.
The soldiers laughed, some shouted mockingly, but the confined space made their voices sound strangely small. No room for escape, no room for large movements. Every hoofbeat sounded like a drumbeat on the narrow ground.
Mateo took a deep breath. "Now?" he whispered downstairs.
Diego raised his hand—not yet. He wanted to pull her deeper, to where the canyon narrowed, where the ropes were taut and the loose rocks were just waiting for the right signal.
Ortega sensed something was wrong. His gaze wandered over the rock walls, but all he saw were shadows. "Come out, Diego!" he called, his voice full of venom. "Or are you afraid your legend will end in dust?"
The soldiers roared in agreement, shouting Zorro's name like a mocking song. But that was exactly what Diego wanted. Their voices echoed, their pride making them louder, heavier, more careless.
They were deep enough. Diego looked at Mateo and nodded almost imperceptibly.
Mateo clenched his fist, his heart racing. Then he dropped the first stone.
A dull thud, a scream, and dust swirled into the air. The soldiers shouted among themselves, searching for the attacker. Ortega barked orders.
But then Diego pulled the rope tight.
The first chunk broke off, crashing down like a thunderbolt, blocking the way back.
The trap had snapped shut.
The boulder crashed into the dust, the ground shook, horses neighed in panic. The way back was blocked, the soldiers trapped like flies in a glass. Ortega turned his horse, his face filled with rage, but the rock face was relentless.
"Forward!" he yelled. "Break through! Forward!"
But before they could obey, a shadow moved. Zorro. Tornado leaped out of the darkness, Diego in the saddle, his sword flashing like a sliver of sunlight.
He yanked on the reins, Tornado reared, his front hooves striking a soldado, who fell screaming to the ground. Diego parried a blow, stabbed back, and carved a Z into the attacker's breastplate. A second followed, then a third. Every blow was precise, not a breath was lost.
More rocks crashed down from above. Mateo hurled, pushed, and made the canyon itself fight. Each blow from a rock was louder than a hundred swords. Soldiers retreated, screamed, tried to find cover, but there was none.
The canyon was narrow, too narrow. Horses jostled against horses, men stumbled over the fallen, screams echoed like a chorus of despair.
Diego took advantage of the chaos, struck, and disappeared back into the shadows, reappearing somewhere else. He was no longer human, but a phantom, riding among the clouds of dust.
"Hold your ranks!" Ortega yelled, his voice rough with dust. But no one heard. Too much noise, too much panic.
A soldier raised his rifle, aiming at the rock face where Mateo stood. But Diego saw it, spun Tornado around, and shoved the man with the sword to the ground before he could pull the trigger. "You won't take him," he growled.
Mateo saw this, his heart racing. For the first time, he understood that he wasn't just a witness—he was part of the game. Not a spectator, but a figure Ortega couldn't ignore.
And Ortega knew it too. He looked up, saw the farmer with the stones, saw Zorro, fighting like a ghost between dust and shadows. His teeth were grinding, his heart was pounding.
"You two," he gasped, "against me? Then you'll die together, too!"
He urged his horse forward into the chaos, his sword raised high.
The canyon trembled as if it itself were demanding the decision.
Ortega tore through his own ranks like a storm. Soldiers retreated, horses leaped aside, but he pressed on, swinging his sword over the heads of his men. Blood still trickled from his shoulder, but he ignored it, as if only rage drove him on.
"Zorro!" he roared, his voice rumbling through the gorge. "No shadow will save you this time!"
Diego didn't wait. Tornado leaped forward, ripping through the dust. Their blades met with a crack like thunder. Sparks flew, and the soldiers held their breath.
The canyon was too narrow for a large maneuver. Every blow was raw, close, almost personal. Ortega slashed as if he wanted to shatter the rocks themselves. Diego parried, stabbed, retreated, searching for the gap.
From above, Mateo threw another stone. It hit close to Ortega, spraying dust and splinters. The horse shied, Ortega growled, turned around, and tried to look up.
But Diego seized the moment and swung his sword forward, cutting Ortega's chest flat but bloody.
“One more scar,” Diego cried coldly, “so you never forget that the mountains belong to me.”
Ortega gritted his teeth and gripped the reins tighter. "And another reason," he snarled, "to bury you with them!"
He lunged forward, striking with all his might. Diego blocked, but the blow drove him back, almost hitting the rock face. Tornado reared up, a hoofbeat sending dust flying into Ortega's face.
Mateo grabbed a rock again, but this time a soldier high up on the rock face yanked on his leg. Mateo stumbled, held on, and fought with his hands and feet.
“Zorro!” he cried, “they’re coming up!”
Diego heard him, felt the tightness, felt Ortega's sword. Two battles, two fronts. The canyon was now a grinding machine that could swallow both.
But Zorro laughed, a harsh, bitter laugh. "Then let them come," he cried, "and see how dust rises against iron!"
The battle in the canyon was no longer just a fight. It was a hurricane, and everyone in it knew that one of them—Ortega or Zorro—would never leave the dust.
Mateo hung halfway over the rock, his fingers clinging to an edge, while a soldier tore at his leg. Dust trickled, small stones clattered into the depths. The soldier grinned, knife in his other hand, ready to strike.
“Get down, farmer,” he hissed.
But Mateo was no longer a farmer. Not today. He grabbed a loose stone, the size of his fist, with his free hand and struck. The stone crashed against the soldado's forehead. A dull thud, blood spurted. The man staggered, lost his footing, and fell screaming into the canyon. His body hit the ground, an ugly sound that echoed between the walls.
Mateo pulled himself up, gasping, his fingers bloody from the rock. He looked down. "Zorro!" he cried. "Now!"
Diego had just parried Ortega's sword, the blow vibrating in his arm. Ortega pressed on, his features contorted, full of hatred. But Mateo's shout made him raise his eyes for a moment. Above stood the shepherd—not fleeing, not hiding, but fighting.
And at that moment, Diego let go. Not from his sword, but from caution. He dove under Ortega's blow, slid sideways. Tornado reacted immediately, pushing his opponent's horse to the side. Ortega staggered in the saddle, opening his guard.
The sword flashed. A cut across Ortega's chest, deeper this time, closer to his heart. Blood flowed, dark and heavy. Ortega roared, a sound half rage, half pain.
The soldiers screamed, some wanted to rush forward, but the dust, the rocks, the panic held them back.
Ortega was still holding on, his eyes blazing, but he knew he'd been hit. Not fatally—not yet—but deep enough to weaken him.
Diego raised his sword, his mask rigid, his voice cold: "This is no longer a fight between us, Ortega. It is the echo of everything you have destroyed. Do you hear it?"
The canyon responded with dust and silence. Mateo stood at the top, his fists clenched, his chest raised.
For a moment, time seemed to stand still – Ortega bleeding, Zorro ready, Mateo exceeding his own expectations.
But the canyon wasn't finished. Not yet.
Ortega swayed in the saddle, blood dripping from his chest, staining his sword hilt red. He gasped, his eyes full of hatred, but also with a realization that hurt him almost more than the wound: He had lost. Not in death, not definitively—but in the eyes of his men, in the ravine he himself had chosen.
"Retreat!" he yelled, his voice rough but still cutting. "Get out of the canyon! Now!"
The soldiers obeyed, reluctantly, hastily. Some helped the wounded, others threw down their weapons just to escape more quickly. The dust kicked up by their horses enveloped the narrow passage in a gray blanket, as if the canyon itself were trying to drive them away.
Ortega turned around once more, his eyes boring into Diego, cold and unforgiving. "This isn't the end, Diego," he growled. "You and your pawn—you belong to me. I'll break you, piece by piece. Swear to yourself: As long as I breathe, there will be no peace."
Then he turned his horse and disappeared with the remnants of his men, Dust and Echo at his back.
Diego still held his sword raised, but he slowly lowered it. His breathing was heavy, Tornado steamed like he'd fought a battle with twenty men—and perhaps that was exactly what it was.
Mateo climbed down from above. His face was dirty, sweaty, his hands bloody, but his eyes sparkled. "They're fleeing," he said, almost incredulous.
Diego nodded. "No," he murmured, "they're retreating. Ortega knows the difference."
They stood side by side in the dust of the canyon. No victory songs, no cheers. Just two men, exhausted, who knew they hadn't fallen today.
Mateo reached for his belt, felt the black piece of cloth Diego had given him. He looked at Zorro, the mask almost gray in the dust. "You could have killed him," he said quietly.
Diego looked out to where the soldiers had disappeared. "No," he replied. "Not yet. A man like Ortega doesn't die in the dust. He dies in the light, where everyone can see who he really was."
The sun shone brightly over the canyon, the wind blew away the last wisps of dust. It was quiet. But it wasn't over.
 
Traces in the sand
The canyon lay behind them, but the dust still hung in their clothes, in their throats, in their eyes. Diego rode Tornado slowly, Mateo ran beside him, barefoot, his hands still rough from the stones he had thrown. Not a word passed between them. Both knew: words were dust, carried away by the wind.
The Sierra opened up, the rocks gave way, and a vast plain stretched before them. Sand as far as the eye could see, crisscrossed by shallow tracks, as if drawn by invisible hands.
Tornado puffed and stopped. Diego dismounted, knelt down, and ran his hand over the ground. The sun was harsh, the sand was hot, but the tracks were fresh.
“Soldados?” asked Mateo, his voice muffled.
Diego shook his head. "No. Too irregular. Too easy. They weren't walking in a line. These are peasants. Fugitives. Maybe a whole group."
He followed the tracks with his eyes. Some were deep, made by heavy loads, others shallow, by children or the elderly. He saw one trail that limped, another that broke in the sand and resumed. People who weren't moving, but fleeing.
"Ortega isn't just chasing us," Diego murmured. "He's chasing anyone who doesn't have enough to pay him."
Mateo knelt beside him and dug his hands into the sand himself. "These are my people," he said quietly. "Farmers, shepherds who just want to live. They're running west, where they believe the sand will protect them. But the sand betrays every step."
Diego nodded. He stood up, his hand on his sword, the wind tugging at his coat. "If we follow the tracks, we'll find them. But also the soldados. Because where there's a trail, the hunt isn't far away."
Mateo looked at him, his face hard, his eyes alert. "Then let's go. If Ortega finds them before we do, there will be no village left, no life, only dust and fire."
The sun burned, the tracks lay open like wounds. Zorro and the farmer followed them—two shadows in a sea of ​​sand, hunted yet hunters themselves.
And every step led deeper into the heart of the desert, where the sand swallowed everything - except the traces of those who were still alive.
The sun ate away the shadows, the wind carried fine dust across the ground. Diego led the way, leading Tornado by the reins, Mateo followed with his head bowed, his eyes fixed on the ground. Every step, every trace told a story.
"Here," said Mateo, kneeling down. "See? A child. The prints are small, uneven. It had to be carried, then put down again. Someone was too tired."
Diego looked more closely. The trail broke off, started again a little further, deeper, as if someone had picked it up, then stopped again, breathing heavily. "They're struggling to keep going," he murmured.
A few meters further, he found darker stains in the sand. Blood. Not much, but fresh. Next to it, the imprint of a foot, dragging, deep. "Wounded," he noted. "And yet they keep going."
Mateo clenched his fists. "Ortega is driving them. He drove them from their homes like cattle. And now he's chasing them until they fall."
Diego raised his gaze. The air shimmered on the horizon, nothing was clear, but in the distance, dust rose—not from the wind, but from riders.
“He is near,” he said quietly.
Mateo followed his gaze. The veil of dust grew, changing, as if a fist were kneading the sky itself. "If it reaches them before we do..." He didn't finish the sentence.
Diego placed his hand on Tornado's neck. "Then they're lost. But maybe—maybe we can be faster."
They followed the tracks, ever deeper into the sea of ​​sand. Every step was harder, the heat oppressive, their breathing became harsh. But the tracks were clear, a line of signs that led them directly—to the fugitives who were running somewhere ahead, exhausted, harried, unaware that Zorro and a farmer were following them like shadows.
And above all, there was one certainty: all that remained between them and Ortega was time. A few hours, perhaps, perhaps less.
The sand became softer, deeper. Tornado's footsteps were heavy, Mateo panted, but they didn't give in. And then, after a long bend between low dunes, they saw her.
A small group, barely twenty people. Men, women, children, a few elderly people carried on shoulders. Their faces were burned by the sun, their eyes hollow with fatigue. Some had bloody feet, others tied rags around their skin to continue on.
A boy stumbled and fell into the sand. A woman, perhaps his mother, picked him up, but her arms trembled as if she had no strength left.
Diego and Mateo approached. Immediately, several screamed, wanting to flee, thinking soldiers had followed them. Diego raised his hand, calmly, slowly.
"Don't be afraid," he said in a deep voice. "We are not your enemies."
They looked at him—the black rider, covered in dust, his face half-hidden. Some murmured a prayer, others stared as if a legend stood before them.
Mateo stepped forward, his hands raised. "I am one of you," he shouted. "I am a shepherd. We are here to help you!"
An old man stepped forward, supported by a stick. "Help?" His voice was rough, full of suspicion. "You can't give us water. You can't carry our children. You can't save us from the soldados. No one can."
Diego approached him and placed his hand on his shoulder. "Yes," he said. "You just have to go a little further. But if Ortega reaches you, you're lost."
A whisper went through the group, fear and hope mingling.
"Where should we go?" asked a woman with dry lips. "There are no cities to take us in. No missions to protect us. Only sand."
Diego looked at the horizon. There, far to the west, lay an oasis he recognized from previous rides—small, hidden, but with water. "There," he said. "If you walk quickly, you can reach it. But I have to guide you. And I have to defend you if Ortega comes."
The people looked at each other, exhausted, desperate. Then, one by one, they nodded.
Mateo stepped next to Diego, quietly, almost just for him: "This is no longer a fight for you, Zorro. This is a fight for her."
Diego nodded. "Then we'll fight twice as hard."
And above the dunes, far away but closer than before, a new cloud of dust rose – Ortega's riders, growing like a black crest in the sky.
The group stood still, like a herd that didn't know where to go. Eyes filled with fear, legs barely able to stand. Diego stepped forward, his voice firm, even though he felt the fatigue in his bones.
"You must keep going," he said. "Every step brings you closer to the oasis. It's small, but there's water and shade there. Hang in there."
A man protested, his arms wrapped around his child. "We can't do it. The children, the elderly—we'll fall on the way."
Mateo stepped in, his face hard. "If you stay, you'll fall faster. Ortega is behind you. I've seen how he treats men who go down. You don't want to see what he does to children."
Silence. Then a nod. Hesitant, but determined. The group began moving again, slowly, dragging its feet.
Diego stayed behind, examining the tracks in the sand. He knew they were an open book, leading directly to the fugitives. So he knelt down, took a twig, and began drawing lines, erasing tracks. Tornado trampled over them until it looked as if only a few riders had passed through.
"Time," Diego murmured. "More time. More steps."
Mateo returned, his forehead glistening with sweat. "I'll lead them on," he said. "You'll ruin the trail."
Diego nodded, working silently. He smeared prints, drew false lines, made Tornado trot sideways in the sand to make it look as if they had turned north. Every trick, every deception he knew, he laid in the sand, as if he himself were a scribe writing a lie.
But when he looked up, he saw the dust above the dunes. Larger, thicker. Ortega was coming closer, faster than he had hoped.
The sun was high, burning the breath out of his lungs. Diego climbed onto Tornado, urging him on. "We have to do more, Mateo," he murmured as he caught up with the group. "Covering our tracks isn't enough. Ortega smells us like a wolf."
Mateo looked at him, exhausted but determined. "Then we'll do it like we did in the canyon," he said. "We'll lure him. Only this time in the sand."
Diego smiled harshly. "A wrong path for Ortega. A right one for us."
And as the group staggered forward, Zorro began to build a new trap in his mind—this time out of nothing but wind, sand, and deception.
The sun ate away at their skin, the sand burned like fire beneath their feet. The fugitives dragged themselves forward, each step heavier than the last. Diego knew: If Ortega found them like this, it was over.
"We need cover," he said to Mateo. "Out here, they're prey."
They found a depression, half-hidden by dunes, little more than a hollow in the sand. Diego let the group in, signaling them to lie down. The children were covered with sheets, and the elderly lay down, motionless, as if they were already part of the ground.
"Not a sound," whispered Diego. "Not even a breath too much."
Mateo nodded, but his eyes sparkled. "And now what? You can't lie in the sand forever."
Diego looked west. There ran a narrow gully, an old dry channel, half-blown, but deep enough to conceal tracks. He drove Tornado into it, drawing lines with the branch as if dozens had passed there. Every print was a lie, every furrow a piece of deception.
"When Ortega comes," he muttered, "he'll think they've moved on. He'll take the wrong lead."
The dust in the east grew thicker, heavier. They could already hear the distant thunder of hooves.
Mateo helped Diego reinforce the false trail. They trampled sand, dug furrows, and dropped pieces of clothing—a rag trap that acted as evidence.
Then they retreated, crawling into the hollow where the fugitives lay motionless. The thunder grew louder, the sand vibrated. Ortega arrived.
He rode at the front, his eyes narrowed, his face even paler than it had been in the canyon. His shoulder was bandaged, but he held himself upright as if sustained only by hatred.
The soldiers spread out, searching, calling. One found the wrong path and called out loudly. Ortega rode over, saw the tracks, the rags.
He grinned, crooked and hard. "They're weak," he growled. "They couldn't go any faster. West! Drive them until they fall!"
The column set off, the hooves pounding, the dust drifting away – westward, away from the depression.
The fugitives breathed again, quietly, hesitantly. Mateo looked at Diego. "It worked."
But Diego shook his head. "Not yet. Ortega is no fool. He'll realize the trail is a lie. And when he comes back, he can't find anything."
The sand was still. For a moment, they had won. But the wolf still smelled blood.
The sun now stood at its zenith like a burning eye, the air shimmered as if the world itself were melting. The fugitives lay still in the hollow, barely able to breathe. Mateo wiped the sweat from his brow and looked at Diego. "Do you think they believe it?"
Diego knelt in the sand, his eyes fixed on the horizon. He heard the hooves slowly fading as Ortega's column moved west. But he also heard something else: the wind, which wasn't strong enough to erase the tracks.
"No," he murmured. "Not long. Ortega has been hunting for years. He knows how tracks speak. And our lie will soon be silenced."
Mateo clenched his fists. "Then he'll return."
And he was right. Before the fugitives could rest, dust appeared again in the east. A smaller group broke away from the main body—Ortega himself, with perhaps ten of his best riders. They returned, more slowly, examining the sand like a book.
“He noticed,” whispered Mateo.
Diego stood up, sword in hand. Tornado snorted uneasily. "Then the sand must tell a second lie."
He stepped out, drew deep lines in the ground with his heel, smeared them, and created new prints. He made it look as if the group had split: one part heading north, the other further into the depression. Ortega was supposed to think the fugitives had dispersed.
Mateo understood immediately. He took a cloth, soaked it with water from a hose, and dragged it across the sand as if people had fallen there. Every mark was despair, every mark an illusion.
The soldiers reached the edge of the depression. Ortega dismounted, bent down, and ran his hand over the sand. His eyes flashed. "They were here," he growled. "Not an hour ago."
A soldier pointed north. "Señor, tracks—many."
Another pointed to the depression. "And here too. They've split."
Ortega stood up, blade in hand. "Then we too will separate. No shadow, no child will escape."
The soldiers fanned out. Some went north, some stayed behind. Ortega himself went deeper into the sand, closer to the depression.
Mateo looked at Diego, his face hard. "If he goes deeper, he'll find her."
Diego tightened his mask. "Then he can't go any deeper."
The sand was still, but the air vibrated. A duel was imminent, not just with blades, but with deceptions that could be shattered in the hot breath of the desert.
Ortega approached, step by step, his sword loosely in his hand, but his eyes burned. Every glance scanned the sand, every track, every unevenness. His men kept their distance, knowing their captain trusted no one but his own eyes.
The fugitives crouched in the hollow, barely daring to breathe. Children pressed their faces against their mothers' chests, as if they could hide in their heartbeats. Mateo lay flat on the ground, sweat running down his face. One more step, one more look—and it was all over.
Then Diego stepped out of the shadow of the dune. Silently, upright, Tornado beside him, his head held high. He seemed like a figure from the sand itself, born of dust and wind.
"Ortega!" he cried, his voice sharp and harsh. "You're chasing ghosts in the sand. But here I stand—the only one you'll find."
Ortega stopped, his sword still loose, but his body tensed. "You," he growled. "Always you. A shadow that won't die."
"Perhaps," Diego replied coldly. "Or perhaps a man who refuses to kneel before dogs."
A whisper went through Ortega's men. They saw that he was standing alone, off to the side, like a target. But they didn't dare take a step, not without orders.
"Come," cried Diego, raising his sword. "Come and take what you think is yours."
Ortega growled, mounted his horse, his eyes fixed solely on Diego. "Then you'll die here. And your farmer with you."
But Mateo had already disappeared. While Ortega stared spellbound at Zorro, he quietly led the fugitives, crouching, step by step, through a side depression. No words, only gestures, only his breathing, as quiet as the wind.
Diego knew it, felt it. Every second he held Ortega was an extra breath for the children, the elderly, the women.
Ortega rushed forward, sword raised. Diego spun Tornado around, intercepted the blow, sparks flew, steel sang in the hot wind.
The battle began—loud, wild, like thunder on the sand. But as steel clashed with steel, a group of exhausted men crept on, invisible, guided by a man who was a shepherd yesterday and a guardian today.
And above it all the sand echoed, as if it wanted to decide for itself whose traces would remain – and whose would be blown away before the next morning came.
 
The forbidden love
Night had fallen, silent and heavy. The sand had swallowed the traces of the day, and only the wind still spoke of hooves and screams. Diego rode Tornado slowly through the dunes, his mask in shadow, his face full of weariness. He had distracted Ortega, kept him busy long enough for Mateo to lead the fugitives away. But he knew: Ortega was still alive. And a living enemy is more dangerous than a dead one.
He found them again at the edge of a small oasis. The group had gathered there, exhausted, some already asleep, the children in their mothers' arms. Mateo sat off to the side, his back against a tree, his head thrown back, as if he himself were about to fall asleep.
And there she was.
Isabella.
The woman he shouldn't have seen, not on this night, not in this place. The daughter of a wealthy don, who had disappeared weeks ago because she wanted to escape the constraints of her house. Now she was among the fugitives—her dress dusty, her hair disheveled, but her eyes bright like a fire that couldn't be extinguished.
She saw him immediately. And he saw her.
It wasn't recognition, it was a blow. A heartbeat that said too much before a word was spoken.
"Zorro," she whispered, stepping forward, her hands trembling slightly. "They say you're just a shadow. But you stand here, made of flesh and blood."
Diego dismounted and pulled his mask tighter over his face. "You shouldn't be here, Señorita." His voice was harsh, but there was a tremor in it that didn't come from a fight.
Isabella smiled weakly. "And yet here I am. No longer in my father's halls, no longer in the chains of a betrothal I never wanted. I belong neither to him nor to the man he tried to force upon me."
Diego remained silent. He knew what it meant. A woman like her couldn't stand next to a man like him. Especially not next to the Black Rider, whom the authorities were hunting as a bandit.
Mateo opened his eyes, saw the two of them, and smiled wearily. "The forbidden flower grows in the sand too," he murmured, then closed his eyes again.
Isabella stepped closer, so close that Diego could feel her breath. "You can fight against soldados, against Ortega, against entire armies. But can you fight against your own heart?"
Diego looked at her, the mask he wore suddenly heavier than any sword.
Forbidden love stood before him – brighter than any torch, more dangerous than any blade.
Isabella stopped, just a breath away, yet too close. Diego felt her warmth, smelled the dust in her hair, which still smelled of jasmine—a scent that didn't belong in this harsh desert.
"You should stay with your own," he said quietly, as firmly as he could. "I'm not for you. I'm just a shadow."
She raised her chin, her eyes flashing. "A shadow seeking the light. I saw how you saved them, the elderly, the children. That's not a shadow, that's more than many men in Los Angeles have ever done."
Diego turned away, placing his hand on Tornado's mane as if he could cling to it. "You don't understand. I live with the blade, with the mask. Tomorrow I could be lying dead in the sand. Do you want to tie your future to a dead man?"
She stepped closer and placed her hand on his arm. Gently, but firmly. "I'd rather breathe with a man who's alive than live in chains with one I'll never love."
His heart pounded. He wanted to pull his arm back, but he didn't. He felt the warmth of her hand, and for a moment he wasn't Zorro, not Don Diego, not the Black Rider. He was just a man who saw the truth in a woman's eyes.
Mateo cleared his throat quietly without opening his eyes. "You two are playing with fire," he muttered. "And we're all standing in the straw."
Diego smiled bitterly, then backed away, step by step, until the distance was restored. "You must not come near me, Isabella. Not here, not ever. Whoever bears my name also bears my enemies."
She looked at him, unmoved. "Then let me carry your enemies. I've spent my entire life behind walls. I'd rather die free by your side than rot alive in a gilded cage."
His chest tightened. He wanted to believe her, wanted to grasp her, didn't want to let her go that night. But he knew: love wasn't a flower in this land. Love was a dagger, hidden, and one day it would cut deep.
He pulled his mask tighter. "Go to your people," he whispered. "Before I forget who I must be."
Isabella stepped back, slowly, but her eyes held him as if they had the power to penetrate any wall, any mask.
And Diego grew aware: the soldados weren't his greatest threat. She stood before him, barefoot in the sand, with eyes he couldn't forget.
The night was silent, only the rustling of palm leaves above the oasis sounded like a soft whisper. The fugitives slept, exhausted, huddled together in small groups. Mateo snored somewhere nearby, his club at his side, as if he wanted to be ready even in his dreams.
Diego sat off to the side, Tornado behind him, staring into the dark pool of water that could barely quench the thirst of the people. His reflection was blurred, shattered by the waves blown into it by the wind. A face that was half mask, half man.
“You’re not sleeping?”
Isabella's voice came softly from the darkness. She approached barefoot, her dress dusty, but her gait was upright, almost defiant.
Diego didn't look up. "You should rest. The journey tomorrow will be difficult."
She sat down next to him without asking, her knees in the sand. "And if tomorrow doesn't come? If Ortega finds us, if we die—why should I lose this night in my sleep?"
Diego sighed. "You're playing with words that serve you no purpose. There is no 'us'. There is you, daughter of a don, and there is me, a hunted man whose name is on every wanted poster."
She paused briefly, then looked into the water. "You're mistaken," she finally said. "I exist—and my heart. And my heart no longer beats for my father's name or the man he tried to sell me to. It beats for the shadow that stands against all of that."
Diego turned to her, surprised, almost angry. "You don't know what you're saying. Tomorrow I could be dead. The day after tomorrow you could be in chains with me. And you call that love?"
Her eyes shone, almost too bright in the moonlight. "Yes," she whispered. "Precisely because of that. Because I'd rather breathe one breath of truth than a hundred years of lies."
His heart clenched as if she'd opened his chest with her bare hands. He wanted to grab her, shake her, tell her it was madness. But the words stuck. Instead, he just looked into her eyes, which held no doubt.
"I dreamed," she said suddenly, "of a rider in black, fighting not only for the poor, but for me. And when I saw you confront Ortega tonight, I knew my dream had become flesh."
Diego closed his eyes. Every sound, every word was another thread in a web that could strangle them both. And yet… he didn't want to escape. Not this time.
“Isabella,” he whispered, “if you keep saying that, it will break both of us.”
She placed her hand on his, firm and warm. "Then we'll collapse."
The night was silent. And for a moment, Diego was silent too.
Diego felt her hand on his, warm, soft, but at the same time like a brand. He could have pushed her away, perhaps even had to – but his fingers didn't move. They remained as if nailed to the sand.
"You don't understand," he said hoarsely. "I am not a man for you. I am a mask, a legend, an enemy to the authorities. I carry only shadows within me. Anyone who comes too close to me will be hunted, tortured, or betrayed."
Isabella shook her head slowly, her hair falling over her shoulders. "No. You don't understand. I've been bound in golden chains my entire life. Every look, every word was prescribed. I only understood what freedom is tonight. And now it sits here, next to me, in the sand."
Diego turned his face away, looking into the darkness, but her gaze bored into him, forcing him back. "If I give in to you," he murmured, "if I fall even one step, I'm lost."
“Or found,” she whispered.
A gust of wind blew through the palm trees, rustling the leaves like voices. The moon reflected in the water, as if heaven and earth themselves wanted to witness the moment.
Isabella moved closer, so close that her dress brushed his leg. He could feel her breath, sweet and warm. She raised her chin, her eyes fixed on him.
"You can fight a hundred soldados," she said quietly. "But can you fight me?"
He wanted to answer, wanted to push her away, wanted to say something harsh that would widen the gap between them again. But the words didn't come. Instead, there was only the pounding of his heart, loud, wild, like drums before a battle.
She placed her hand on his cheek, cautiously, as if checking whether the man behind the mask was truly made of flesh. Then she leaned forward.
Diego closed his eyes, just for a moment – ​​and that moment was enough.
Her lips met his, a kiss, tender yet unstoppable. No violence, no haste—just the clash of two hearts beating against everything around them.
For a moment, there was no Soldado, no Ortega, no hunt. Only the sand, the night, the water, and two people doing something that could destroy them both—and yet was inevitable.
When they separated, Diego remained silent, his breathing heavy. "You shouldn't have done that," he whispered.
Isabella smiled weakly, her eyes shining. "I couldn't have done anything else."
And deep down he knew: Neither did he.
Diego pulled back so abruptly that the sand gave way beneath his boots. His breathing was harsh, the mask suddenly clung heavily to his skin. He didn't feel like Zorro, not like Don Diego—he felt like a man about to betray everything he lived for.
"This can't happen again," he said, his voice deeper than he intended. "It was a mistake."
Isabella looked at him, unmoved. "A mistake that felt more right than anything I've ever done."
Diego shook his head and turned toward the water. "You don't understand. My love is a death sentence. Anyone I let close to my heart will be struck by the blade that's actually seeking me."
She didn't step closer, keeping the distance between them. But her voice remained firm. "Then carry this weight as you carry your sword. For I fear the blade less than life without truth."
He closed his eyes, pressing his fingers against his eyelids as if trying to push away the images her kiss had left in his mind. But they remained.
A crack in the sand. Mateo.
He stood in the shade of a date palm, his club held loosely in his hand, his face barely legible in the gloom. But his eyes – they saw everything.
"You're crazy, Diego," he muttered. "An entire country is hunting you, Ortega wants to skin you alive—and you let a woman open your heart. That's more dangerous than any sword."
Diego glared at him. "You should sleep."
Mateo stepped closer, snorting softly. "Sleep? While you're playing with fire here? I'm no fool. I've seen the way she looks at you. And the way you look at her."
Isabella didn't lower her gaze. "Then tell me, Shepherd—what is worse: to love and risk, or never to love and die in the shadows?"
Mateo scratched his beard, looked from her to Diego and back. "I'm no philosopher," he said harshly. "But I know one thing: If Ortega gets wind of this, you'll both lose. And we'll lose with you."
Silence. Only the wind stirred the palm leaves, and somewhere a child murmured in his sleep.
Diego turned away, pulling his cloak tighter. "It'll just be a kiss. Nothing more. Nothing less. Tomorrow is a new hunt, and there's no time for love in the hunt."
Isabella didn't answer. But in her eyes lay a vow, silent and unyielding, that was stronger than words.
The night was almost too quiet, as if it itself had held its breath. Diego stood at the edge of the oasis, his gaze fixed on the distance, where somewhere Ortega's riders roamed through the darkness. He knew they would return, like wolves who never forget the scent of their prey.
Sand rustled behind him. Mateo stepped closer, club slung over his shoulder. "You don't want to hear it," he began quietly, "but I'll say it anyway: This woman is your downfall."
Diego remained silent, not moving.
"I saw you fight," Mateo continued. "In the canyon, in the sand, against overwhelming odds. You were invincible because you had nothing they could take from you. But now?" He stepped beside him, looked at him sharply. "Now you have them."
Diego slowly turned his head. His eyes flashed beneath his mask, but his voice was calm. "You mean a heart makes me weak."
Mateo nodded. "Yes. Ortega is no fool. He'll smell it like a dog. And if he knows you love something, he'll destroy it. That's easier than breaking yourself."
Diego took a deep breath, his fingers tightening around the hilt of his sword. "Perhaps," he said, "love is not weakness, but reason. Reason not to fall."
Mateo laughed harshly. "That sounds nice. But nice words die quickly in the dust. You have to decide: Are you the legend who lives only in the shadows – or are you a man who follows his heart? Both together will kill you."
Silence. Only the snorting of Tornado and the distant chirping of night insects.
"And her?" Mateo finally asked. "Do you think she understands what it means to be Zorro's wife? Hunted, cursed, always on the edge of the sword?"
Diego remained silent.
Not far away sat Isabella. She couldn't close her eyes, even as she pretended to be asleep with the other fugitives. She had heard every word. And inside her, something burned. Not fear, not doubt—but determination.
I won't let him go,she swore silently to herself.Neither Ortega nor the whole world will dissuade me.
Dawn crept slowly over the horizon, a pale gray that made the sand seem cold. The fugitives awoke heavily, as if they hadn't slept the night before, but had simply closed their eyes to briefly forget the pain. Mateo helped an old man up, while the children clung to their mothers' hands.
Diego stood a little way off, Tornado beside him, the horse's breath steaming in the cool morning air. He seemed impassive, his mask like a wall, but last night's storm raged in his chest.
Isabella approached him. Not hesitantly, not secretly—openly, upright, so that Mateo and the others could see. She stood in his way, her hair disheveled, her clothes dusty, and yet she radiated a dignity that no gold or palace could give.
“You can’t pretend,” she said, “that last night didn’t happen.”
Diego pressed his lips together. "It was a mistake."
"No," she replied, her voice firm. "It was true. And you know it."
The people didn't look directly, but they heard. Murmurs ran through the group, quiet as the wind. A farmer raised his eyebrows, a woman hugged her child tighter. They had all seen Isabella looking at him. And they understood what it meant.
Mateo stepped closer, club in hand. "Señorita," he began, "you're putting him in danger."
Isabella turned her head and looked at him sharply. "Or I'll bring him strength. You call it weakness, I call it courage."
Diego raised his hand as if to silence them both. "Enough." His voice was hard, but his eyes betrayed the struggle within him. He looked at Isabella—too long, too intensely. Then he turned away, pulling his cloak tighter.
"I can't give you anything," he said quietly. "Not without taking everything from you. Freedom, security, peace. My love is a war."
Isabella took a step closer, placed her hand on his chest, over his pounding heart. "Then I'll fight him with you."
For a moment, the world was silent. Only the sound of the wind over the dunes and the distant clatter of hooves, which once again reminded us of Ortega's rider.
Diego stood motionless, every muscle tense. A man forced to choose between legend and heart—and knowing that both would tear him apart.
Morning broke. And with it came the certainty: love could not be forbidden in California. It could only be deadly.
 
The revelation of the plot
The small caravan of fugitives moved slowly on, accompanied by the dull thud of tired feet and the panting of exhausted animals. Above them, the sun burned, merciless, as if it wanted to suck all hope from the sand. Diego rode Tornado at the edge of the group, his eyes alert, his hand always on his sword.
Mateo walked beside him, his expression serious. "They're talking," he murmured. "The farmers. They're saying the governor wants more than taxes. That he's plotting something in the shadows."
Diego nodded barely noticeably. "I've heard about it. Whispers in the taverns, letters that never arrived. But no one knows the whole plan."
Mateo spat in the sand. "Maybe Ortega knows more. He's not just chasing you. He's chasing anyone who moves, anyone who doesn't follow orders. Why so much trouble for a few peasants? There's more to it."
Before Diego could answer, Isabella stepped from between the rows. She was carrying water jugs, helping an old woman, but her eyes were fixed on Diego. "I know what they're planning," she said suddenly, her voice quiet but clear enough for both men to hear.
Diego pulled on the reins, and Tornado stopped. "What do you know, Isabella?"
She put down the pitcher and brushed her hair from her face. "I heard it before I fled. My father spoke with envoys at the palace. They don't just want to enslave California with taxes. They want to divide the dons, the missions, the common people. A plot that will tear the country itself apart."
Diego tensed. "Who's behind this?"
"The governor," she replied, "and his closest men. Ortega is just the arm. But the hand—it sits in the palace. They want to create a pretext, force an uprising, so they can strike even harder. So that no one dares to raise their head anymore."
Mateo snorted. "A rebellion they themselves ignite, only to then extinguish it? Like a fire lit to celebrate the arsonist as a savior."
Diego looked west, his eyes narrowed. "So this is it. Not just a fight over farmers and taxes. It's a plot to shackle California."
Isabella nodded. "And now Ortega isn't just hunting you because you're in their way. He's hunting you because you're the only one who could reveal the plan."
Silence descended upon the group. Even the wind seemed to be listening.
Diego pulled his mask tighter, his eyes hardening. "Then the light must enter the shadows. We must reveal the plot—before they drown the land in blood."
Diego remained silent for a long time, while Tornado restlessly pawed the sand with his hooves. He knew that words alone weren't enough. Rumors were smoke, and smoke vanished. If the people believed Ortega and the governor were merely hunting a bandit, then every act of Zorro's was nothing more than a shadow. But if he brought evidence, documents, letters, a confession—then the smoke would become a fire that no one could extinguish.
“We have to go to the palace,” he said finally, his voice harsh.
Mateo looked at him as if he'd just lost his mind. "Into the palace? In the middle of Los Angeles? Under the watchful eyes of the governor and his soldiers? That's not a plan, that's suicide."
Isabella raised her chin. "Not if you know the right doors. I've been there, many times. I know the hallways, the back entrances, the rooms that are unguarded at night. My father was a don, he had free access. I've seen more than they thought."
Diego turned to her, his gaze searching. "You're a risk, Isabella. Every step into the palace is a dance on the edge. If you're recognized—"
"Then you'd recognize a don's daughter returning to beg for mercy," she interrupted sharply. "A role I can play. And by the time they see me, you've already disappeared into the shadows."
Mateo shook his head and spat in the sand. "I hate to say it, but she's right. If we want to expose the governor's lies, we need more than swords. We need proof. Paper, seals, words people can't wipe away."
Diego nodded slowly. Everything inside him tensed, like a bow about to fire. "Then we'll go. But we won't go blindly. First, we'll get these people to safety. A mission Ortega hasn't yet burned down. That's where they'll find shelter."
Isabella placed her hand on his wrist. "And after that?"
Diego looked over the horizon, where Los Angeles lay like a dark dream in the distance. "After that, we'll go to the palace. And if necessary, we'll dance on the knife."
Mateo laughed dryly, bitterly. "A shepherd in the palace, a woman who betrays her father, and a rider in black. If that isn't a fairy tale, then it's madness."
Diego pulled his cloak tighter, the sunlight hitting his mask harshly. "Perhaps it's both. But fairy tales and madness are the only weapons we have left."
The sun sank like a rotten apple behind the dunes, and the heat collapsed, becoming a leaden veil that the night slowly rolled away. Diego didn't let the fugitives choose where they went—he knew that choosing between fate and death shouldn't be for the hungry and frightened. He showed them a path that wasn't comfortable, but offered an opportunity: an old mission, half-forgotten, half-ruined, with wide walls and a garden where a few olive trees still cast shade. There, the elderly could breathe. There, children could sleep without fear that morning would bring blows.
Mateo led the column. He went ahead, leaving footprints in the sand, showing the way, speaking to people who had long since stopped expecting someone to lead them. Women wept quietly, men stood bolt upright, following someone who didn't ask for mercy—only for a plan. Isabella sat down next to a mother, dried her lips, and offered water from vessels she had personally fetched into the twilight. For a moment, she wasn't the daughter of a don, but the sister of someone who was hungry.
"We have to have them watch," said Diego, as the mission loomed like a dark block on the horizon. His voice was ragged, and every word was an order. "In two groups. One at the gate, one inside. No fire, just small oil lamps. No noise. Matao, you take the outside watch. Isabella, you arrange the sleeping quarters. I'll make sure the gates aren't left open like an invitation."
Mateo nodded and did it without saying much. He knew the timing of fear. People would calm down when someone gave them a task—even a small one like passing water or locking the door. A few old monks who were still there opened the gate, shaking their heads at the dirt on their clothes and the dust, but their eyes found something in Diego's they hadn't seen in years: determination that didn't dissolve into sermons.
Diego examined the walls, felt the gates, caressed the wood, as if one could feel the heart of a place by knowing its grain. "There's a descent into the storeyard," murmured an old brother as Diego offered him a hand. "Unused for years, since the chests fell into disrepair. Perhaps a door unwelcome to the palace lords." The words were simple and brutal, like a knife under a jacket. Diego nodded. A door, a courtyard, perhaps a hiding place; a place where evidence could breathe before the powers that be burned it.
Later, when the fugitives slept and only the fluttering of the date palms sounded like small, nervous hands in the darkness, they sat down together—not as an army, but as conspirators. Isabella spread out maps, old paths she had seen in the palace: vaults, servants' corridors, a small courtyard that was never on the official plan. "My father received men there whose names I didn't even know," she said, her voice small with memory, large with anger. "They had seals, black stamps, letters that embarrassed men would beat if they disobeyed. I was never able to see inside, but I know which doors are rarely closed: the ones that await no one."
"Governor and dons," said Mateo, his voice rustling like dry leaves. "If they're building an uprising, they need provocateurs, victims, scapegoats. They also need someone to ignite the spark. And the soldados are the matches." His hand slid into the sand, drawing lines as if each stroke were a road, each point a possibility. "We need evidence. Letters, witnesses, seals. Paper that can't simply be swept away."
Diego nodded. "We'll get it by taking it. I'll go at night. I'm faster than patrols, and if necessary, invisible. Isabella, you go with me and play your role. Mateo stays, secures the route, brings the people to safety if things go wrong." He looked at them, the two of them—a daughter of the Greedy, a son of the Earth—and in his eyes there was no longer any question, only the weight of a decision. "If you're not there, then tonight is all about me. And I'm not leaving without you."
Isabella swallowed, then smiled, a kind of smile that wasn't happy, but determined. "I've listened too often, Don Diego. I know how the doors open, how the governor washes his hands when it starts to bleed. I'm not doing it for my father. I'm doing it because someone needs the truth to rise up."
The preparation was a rough job: Diego's masks had to fit tighter, and his cloak was weighted with sand to make the footprints harder to read. Isabella placed a cloth over her hair, shook out the dirt, and played the role she would never get to play in her life: the lady who returns to negotiate. Mateo packed provisions in small bundles, distributed medicines, and two young refugees, amazingly brave, were assigned as errand boys—they would bring messages if they were separated.
When night fell and the mission lay shrouded in darkness, Diego and Isabella pulled their hoods over their heads. Their silhouettes merged like two shadows making a promise, neither before the other. Mateo stood at the gate, his hands steady, his eyes on the road, ready to make his escape. "When you come back," he said tersely, "come quietly."
Diego smiled, a short, hard curl of his lips. "When I return, I'll bring the light."
They rode off—first the short stretch into town, which rose from the sand and darkness like a mismatched puzzle, then the large alleys that reeked of intrigue in the night. Isabella moved like a woman with a right to the world, someone who knew how to be noticed without arousing suspicion. Diego was the shadow, precise as a needle. They crept through backyards, gliding past lampposts, and every step was a bump against a wall of glass.
In the heart of the city, night closed around them like a blanket. They were just two of many shadows, but they bore the responsibility of more than just themselves. The mission had provided protection, but the truth they sought lay like a snake in the middle of the palace—ready to bite. And Diego knew: the cat of power never fully slumbered. You had to surprise it or try to die.
Was this a plan? Perhaps. Or just a delusion. But it was their plan, and it would be enough. They crept on, the palace walls towering, rootless and vast, before them, and the city above breathing softly, as if awaiting either dawn or the cracking of chains.
The palace walls rose from the darkness like a sleeping animal yet hearing every footstep. Guards stood at the gates, spears in hand, their eyes tired but not blind. Isabella raised her chin, pulled her shawl tighter over her hair, and walked like a woman accustomed to being given way. Diego followed in the shadows, his cloak heavy with dust, his sword ready, hidden but only a breath away from the steel.
They didn't take the main route. Isabella led him through a narrow side street where the lanterns flickered and the plaster of the houses crumbled. "Here," she whispered, "there used to be a delivery corridor. The kitchen carts came through, barrels of wine, crates of meat. The governor considers it forgotten, but the servants still use it."
A rusted gate blocked the entrance. Diego grabbed it, shook it, and the iron gave way, softly, like a groan of metal. He pushed it open, let Isabella through, and followed her. The corridor smelled of mold and old grease, the walls damp, the pavement uneven.
"On the left," she whispered. "Then a staircase. Behind it are the storage rooms."
Diego heard footsteps above him, the creaking of wood, the clinking of glasses. Voices, men laughing, men drinking. The life of the palace, full and untouched by the hardship outside.
They crept on, their footsteps muffled in the dust. At the end of the corridor, a low door opened. Isabella groped for the latch and quietly pushed it aside. Behind it lay a room filled with crates and sacks, the smell of spices, wine, and dried meat.
"From here," she whispered, "corridors lead to the officials' chambers. My father spoke of a room they call the 'archive.' No windows, just paper and seals. That's where the letters I meant are."
Diego nodded, his heart pounding. Paper. Evidence. No myth, no mask—but words that even the powerful feared.
He placed his hand on her shoulder. "Stay close to me. Not a single step alone."
She nodded, her eyes glowing in the dim light. "I'm not afraid."
Diego looked at her, one breath too long. Then he turned and quietly drew his sword from its scabbard.
The hunt for the truth had begun.
Diego opened the nearest door a crack. The corridor beyond was narrow, torchlight flickering on the walls. Voices echoed from afar, but no footsteps approached. He gestured to Isabella to wait and slipped out, his sword tucked low to his body, like a shadow creeping through the stone.
The corridor led to a heavy wooden door with iron fittings. No coat of arms, no shield, nothing official—that was precisely what made it suspicious. "This must be it," Diego murmured. He pressed his ear to the wood. Silence. Only the sound of his own blood.
Isabella stepped beside him, her eyes alert. "I remember. My father spoke of this door. He said whoever opens it will open the governor's tongue."
Diego pressed the handle. It was locked. He pulled a small tool from his coat, a flat piece of iron, shaped like a key. He knelt, applied it, and moved it quietly, patiently. Click. The lock gave way.
The door creaked open, as if it were a guardian itself, sounding a warning. But behind it lay only darkness and the smell of paper, ink, and dust.
The archive.
Ceiling-high shelves crammed with boxes, bundles, and rolls of parchment. Wax seals gleamed in the dim torchlight. Isabella stepped inside, her fingers trembling as she stroked the parchments. "Here," she whispered. "Here it is."
Diego pulled out a box and broke the seal with the tip of his sword. Papers, densely written, neatly arranged. Letters with signatures, seals of the governor and the dons.
He read aloud: "'We will raise taxes, drive the people to revolt, so that we can crush the rebellion and confiscate all rights to land and crops.'" His voice hardened. "They are planning starvation. Deliberate starvation."
Isabella pulled out another document. "And here—lists. Names of farmers, of shepherds. People marked as 'ringleaders' before they've even done anything." Her hand trembled. "They create their enemies to destroy."
Diego closed his eyes. This was more than a rumor. This was the dagger they wielded in the darkness.
"That's enough," he finally said. "This sheds light on the shadows. With these papers, Ortega can no longer just call me a bandit. With these papers, everyone can see who the real thief is."
But even as he spoke, he heard footsteps in the corridor outside. Heavy, steady, the clang of iron. Soldiers.
Diego grabbed the documents and stuffed them into his coat. "We have to leave. Immediately."
Isabella nodded, her breath rapid. They both knew: what they held in their hands was stronger than any blade—and precisely for that reason, more deadly.
The footsteps outside grew louder, a rhythmic pounding of boots accompanied by the clang of metal. Diego pressed the papers deeper into his coat, feeling the weight of the truth against his chest. A weight that could now kill him faster than any blade.
"Out here," whispered Isabella, pointing to a narrow door at the end of the archives. "It leads to the servants' corridors."
Diego nodded, grabbed her arm, and pulled her along. But before they reached the door, the archive's heavy entrance door burst open. Two soldiers entered, torches in their hands, the flames casting long shadows across the shelves.
“What the hell—?” The first soldado saw her and raised his sword.
Diego reacted faster. A step forward, the sword flashed, steel struck flesh. The man fell, the torch clattered to the ground, rolling in the dust. Isabella snatched it up, pressed the flame against a shelf, which immediately caught fire.
“It distracts her,” she gasped.
"And kill us if we don't get out of here quickly," Diego replied, grabbing her wrist and pulling her toward the narrow door.
They pushed through, running down the narrow corridor barely wide enough for two. Behind them echoed shouts, orders, the barking of soldiers who noticed the fire. The archive was no longer a library—it was a burning torch.
"Faster," Diego urged. "They'll know the way."
Isabella was breathing heavily, but she kept pace. "Here on the right!" she called. "An exit to the courtyard!"
They rushed down a narrow staircase and reached a low courtyard lined with carts and barrels. The moon slanted into the sky, and the pavement shone damply. A gate, locked but unguarded, led out to the street.
Diego kicked the latch, and it popped open with a bang. Isabella pushed through, Diego followed. Tornado stood tied up outside, as if he had sensed his rider would need him.
"Up!" shouted Diego. He swung himself into the saddle, pulling Isabella behind him. They had barely mounted when the first soldiers appeared in the courtyard. One shouted, "Zorro!"
Diego spurred Tornado. The horse took off, its hooves pounding the pavement. Arrows flew, clattering against the walls, one grazing Diego's cloak. Isabella clung to him, the documents pressed against his chest.
Behind them, the palace blazed. Not in flames, but with a fire that could no longer be extinguished: the truth they carried.
The night tore beneath Tornado's hooves. Cobblestones, then sand, then narrow alleys again, where the sound echoed like thunder. Isabella held on tight, her breath warm against Diego's neck. Behind them, soldiers screamed, torches cast frantic tongues of light against the walls, arrows whizzed through the air.
"Left!" Isabella shouted when she saw a small alley. Diego jerked the reins, and Tornado turned sharply, stones flying. An arrow whistled past his ear, the next struck a barrel, which burst and filled the path with water. Tornado leaped over it as if it were a shadow.
They reached the outskirts of the city. Before them lay the open countryside, sinking into darkness. But behind them, on the walls, horns and trumpets blazed. There was no doubt about it—the palace now knew that Zorro was more than just a thief. He had stolen their truth.
"They won't stop," Isabella gasped. "Not this time. Not as long as we have these papers."
Diego pressed the documents to his chest, feeling the parchment crackle beneath his cloak. "That's precisely why they must not fall into my hands. They belong to the people."
Tornado raced across the open field. The wind tore at Diego's cloak, and Isabella clung to him tighter. Behind them, the noise of their pursuers surged, but the darkness swallowed much of it.
Mateo was waiting at the mission. When he saw them coming, he ran toward them. "Have you got them?" he shouted.
Diego gave him a curt nod, jumped off his horse, and pulled out the papers. Mateo saw the governor's seal, the lists, the letters. His face hardened. "Holy Mother," he murmured. "That's enough to burn them all."
“Enough,” Diego confirmed, “to show who the real bandits are.”
But there was no triumph in his eyes. Only hardness, only clarity. "From now on, they will hunt us down with everything they have. Ortega will not rest. The governor will not sleep. We have drawn their dagger from its sheath—and they will want to take it back."
Isabella stepped closer and placed her hand on Diego's arm. "Then we fight," she said quietly. "Not for us—for those whose names are on these lists."
Diego looked at her longer than he should have. Then he nodded, slowly, heavily.
Night closed in around the mission. Within its walls lay the people, exhausted but safe—for the moment. In Diego's cloak lay the truth, sharper than any blade.
And over California the sky stretched, silent, as if sensing that the battle had just begun.
 
Imprisonment in the Mission
The mission lay like a gray shadow in the dawn. Its walls, crisscrossed by cracks, seemed strong yet tired, as if they had stored too many stories of escape and bloodshed. In the courtyard, the fugitives were still asleep, huddled together, while a few monks walked through the corridors with bowed heads, murmuring their first prayers.
Diego stood at the edge of the courtyard, clutching the evidence he'd fought for during the night. Parchment, seals, names—the paper sword, more dangerous than anything Ortega could carry. Mateo stepped beside him, wringing his hands restlessly.
"We have them," said Mateo. "But what now? The paper is worthless if no one reads it. And we can't stay here forever. Ortega will find the scent; he'll hunt us like a dog."
Diego nodded. "We need a way out. A messenger, someone to take the papers north, to the few who still have a voice. If we make them public before the governor reacts, we can save the country."
Isabella approached. Her eyes were dark and steady. "And yet we remain here as if in a cage. The governor knows that refugees seek refuge in missions. Ortega will come. He won't have to hunt us down—he'll simply close the gates."
Her words had barely faded away when a horn sounded outside. Deep, heavy, vibrating within the walls. Then footsteps, many footsteps. Shouts, orders.
Mateo cursed and reached for his club. "Too late. He's already here."
Diego ran to the wall, climbed up, and looked out. Clouds of dust, soldiers in ranks, Ortega at the front, his shoulder still bandaged, but his face filled with hatred. They surrounded the mission like a noose.
“No way out,” muttered Diego.
Behind him, people gathered, screaming and crying. The monks tried to calm them, but their voices were drowned out.
Ortega's voice echoed across the walls. "Zorro! Black Rider! I know you're there. And I know what you're carrying. Surrender—or we'll take you out, stone by stone, and with you the peasants you're trying to protect."
The walls of the mission shook beneath the drums. Imprisonment. Not because they were bound—but because the world outside had surrounded them.
Diego took a deep breath. The battle for the canyon was nothing compared to this. This wasn't about an ambush. This was about whether the truth would burn in the fire or survive.
The mission's walls were thick, but Diego knew they weren't built to withstand a siege. They were built for prayer, for storing wine, for baptizing children. But Ortega saw them as nothing more than a wall that could be broken down.
Inside, chaos reigned. The fugitives crowded the nave, the women held their children, the men stood uncertainly, some with clubs, others with nothing but their bare fists. An old monk knelt before the altar, murmuring prayers as if God himself could lock the gates.
Diego paced the rows, his voice deep, calm, harder than the tremors outside. "Hear me. We have proof. We have the truth. That means we must survive—to show it. Not fight, not die. Survive."
Mateo stepped to his side. "And how, damn it? We're sitting here like goats in a stable, and the wolves are lurking outside."
Diego pressed his lips together and looked up at the roof. The beams were old, dry, brittle. An exit up above. Maybe. "We have to distract them," he murmured. "If they think we're giving up, they'll lower their guard. Then we'll get the evidence out."
Isabella stepped forward, her face pale but firm. "Then take me. I am a daughter of the Dons. Ortega will think I've come to negotiate. While he's staring at me, you can take the paper away."
"No," Diego said sharply. "You're his greatest prey. He wouldn't let you negotiate; he would use you."
"And if not me, who?" Her voice trembled, but it didn't break. "You can't carry everything alone. Let me be the bait."
Mateo grabbed a chair and hurled it against the wall. "We don't need bait, we need a tunnel, a miracle, anything!"
Diego put his hand on his shoulder. "Calm down. There's always a way out. Ortega thinks he's got us trapped—so we'll make him believe he's right."
Outside, Ortega's voice echoed again. "Zorro! I give you one hour. Open the gates, or we'll set the mission on fire. Then the peasants you're trying to protect will turn to ashes—and their children with them."
A scream rippled through the crowd. Diego clenched his fist, feeling the parchment crackle beneath his cloak.
Imprisonment was more than walls. It was time slipping through your fingers.
And Diego knew: This hour was their only chance.
Diego stood in the nave, his gaze slid over the beams. Old, dried out, but strong enough to support a man. The roof was high, the timbers irregular, but a pale light shimmered between the cracks. A path. Not for everyone, but for some—and perhaps enough.
“Mateo,” he said quietly, “how many men can you carry silently across the beams?”
Mateo looked up, narrowing his eyes. "Two, three at once. But not the old people, not the children."
"The children first," Diego replied. "They're light. You can lift them through the skylight, then over the walls. Stay quiet while the soldiers wait outside."
Mateo nodded, a hard expression on his face. "What if Ortega sets the fire while we're climbing?"
“Then the mission burns,” Diego murmured, “but the truth survives.”
Isabella approached, her eyes glowing. "I can convince the monks to come with us. Some know secret exits—supply routes, old tunnels. They've always pretended they were only for the wine."
Diego placed a hand on her arm. "Do it. Get them on our side. Every stone, every door they know is now a sword."
She nodded and disappeared into the back corridors, her dress flitting across the old tiles.
Diego climbed the pulpit and spoke to the people huddled beneath him. "You're afraid. That's good. Fear keeps you awake. But don't let it break you. You're not prisoners, you're witnesses. Ortega thinks he has you under his control. Prove to him that he's only holding your walls, not your will."
A murmur went through the crowd. Not cheers, not hope—but something solid, like a stone that cannot be moved.
A beam cracked above as Mateo lifted the first boy. The child trembled, but the men above held him securely. A whisper, a quick tug – and he disappeared through the hatch.
Diego took a deep breath. Every breath he saved was a step against Ortega's threat. But outside, one could already hear the shuffling of torches and the clanging of chains.
Time was running out.
And the roof of the mission became the last hope.
Isabella moved quietly, quickly, through the corridors of the mission, her hands on the walls as if seeking support. The dust here smelled of centuries, of incense and cold stone. Behind a heavy wooden door, she found three monks, bent over as if praying, but their eyes open and alert.
"Padres," she began, "there are soldados outside. They won't rest until they get us. You know these walls better than any of us. Tell me—is there a way out?"
The monks looked at each other, hesitating. One, old with deep furrows in his face, slowly raised his hand. "There's an old tunnel. Behind the sacristy. It once led to the vineyards, long before the earth withered. Closed for years. But perhaps..."
“Show me,” said Isabella without hesitation.
They led her through a narrow corridor, past walls that glistened with damp. Behind a curtain of heavy cloth stood a small door, half-hidden, its wood rotten, its iron bands rusty. A bolt held it closed.
Isabella grabbed it and shook it. "It's stuck."
The old monk nodded. "It was never opened again. But beyond it lies the path. Narrow, dark. If you crawl, you can reach the fields."
Isabella looked at him determinedly. "Then we'll crawl."
She tore a piece of fabric from her dress, wrapped it around her hand, and pressed against the latch with all her strength. It creaked and rusted, but it gave way. A crack opened, and cold air rushed out, smelling of earth and stone.
“That’s it,” she whispered.
The monks crossed themselves as if they had opened the entrance to a crypt. Isabella, however, returned to the nave, where Diego was still lifting children up over the beams.
"There's a second way," she said quickly. "A tunnel behind the sacristy. Narrow, but it leads out."
Diego looked at them, his face hard, but his eyes glowing. "Then we'll divide them. The children over the roof, the old people through the tunnel. Ortega expects us to break through the gate—not disappear like water through sand."
Mateo laughed harshly. "Maybe we have more wings than he thinks."
But outside, the roar of soldiers could already be heard, the scraping of wood as ladders were leaned against the walls. Ortega didn't want to wait any longer.
The walls of the mission shook. But inside, the prisoners found two ways out—and with them a spark of hope.
Outside, a horn blared, dull and harsh like a death sentence. Then Ortega's voice, high and raw, cut through the walls: "Enough playing, Zorro! Open the gates or we'll get you! With fire, with steel, with blood!"
A thunderous crash sounded as the first ladders were slammed against the walls. Soldiers climbed, their helmets flashing in the torchlight. Others rammed beams against the gate. The wood creaked and trembled, but still held.
Inside, chaos reigned. Children were crying, women were screaming, men were holding chairs and clubs as if they were swords. Diego stood in the middle, his arms raised. "Quiet! Listen to me!" His voice cut through the panic like a knife. "We'll split up! The children up on the roof, the old people in the tunnels. Everyone who can walk, help. No one gets left behind."
Mateo shouted orders, grabbed two men, and pushed them toward the sacristy. "You, take the old people! Keep them on their feet. If they fall, lift them!" He climbed back up to the beams himself to bring the next group of children up.
Isabella stood at the small door to the tunnel, torch in hand, her eyes sharp. "Here! Quickly! One by one!" Her voice was clear, no trembling, no doubt.
Diego leaped to the stairs, drawing his sword as dust trickled from the ceiling. A jolt—the gate nearly burst open. The soldados' torches shone through the cracks. "Hurry!" he shouted. "We have minutes, not hours!"
A boy stumbled while climbing to the skylight, but Mateo caught him and lifted him up as if he were as light as a feather. Hands from above grabbed him and pulled him out. The boy disappeared into the night.
In the sacristy, the old men crawled into the tunnel. One wept with fear, but Isabella placed her hand on his shoulder. "You are still alive," she said, "and you will continue to live." Her voice burned more than any prayer.
Outside, another crash. The gate splintered, wood flew. A crack opened, a hand reached through. Diego punched, blood spurted, the soldier screamed. But then more hands pressed against it.
"Keep going!" Diego yelled. "Every step will get you out! I'll hold her as long as I can!"
The mission shook under the storm, the roof creaked, the tunnel smelled of fear and earth. Two ways out – and both threatened to be buried at any moment.
The gate gave way with a crash that thundered through the nave. Splinters flew, hands pierced through, then bodies in iron. The first soldados stormed into the courtyard, shields raised, blades bare, the roar of their throats as raw as the clang of steel.
Diego was there before the first soldier had even fully touched the ground. His sword flashed, swift, precise, deadly. One soldier fell, the second staggered back with a gaping wound in his shoulder. But where one fell, two followed.
"Back!" Diego shouted at the fugitives. "To the tunnel, to the roof, quickly!"
Mateo was already at the top, his hands sore, but he didn't let up. He picked up a girl, pulled her up, and passed her on. His sweat dripped onto the beams, but he laughed harshly as a boy threw himself at his neck, clinging to his neck. "Come on, little devil, up you go! When you're out, run as fast as you can!"
Isabella knelt at the entrance to the tunnel, torch in hand. She urged the old men inside, speaking words that were more powerful than her trembling voice: "You are not going into darkness, you are going into life. Just a few more steps." Her hand held those of those who could barely breathe with fear.
A soldier broke through and plunged into the nave. Diego pushed him back, but a second followed, then a third. One swung a torch and threw it at the pews. Dry wood caught fire, flames licked upwards. Smoke filled the air.
"Mateo!" shouted Diego. "Faster!"
“I’ll do what I can!” Mateo shouted back, a cry somewhere between anger and defiance.
Isabella looked over her shoulder, her eyes filled with fire. "Diego! They're setting the mission on fire!"
Diego knew it. The smoke stung his lungs, the heat ate through the benches. But he didn't retreat. His sword sang, thrust, parried, and cut. Every heartbeat brought new opponents, every breath, new smoke.
"Go!" he yelled. "Go while I'm still standing!"
And so three paths remained open: the roof, the tunnel, and battle. All three led out—or to death.
The flames were already licking at the beams of the nave, the crackling mingled with screams and the clanging of steel. Smoke rolled over heads like a black blanket, burning the lungs and making eyes water.
Diego fought like a man who knew he could fall—but mustn't. His sword slid through gaps in armor, pushing back soldiers, but their numbers were endless. One grabbed him from the side, yanking him to the ground. A second leaped forward, blade raised, ready to strike.
"Diego!" Mateo yelled from above, leaping from a beam without hesitation. He crashed into the middle of the soldiers, the club whizzing down, striking skulls and breaking bones. With a wild laugh, he yanked Diego to his feet. "Stand, hombre! If you fall, it's only on the outside!"
They fought together, shoulder to shoulder, until the space before them filled with corpses and smoke. But each blow brought new enemies.
Isabella was at the tunnel, her voice cracking as she pulled the last fugitive inside. An old man stumbled, almost too weak to crawl. She grabbed him, supporting him with all her strength until he disappeared into the darkness. "Go! Everyone! I'll follow!"
She turned around and saw Diego and Mateo in the chaos of the fire. Her heart raced. She ran back, grabbed a bench, and pushed it against the soldiers who dared to approach. "This way!" she shouted, creating a narrow path for them through the smoke and blood.
Diego seized the moment and grabbed Mateo by the arm. "Pull back! Now!"
They rushed through the sacristy, the door slamming behind them. Smoke filled the tunnel, but it was clear. They crawled inside, Diego last, his sword still in his fist, while outside Ortega's voice thundered: "Zorro! You won't escape me! California will be your grave!"
But Diego crawled on, meter by meter through the darkness, Isabella in front of him, Mateo behind him. The air was stuffy, the ground damp, but at the end, a fresh wind blew.
They stumbled outside and fell gasping into the grass. Behind them, the mission was ablaze, the roof collapsed, and a tower collapsed.
The fugitives gathered, exhausted, frightened, but alive. Mateo coughed, wiping the blood from his face. "Holy Mother... we're alive."
Diego looked back, his eyes hard. "No," he said quietly. "We didn't escape. We just reached the next battle."
And over the burning mission, he swore to himself: Ortega and the governor would pay for this night – with every breath he had left.
 
The Black Rider Frees the Poor
The night after the escape was heavy, as if all of California were covered by a black blanket. The fugitives camped in a hollow, far from the burning walls of the mission, but the fire still glowed on the horizon, like a red eye that would not let them forget it. Some wept silently, others simply stared into the darkness.
Diego stood off to the side, Tornado beside him. He had cleaned his sword, but the blood still clung to his hands, deeper than any water could remove. Mateo squatted on a rock, club across his knees, cursing quietly to himself. Isabella knelt beside the children, whispering encouragement to them as if she herself had never been touched by fear.
"They think they've won now," Mateo finally said. "One less mission, a few more peasants on the run. Ortega will boast, the governor will drink wine. And tomorrow it all starts again."
Diego didn't answer. He looked at the evidence in his coat, felt the weight of the parchments. Paper against steel, truth against fire. He knew: it wasn't enough to know the plot. He had to act.
"The poor," he said quietly. "They're not just refugees. They're the heart of this country. And as long as they're in chains, California will never be free."
Isabella looked up, her eyes gleaming in the faint starlight. "Then you must free her. Not secretly, not alone—but openly, so everyone can see. Only then will the legend become true."
Mateo snorted. "Open? That's madness. Ortega will summon everything if you come to the aid of the poor. Soldiers, cannons, whatever he has."
Diego pulled the mask tighter over his face. "Then let him do it. If California wants to see who Zorro is, then let him see him in the light, not just in the shadows."
He swung himself onto Tornado and looked down at the faces of the fugitives. "Go north," he ordered. "Find the San Rafael Mission. There's still shelter there. Mateo will guide you."
“And you?” asked Isabella, standing up, a note of fear in her voice.
Diego drew his sword and held it up, catching the moonlight. "I'm riding to Los Angeles. Ortega keeps the poor people there in chains. Tonight I'll break them."
A murmur went through the crowd. Isabella stepped closer and placed her hand on Tornado's reins. "Alone?"
"Not alone," said Diego. "With the truth. With the sign."
He urged Tornado on. The horse reared, neighed, its mane flying. For a moment, it seemed as if a black flash of lightning had cut through the night.
And then Zorro was gone, a shadow in the wind – on his way to free the poor.
Los Angeles awoke not to bells, but to the crack of a whip. In the main square, where merchants usually displayed their wares, Ortega had staged a spectacle. Soldados rounded up peasants, their hands tied behind their backs, their faces blank with exhaustion. Some still smelled of burning on their clothes—refugees from the mission, caught while fleeing.
Ortega sat on a black horse, his shoulder still in leather straps, the wound healing poorly, but his hatred kept him in the saddle. He spoke loudly so that every ear could hear the mockery: "Look! These dogs wanted rebellion, they wanted to murmur against the crown! Today they see what rebellion means: hunger, chains, and the gallows!"
He pointed to a wooden scaffold at the edge of the square. Ropes hung from the beams like snakes. A murmur went through the crowd.
The soldiers pushed the prisoners into the dust. An old man fell, unable to get up. A boy cried for his mother, who was kneeling beside him, bound. Ortega laughed, a short, cold bark. "This is the fate of anyone who thinks Zorro can save them!"
A shadow moved across the rooftops, invisible to the soldiers. Diego lay on the tiles, Tornado hidden in a narrow alley. He looked down at the square, at the people, at the fear. His fingers gripped his sword, but the anger in his chest was stronger than steel.
He could have jumped immediately, from the rooftops into the crowd. But that would have been foolish. No, it had to be a blow so open, so loud, that even the most distant ranchos would be talking about it.
He saw the scaffolding. He saw the whips. He saw Ortega.
"Tonight," he murmured, "no whip will fall. Tonight only the sign will fall."
Quietly, he pulled a piece of chalk from his coat and drew a large "Z" on the brick, which flashed in the moonlight. Then he waited until Ortega raised his hand to give the order to hang.
And at that very moment, Tornado tensed up below, as if he knew his rider was about to arrive.
The air was thick with tension. One more breath, and Los Angeles would see if Zorro was truly just a shadow.
Ortega raised his hand, the whip hissed through the air—a silent prelude to the spectacle of horror. The executioner reached for the first rope, a boy screamed, the crowd held its breath.
And then—a crash above their heads. Roof tiles shattered, swirling into the dust like splinters. From the darkness, a black figure plunged down, its cloak spread like a raven's wings. A cry rippled through the crowd: "Zorro!"
Diego landed among the soldiers, his sword flashing, parried the first blow, struck, and was gone again before his opponent fell. Ortega roared with rage, drawing his sword. "Catch him! Alive or dead!"
The crowd broke apart, like water parted by a rock. But the peasants in chains raised their heads. Hope glowed in their eyes—small but burning.
Zorro turned and, with a single blow, cut the rope of the first prisoner. The man fell into the dust, staggering, but alive. "Run!" cried Diego. "Save yourselves while you can!"
A soldier attacked, but Zorro dodged, his cape fluttering across the square like a shadow. He shoved his opponent against the scaffolding, which creaked, ropes swaying. A boy crawled out from underneath, his hands still bound but free of the rope.
Ortega urged his horse forward, his eyes burning with hatred. "You fool! The people belong to the crown, not you!"
“The people belong to themselves,” Zorro called back, his voice loud and clear, like a blow against the walls.
He jumped onto the scaffolding, cutting the ropes one by one with swift movements. People fell, rolled to the side, soldiers screamed, ran, stumbled. Arrows flew, one grazed Diego's shoulder, blood flowed, but he held on and jumped back down.
The crowd began to roar. First it was fear, then cheers, then courage. Men grabbed stones, women grabbed sticks, children screamed the name of the black rider. "Zorro! Zorro!"
Ortega swung his whip, lashing out at Diego, but Tornado charged into the arena at that moment, neighing, his mane blowing in the wind. The blow missed, and Zorro grabbed the saddle and swung himself onto it.
The soldiers closed ranks, shields raised. But Diego laughed harshly. "Come on! Today I'm not fighting for a mask. Today I'm fighting for everyone you want to put in chains!"
And the crowd responded—not with silence, but with a cry that filled the night like thunder.
The square was suddenly no longer a place of execution, but a battlefield. Screams echoed between the houses, torches flew, the night tore into fire and dust. Zorro led Tornado into the middle, his sword flashing like a second heart, beating to the horse's rhythm.
A soldado leaped forward, but Tornado reared, his hooves crashing against the shield, and the man flew back like a sack. Diego swung his sword, cut the whip from another man's hand, and carved a "Z" into his breastplate. A symbol that stung more than any wound.
"Run!" he shouted to the peasants, who had just been cowering in chains. "Now! Your shackles have fallen, take your freedom with your own hands!"
The words ignited like oil on a fire. Men jumped up, grabbed stones, and snatched poles from the soldiers. Women lunged at their henchmen, hitting them with their bare fists and tearing at their uniforms. Even children threw sand and broken glass. Victims became fighters.
Ortega raged. He urged his horse into the thick of it, blade raised. "Down with the bastard!" he shouted, and his men followed, but they found not a frightened mob, but a square filled with voices shouting "Zorro!"
Diego parried Ortega's blow, the impact sending sparks flying from the steel. "You can hunt me, Ortega," he said harshly, "but you can't keep an entire people in chains."
Ortega roared and drew his sword again. But a stone struck his horse, causing it to shy and rear up. Ortega almost fell, cursed, and barely managed to stay afloat.
Meanwhile, the peasants tore down the scaffolding. Beams creaked, ropes snapped, and the symbol of the execution fell into the dust. The square no longer belonged to the soldiers—it belonged to the poor.
Diego jumped off Tornado and led him into the shelter of an alley to clear the way for the fugitives. "Go!" he yelled again, and this time they really did run—in all directions, like a torrent that no wall could hold back.
Ortega saw it, his eyes burning with hatred. "You freed her, Zorro," he growled. "But you won't keep her."
Diego tightened his mask. "It's enough that they know the chains can break."
And in that moment he knew: Tonight was not just a victory for the poor – it was the moment when the legend became reality.
The square smelled of smoke and blood. Beams of the scaffolding still glowed, the torches lay crushed in the dust. The peasants fled in all directions, some still dragging the remains of their shackles on their wrists, others carrying children, stumbling but still running as if they had suddenly gained wings.
Diego lingered for a moment. He saw an old man, barely able to stand, being supported by two younger men. He saw a woman bite her son's hands free because there was no knife left. Images that burned into his heart. Images that compelled him to keep fighting, no matter how many scars it might cost.
"Zorro!" Ortega's voice cut through the chaos. The captain had recovered, his horse under control again, his face contorted with rage. "You can't live in the shadows forever! I'll get you—day, night, in every hole you crawl into!"
Diego jumped into the saddle, and Tornado reared up. "Then look for me," he called back, "but you'll never catch me. Because I don't ride for myself. I ride for them!"
He urged Tornado on, charging through a gap between two houses. Soldiers tried to block his path, but Tornado's hooves were faster, his sword slashed blades aside. Sparks flew, screams echoed, and then the black rider disappeared into the alleys.
Ortega remained, surrounded by his men, their ranks scattered. The square that had been a stage of fear that morning was now a battlefield of hope.
Ortega ripped the whip from his belt and struck it into the dust. "Burn the houses of these dogs!" he roared. "For every one Zorro frees, ten others shall suffer! We will reduce their villages to ash until no one dares to whisper the bastard's name!"
The soldiers hesitated, but his gaze made them obey. They dispersed, with torches, with swords, with the fury of a man who knew he had lost the crowd.
Diego no longer heard the screams. He was already too far away; Tornado raced through the darkness like the wind. But he knew: This wasn't the end. It was only the beginning.
Because he had shown the poor freedom – and Ortega would make them pay with blood.
At the edge of town, where the last huts merged into the sand, Isabella and Mateo were waiting. They had sent the fugitives as far north as possible, in small groups scattered across the hills so Ortega couldn't catch them all at once. But fear still hung in their eyes.
Isabella paced restlessly in circles, her hands clasped together. Every distant scream made her jump, every flicker of torches on the horizon made her catch her breath. Mateo sat on a rock, his club across his knees, chewing on a dry blade of grass as if it could chew away his nervousness.
Then, a thunder of hooves. Tornado emerged from the darkness, Diego in the saddle, his cape flapping, his mask covered in dust. Isabella ran to meet him, but held back as he dismounted. She saw the blood on his shoulder, the cuts on his cloak.
“You are alive,” she said, quietly, almost a prayer.
"For now," murmured Diego, his sword dangling loosely in his hand. "The poor are free. But Ortega has sworn to punish them."
Mateo spat out the stalk. "Of course. A man like him can't take a blow. He'll burn the villages, devastate the fields. The poor now have hope—and that's more dangerous to him than any sword."
Isabella placed her hand on Diego's arm. "Then we can't leave them alone. They need protection. They need more than a legend that comes and goes in the night."
Diego looked at her for a long time. The smoke of the city still hung in his hair, the echo of the shouts of "Zorro!" vibrated in his chest. "You're right," he said finally. "Tonight I freed the poor things. But tomorrow Ortega will hunt them down. And then the real battle begins."
Mateo grinned crookedly. "Then it's time for your shadow to become fire."
Diego nodded. "We have the truth, we have the sign, and we have the people. From now on, it's no longer my war. It's theirs. I'm just the rider who reminds them they don't have to crawl anymore."
The first flames flickered in the distance. Ortega had begun his oath.
And a new light burned in Diego's eyes—not just defiance, but certainty. The war for California had begun.
They sat at the edge of a dry riverbed, the moonlight casting pale streaks across the sand. Tornado grazed nearby, his breath still steaming from his escape. The fugitives were gone, scattered, but alive. For the moment.
Mateo put the club down next to him and stared up at the sky. "One man alone can defeat a hundred soldados. But no man alone can save a hundred villages."
Diego didn't answer immediately. He sat in the dust, his mask still on his face, his hands bloody from the fight. Not only his heart pounded in his chest, but also the memory of the people's voices, of the cries in the square:Zorro! Zorro!
Isabella knelt beside him, her hand gently on his shoulder. "Tonight you did more than free prisoners. You showed people that they are not alone. That is greater than a victory with the sword."
Diego looked at her, his eyes dark. "A spark, Isabella. That's all it was. But a spark can become a fire if you nurture it."
Mateo snorted. "Then let's not wait for Ortega to put out the fire with blood. We need men. Women. Peasants who will no longer cower. Anyone who can hold a club. Anyone who still has a spark in their heart."
"A movement," murmured Isabella. "Not a single rider, but a people rising up."
Diego nodded slowly. "But quietly. In the shadows. We mustn't march openly, or they'll destroy us before we're strong. We must spin webs. Leave signs. Help when no one is looking. Every action is a blow to their power."
He drew a "Z" in the sand with the tip of his sword. "This will be their beacon. Everyone who sees it knows they are not fighting alone."
Isabella placed her hand on the sign as if silently swearing. Mateo growled in agreement, his fist clenched around the club.
In the distance, the first villages that Ortega had burned glowed. Smoke rose into the sky. But in the darkness, in the dust, at the edge of the riverbed, something new was forming—not a rebellion, not chaos, but a beginning.
Zorro was no longer just a rider. He was a legacy that was beginning to come to life.
 
The Battle of Los Angeles
The smoke from the burned-down villages wafted into the streets of Los Angeles. It could be smelled from miles away: bitter, heavy, a scent of scorched earth and misery. Ortega had kept his promise: for every soul freed, he made ten others suffer. His soldiers moved through the country like locusts, leaving charred fields and empty houses behind.
But in the city itself, things were fermenting. In the market, merchants whispered, in the taverns, men spoke more quietly, women glanced nervously over their shoulders. Symbols appeared everywhere—carved into doors, in the dust on carts, even carved into loaves of bread: the "Z."
Ortega raged. He rode through the streets, whip in hand, beating anything that didn't duck fast enough. "A fool!" he roared. "A single fool who thinks he can turn the people against us! We'll hang him, and with him everyone who bears his mark!"
But every blow, every scream only made the city more restless. People ducked – but their eyes burned.
In an abandoned barn on the outskirts of town, Diego gathered with Mateo, Isabella, and a handful of men who had found the courage to come. Peasants with clubs, an old blacksmith with a hammer, even two young women with daggers at their belts. They all looked at him, at the mask, the cloak, the sword.
"Ortega thinks he can break us with fire," said Diego. "He's wrong. The people screamed when the ropes fell. They fought when their chains broke. Tonight we show Los Angeles that they are no longer alone."
Mateo nodded, his expression dark. "It won't be a small fight. Ortega has turned the city into a fortress. Soldiers at every gate, cannons on the walls."
"Then we won't beat at the gates," Diego replied. "We'll beat at the heart. Right where he thinks he's safest."
Isabella placed a map on the table, drawn on old parchment. "The Plaza. That's where he's set up camp. He believes he has the people in the center under control. But that's precisely where they can rise up."
The men and women around them looked at each other. Fear in their faces, but also a glimmer that was stronger than fear.
"We are few," said Diego, "but we are not alone. Every stone, every cry, every hand raised fights with us. Tonight, Los Angeles does not belong to Ortega. Tonight, it belongs to the people."
Silence. Then a murmur that condensed into an oath. "Zorro," they whispered. "Zorro."
Diego raised his sword. "No. Not Zorro alone. Tonight we are all the sign."
That evening, Los Angeles's plaza was not a place for merchants and musicians, but a pitched military encampment. Ortega had hoisted his banner in the middle of the square—black and red, boastful as his anger. All around stood tents, torches, and cannons with blackened muzzles. Soldiers marched in a circle, their armor clanging, their faces hard and blank. Anyone who ventured too close was driven back with a crack of the whip.
On the platform where preachers usually stood, Ortega sat enthroned like a king, the wound on his shoulder still bandaged, but his gaze filled with hatred. Next to him were stacks of crates of loot—grain, wine, silver, everything he had taken from the peasants. A symbol of his power that everyone should see.
"Tomorrow," thundered Ortega, "the first ten will be hanged! Men, women, it doesn't matter—whoever bears Zorro's mark dies! And anyone who opens their mouth dies with him!"
The soldados roared their approval, striking their lances against their shields. But there was no echo from the crowd thronging the narrow alleys. Only silence, heavy, lurking. Eyes that saw. Hearts that rumbled.
While Ortega spat out his threats, Diego knelt over Isabella's map in the abandoned barn. Mateo crouched beside him, his fist around his club, his brow furrowed.
"We're not attacking head-on," said Diego. "Too many men, too much steel. But we're striking right in the middle, where he's not expecting it."
"How?" growled Mateo. "You're a shadow, Diego, but a shadow can't break the chains of a hundred people."
"No," Diego replied, "but a hundred people can break chains if the first one shows the courage. We will give them that courage. We will overthrow Ortega's pedestal, we will tear down his prey, we will show that he is not untouchable."
Isabella placed her finger on a spot. "The sewers. Old drainage ducts lead directly beneath the plaza. If you move through them, you can emerge in the middle of the square. No soldier expects the blow from the ground."
Diego nodded. "That's exactly where we break forth. Not as riders alone, but as a sign. All of you," he looked at the men and women, "will be the first fire that ignites Los Angeles."
Their faces remained serious, some pale, but no one retreated. The fear was there—but also the knowledge that they were no longer living in chains.
“Tonight,” said Diego, “we rewrite the city.”
They crawled like rats, their eyes fixed on the dirt, their hands in the putrid water. It smelled of stale wine and rotting bread, of sweat, of what one forgets in cellars. The sewer was no place for heroes. It was narrow, dark, and every breath tasted of old pain. But that was the point: Great things happen where no one is looking. Revolution didn't always sound like drums. Sometimes it began with the drop of water that fell long enough for the wall to crack.
Diego led, his cloak draped tightly against his back, his mask so tight that the skin beneath was already red. Beside him was Isabella, who had never learned to make herself small; Mateo, the shepherd, who now looked like a thug, despite his hands still smelling of earth. Behind him, the others pushed their way: the blacksmith with the hammer, two women whose hands were faster than their fear, a boy barely twelve years old but as agile as a dog.
"Quiet," Diego hissed, and there was nothing endearment in the word. "No laughing, no cursing. Not here." And they were silent. Because anyone laughing in the corridors could be heard upstairs. And anyone who heard upstairs knew where to look.
They felt along the damp walls, finding the niches the map had shown them. Isabella held the map in one hand, like a talisman—wet, the lines blurred, but recognizable enough to point the way. "Ten more steps," she whispered. "Then the bend, then the tube that runs under the platform."
The tube spat them out like an animal, right beneath the edge of the plaza, where Ortega had built his rule like a stage. They crawled into the vertical opening and quietly lifted the hatch. Outside were torches, voices, the dull rumble of cannons that bored one's stomach. A few bored soldados, başka, the whistles of the guards. Ortega was up above, on his pedestal, and he smelled his power like blood.
They waited until the person up there laughed—a short, sharp sound that showed how safe he felt. Then they lifted the hatch. Cold air hit their faces, and the city above them was as close as a breath. The crowd was a dark river, flickering with torches, and in the river, Diego saw the outstretched arms of those who had just broken free of their shackles; they scanned the night, searching for a face that would take away the pain and transform it into hope.
"On my time," Diego murmured. "Not before." They crept out, like shadows avoiding the light. First just two, then three, then more—silently, like men who had learned that speaking out is useless when fate cries out. They spread out under the arcades, in the shadows of fountains and cloth stalls. The canal mouth was their back door into the belly of the city.
From above, Ortega spoke. He spoke like a man who believes words can build walls. He counted the names that should be hanged; he explained to the crowd how order was to be maintained, how dissent was to be weeded like weeds. His voice was a whip. Behind him, lights clinked, soldiers paraded in rows. No, the city hadn't fallen asleep. It was just cowardly enough not to scream yet.
Diego saw the faces of those who had joined him, and he felt their fear like a weight on his shoulders. "He's waiting for something big," Isabella whispered beside him. "He wants us to run toward him so his cannons can be aimed well."
"Then we'll give him something he can't wait for," said Diego. His voice was flat, without pathos. "We'll jump up. We'll make noise. We'll shock them. Then people will know what to do."
That was his plan: no parade, no open attack. A fall, a jolt. A first spark where the flames would burn most. Once the heart of the seating arrangement—Ortega's podium—sinked into chaos, the soldados would no longer be willing to shoot down their own city.
Diego gave the signal. It was a small, barely noticeable tug on the chain of the hammer on the blacksmith's belt. The next second, the torches rose; a shot rang out; and they rushed forward: Isabella swung a box that looked like a barrel and let it roll. It hit the platform, crashing, wood splintering, and for a moment Ortega paused, surprised and angered. Then the blacksmith jumped, fire in his hands, and tore a flag from the mast. The signal landed in the dust like a felled tree.
The crowd, which had briefly held its breath, realized what was happening. A few men, egged on, rushed forward. A few women snatched sticks from the merchants' hands. The children shouted Zorro-like names. It wasn't the army that was coming—it was the city itself, beginning to move like an animal waking up.
Ortega shouted orders, but his voice was drowned out by the noise of the suddenly erupting rebellion. The soldiers were taken by surprise, not because of their stupidity, but because of their habit; they were organized, yes, but they were unprepared for what might emerge from the ground: people who had decided to disobey.
Diego fought like a man who no longer wanted to flee. Not today. Every cut of his sword was precise, but he was equally aware of the people around him. He didn't strike to kill—he struck to open doors. He carved the "Z" into a standard, threw his cloak over a wounded child, led people through alleys he knew like scars. Mateo stood like a wall, his hands on his club, and if anyone came too close to the children, he turned them into a tree stump.
Isabella was everywhere. She filled the silence with courage. When a woman threatened to fall, she pulled her up; when a man hesitated, she pushed him forward. She had exchanged the dignity of order for the dignity of freedom, and she bore it without regret.
The soldados tried to maintain their form. They formed lines, pushing back the faces of those who tried to approach with spears. But the square was no longer a closed space; there were small fires rising everywhere. People threw bowls of oil, small carts; lights fell; the darkness filled with burning straw. Sounds that could no longer be whistled back. The city roared.
Ortega, furious as a bruised dog, stormed from the podium. His men followed. He swung his whip, he stabbed, he wanted to find Zorro, take his head, so the snake would bleed to death. But Diego wasn't just in the square—Diego was in the alleys, in the corners, in the shouts. He was everyone who shouted. He wasn't alone.
The battle lasted for hours, which passed like minutes. There were no quiet periods, only blows and screams, splinters and dusty prayers. Some retreated; others remained. As dawn paled the sky, the Plaza was no longer a safe place for Ortega's banner. Many tents had been torn down, crates looted, and the soldiers who weren't dead or injured stood frightened in small groups, without leadership because their chief was no longer the powerful man on the podium.
Diego stood in the middle of the crowd. His eyes searched for Ortega, who still hadn't surrendered. When their gazes met, it was no longer a loud cry—it was a promise: You no longer follow alone. You are not the king. You are a man, sought after like any other, and the city has learned not to fear you, but to resist you.
The people sang, something they hadn't had the voice for before; they laughed, and it wasn't mockery, but relief. It was a night that would be carved into faces. A night in which the rider in black was not just a shadow, but a lever: a lever that removed the floor beneath the platform.
And this, thought Diego as he scratched the Z into the dust, is just the beginning.
Morning broke over Los Angeles like a broken pitcher: the light fell askew, the shadows hung heavy. The Plaza was no longer Ortega's proud stage, but a field of rubble. Tents torn down, barrels looted, flags in the dust. Splinters of wood lay everywhere, traces of blood in the sand, smoke still rising from the crates.
People stood in small groups, panting, injured, but with an expression they hadn't seen the night before. It was no longer fear, but something raw and new—a certainty that they could rise up.
Mateo wiped blood from his forehead and leaned heavily on his club. "We've dealt them a blow," he said, "but Ortega is still alive. And he'll come back, with more men, with cannons perhaps. The bastard can't lose without hitting back twice as hard."
Isabella stepped next to Diego, who stood at the edge of the plaza, sword in hand, his mask covered in soot. Her voice was quiet but firm: "Look around. This wasn't just a fight. It was a departure. People won't forget that night. They saw that Ortega could fall—and that he isn't immortal."
Diego nodded. He saw an old woman picking up a broken lance as if it were a sword. A boy laughingly drawing a "Z" in the dust. A blacksmith clenching his fists and vowing never to forge iron for the soldados again.
"We've awakened a city," Diego said quietly. "But an awake city is also a vulnerable one. Ortega will punish them. We must move faster."
Then a horn sounded in the distance. Muffled, repeated. A signal. People froze, some reaching for improvised weapons, others backing away.
Mateo raised his head and growled. "Reinforcements. Ortega is calling his dogs."
Diego sheathed his sword and swung himself onto Tornado. "Then we retreat before the city drowns in fire. We've shown that Ortega isn't invincible. That's all we needed tonight."
Isabella placed her hand on his boot as he sat in the saddle. "And what's next?"
Diego's gaze was hard but clear. "Next, the people will fight. Not just for themselves, but for each other. And Zorro will be where the battle is darkest."
Tornado whinnied, reared up, and the people, who had just been exhausted and bruised, cheered. They called his name, not in whispers, but loudly, proudly, defiantly.
“Zorro!” echoed across the plaza, across the rooftops, and out into the alleys.
And Ortega, who disappeared into the shadows at the edge of the plaza, heard the call like a whip tearing his skin open.
Reinforcements arrived like thunder rolling over the hills. Before the sun had fully risen, drums boomed through the streets of Los Angeles. Lines of soldados marched in, shields gleaming, lances thrusting into the sky. Behind them rolled two small cannons, pulled by mules, their eyes wild, as if they knew they had death in tow.
Ortega rode at their head, his face pale with rage, his lips pressed into a line. He didn't speak much. He didn't need words—the whip in his hand spoke louder. Every blow he struck on the backs of his own men spurred them on.
The city froze. Doors slammed, shutters locked. Not a single child was to be seen in the alleys, not a single dog barked. Only the soldados' boots pounded through the streets, and the sound made the walls shake.
"State of siege," muttered Mateo, watching with Diego and Isabella from the roof of a mill. "He'll strangle the city. No bread in, no breath out. And then he'll hunt down everyone who screamed Zorro's name last night."
Isabella clenched her hands. "The people have gained courage—and now he will break them with hunger."
Diego remained silent. His gaze followed the cannons being positioned in the plaza. Men stacked sandbags and erected barricades. Ortega was no longer building a camp—he was turning the city itself into a prison.
"We must act before he tightens the noose completely," Diego finally said. "If people starve, their hope will die before the first shot is fired."
"And what do we do?" asked Mateo. "There are a dozen of us, at most. He has a hundred men, steel, gunpowder."
Diego drew a "Z" in the dust on the roof with his fingertip. "We don't strike against his strength. We strike against his pride. If Ortega thinks he has the city in his fist, we'll tear out his finger. We'll destroy his cannons. Without them, his power is nothing but noise."
Isabella nodded immediately. "One strike in the night. Fast, precise. The cannons ablaze—and the city sees that he's not untouchable."
Mateo grinned crookedly, scratching his beard. "Good. But if we do this, then not like shadows. Then right in the heart, where everyone can see it. If the city needs courage, then we'll give it courage."
Diego looked at him, his eyes sharp. "Exactly. This time we're not fighting for the darkness. This time we're fighting for the day."
Down on the plaza the first cannonballs rolled, shining like black death.
And in Diego's chest a vow tightened: Before these bullets fly, fire will devour them.
The city breathed shallowly and fearfully. Sentinels hung from the rooftops everywhere, children were wrapped tightly in blankets, and the elderly were pushed into dark corners so that Ortega's gaze could find nothing upon which to pass judgment. The streets were blocked with carts, barricades, nails, and trickles of pitch—anything that could momentarily stunt his men's martial pride. But where barricades stand, hands are needed to hold them, and hands grew weary. Hunger was a different beast; hunger gnaws not only at the stomach, but at the will. Ortega knew this. He was playing for time.
In the barn above them, Diego, Isabella, and Mateo prepared their attack like surgeons finding an artery that needed to be severed so the rest wouldn't bleed to death. The map lay back on the table, its corners dusted with dust, the lines imprinted in their minds. Mateo had mapped out who could be where: the blacksmith and two peasants for the fires, the women with daggers to surprise the guards on the sides, while Isabella and two old acquaintances worked on the cannon pulleys. Diego spoke little—he showed more. A snap of the fingers, a glance, a small movement of the shoulder that said more than words. The men had no uniforms, only necessity, and necessity gave them a form that needed no grammar.
"We go at night," Diego then said, and his voice was a blade that needed no explanation. "When fatigue is at its deepest and the sentries believe day is safe. We drag ourselves to the cannons, set fire, and when they explode, it's not in the city, but in their ranks. No panic among the crowd, no recklessness. Afterward—when the cannons are ablaze—we give them a face: we tear down banners, take back supplies, show that their power can be dented."
Isabella nodded. "And afterward, we'll make sure people know who did this. Not as leaders, not as heroes. As eye-openers." She spoke as if she'd decided days ago what love meant: not retreat, but commitment. "After the fire," she continued, "we'll drop notes. Just words: names of villages they plundered. Short messages to the people that they're not alone. There's nothing that shatters fear more than shared information."
Mateo grinned, a tired, rough curl in his lips. "And me? I'll run through the alleys like a madman, yelling at people to get up on the roofs and not in the basements. I'm fast. I have long feet." He rapped the wood of the table with the flat of his hand, as if pinning fate on it.
The preparation wasn't a poetic arrangement—it was craftsmanship. Ropes were knotted, oils were filled into leather pouches, a sledgehammer was placed on a cart. Diego walked the ranks, checking the blades, pressing the boots, testing the knots. He took three men aside whose hands he knew—faux dealers, former thieves who had learned not only to steal, but to disappear. "You're at the southeast wheel," he said to one. "You pull the oil cups around the muzzle, then twist the fuse. If it doesn't burn, you light it with sparks. If it explodes, flee west. No one is left for heroics." The short orders were as cold as a weapon.
Evening crept in like a thief. The city closed itself off; shutters rattled, the smell of drying bread and burnt vomit mingled. Guards sat on the walls with dogs, poorly fed but well-trained. Ortega patrolled, his voice a wedge, his eyes a measure of anger. He sensed something in the wind—not the scent of fire, but the slight change that comes when people decide to stop whispering.
At the depths of the night, they crept out. At first, just a few shadows emerging from hidden doors, then more. Diego led the small group, their footsteps muffled, their souls hard as stone. They glided through backyards, crawled under cinder blocks, slid along edges, until the outlines of the cannons appeared in the darkness like sleeping beasts. The soldados standing beside them were a sip too drunk on wine or too humble to notice any movement. The first woman with the daggers cut the ropes on the man in front, and he fell without a sound, as if the night had swallowed him.
Then the fire began. No heroism, no pathos, just work: tipping oil pans, lighting the fuse, striking sparks. Someone cursed, a shot rang out, a dog howled, but they already had the cover of the sleeping bag and the dark alleys. A flash went off at the first cannon, and the flame stood out like a thumb, hot and sudden. It wasn't the explosion Diego had feared; it was a controllable, deadly flame that encrusted the muzzle, coking the gunpowder. Soldiers stumbled, someone shouted the alarm, torches blazed.
The next minute, the opera was a dance of fire and smoke. The second cannon ignited completely; wood and fat gave way, a thunderclap like a wounded animal. Sparks flew into the night. Ortega screamed, a panther without claws. His men ran, a few fell, some were surprised by the flames, but it was chaos, not massacre. Diego led the people through the smoke, tore the banner from a stand, carved the Z into it, and threw it into the air like a challenge. Isabella stood near a wall, waving a torch, shouting to the people, marking the escape routes. Mateo was everywhere, a whirlwind with a club, a man who had learned how to transform fear into courage.
The real challenge lay after the fire: the information. While Ortega was sorting out his men, Diego and his men had already dropped small notes—into the alleys, behind crates, in boxes. Brief messages:They've stolen your supplies. They're coming next week. Hide in the courtyards. Meet at the old mill during the full moon.No lies, just facts, sober and deadly effective. People who read it passed it on. A whisper became a breath, then a shout.
When dawn broke, the cannons stood destroyed, black and dull, like toothless ones. Ortega had lost men, not enough to break him, but enough to show cracks in his authority. Everywhere in the alleys, conversations chirped; there were the first gatherings, handfuls, small groups that were no longer waiting.
People didn't see Diego as a savior; this wasn't a play. They saw him as the beginning of an opportunity. They saw Isabella running through the streets shouting commands, and they saw Mateo stealing laughter by pushing someone in a corner and whispering in their ear:Go on, spread the word. We're more than you think.
The battle wasn't over. Ortega would strike back, harder, more blindly. But after the cannons burned, after the notes fell like seeds, no one could pretend everything was as it had been. And in this small triumph lay something greater: the realization that with little, more could be achieved than the king with all his bureaucracy.
Diego pulled his mask tighter as they retreated. He smelled of soot, and his hands were blackened with ash. He looked at the city below, at the small lights that were already showing movement again. "Today we inflicted a wound on them," he said quietly. "And wounds heal. But they leave scars. These scars will help us when the next blow comes."
Isabella placed her hand on his shoulder, briefly and firmly. "Then we'll leave a signature there, Diego. Not just the Z, but paths people can follow."
Mateo grinned as if sharing a secret. "And we won't eat golden bread tomorrow. We'll eat bread we earn."
Dawn found the city battered, but not broken. And somewhere in the crowd, people began to count the names of the dead—and to sing the names of those who had survived.
Night had gripped the city like a fist, and when dawn broke, Los Angeles was no longer the same. The cannons were destroyed, two lay melted like candles, the third had exploded, blowing up half the ammunition supply. The plaza was burned black, soldiers ran like startled dogs, and above the walls, a "Z" was emblazoned, deeply carved into the stone.
Ortega stood amidst the chaos, his face ashen, his eyes red with rage. His cloak was blackened with soot, and the men surrounding him hardly dared to look at him. "Zorro," he growled, the word like poison. "He's not just a thief in the dark. He's a ghost that gives them courage. We'll pave the city with corpses until no one dares to whisper his name."
But his threat lost weight. For even as he spoke, people gathered in the streets. Women picked up the burnt wood from the cannons and laughed. Men polished stones as if they were swords. Children drew "Z" in the dust and proudly held it in the air.
Mateo, Isabella, and Diego stood apart, high up on the roof of a windmill. From there, they saw the city, still smoking, but with a new glow flickering in the plume of smoke.
"They're no longer afraid," Isabella said quietly. "They've seen that the cannons can fall. That Ortega's power isn't unbreakable."
Mateo laughed harshly. "We may not have an army. But we have something better: a people who have realized they can fight."
Diego remained silent. His gaze was fixed on Ortega, who paced back and forth below like a predator. He knew the fight wasn't over. Ortega would bring reinforcements, the governor would send soldiers. But something had happened that could no longer be undone: the people had raised their voices.
"This wasn't a battle," Diego finally said. "It was a beginning. The battle for Los Angeles has only just begun. But if they keep fighting, if they don't give in—then the city will no longer be Ortega's fortress. It will be their own empire."
Tornado snorted, as if he felt the weight of the words.
Diego drew his sword and carved a large "Z" into the roof's brick. "The symbol is not mine," he said, "it belongs to them. And as long as they wear it, Ortega will never win."
And so the night ended: not with victory or defeat, but with a people who had found the courage to no longer kneel.
 
Behind bars
The city had survived the night, but the morning brought no relief. Ortega had his soldados move like shadows through the alleys, kicking down doors and dragging people out. Anyone seen near the plaza was beaten, tied up, and taken away. Men, women, even teenagers. Those who remained silent received blows. Those who spoke received even more.
The dungeons beneath the old fort were more crowded than ever. Damp stone walls, the stench of urine and fear, straw that was months old. Screams echoed through the corridors, sometimes muffled, sometimes sharp as a knife. And again and again, the dull sound of iron striking.
Ortega himself walked through the rows of prisoners, his hands clasped behind his back. He didn't speak much, only isolated words. "Traitors. Peasants. Dogs." Everyone he passed bowed their head—except for a few who held his gaze. His whip cracked, and blood spurted.
Up in the alleys, Diego, Isabella, and Mateo had retreated. They saw wagons full of prisoners being brought to the castle. Mateo tried to rush forward, but Diego held him back. "Not now," he said harshly. "We need a plan. A man who runs blindly into a prison won't save anyone."
"They're torturing them," Mateo growled, his hands clenched into fists. "Every moment we wait, someone breaks."
“And every mistake,” Diego replied, “breaks everyone.”
Isabella stood still, her face pale. "We can't save them all," she said quietly. "But we can't leave them there. If we do nothing, the hope we just ignited will die."
Diego remained silent for a long time. His eyes burned. The papers proving the plot still rustled in his coat. He knew they would be the sword at the right moment. But first, he had to bring back the people Ortega was now imprisoning like cattle.
"Then we'll get them out of there," he finally said. "But not with brute force. With cunning. Ortega thinks we're animals. Then we'll sneak into his stable like shadows and tear open the door."
Mateo grinned crookedly, his anger giving way to a fierce glare. "So a break-in into his own heart?"
"Exactly," said Diego. "No people will be free behind bars. So we'll break the bars."
And so the plan began – not for a battle, but for a liberation that had to be forged in secret.
Diego crept like a man whose toes had been cut off by the city: cautious, but not meek. The walls of the castle hung above him, smelling of old blood and cold stone. He had the map before his eyes, not on parchment, but in his mind—the paths, the guards, the hours when men forget that they are guards and not puppets.
He and Mateo moved through an alley barely wide enough for two to walk several steps at a time. Isabella stayed behind to buy some ears in the darkness of the market stalls—not expensive, not fancy, just enough gossip to make someone upstairs think the night was quiet. She was good at what she did: making people believe life was normal. Sometimes all it took was a smile, a sign, a rumor, and the world laid down its arms for an hour.
Mateo spat. "The guards are like rats," he muttered. "They come in waves. They have breaks, and during those breaks they feed. If we know when they feed, we can open the lock and no one will notice." He cut a line in the dust with his finger, as if drawing a plan, and Diego nodded, not because a drawing was necessary, but because the nod pushed away the fear.
They approached the north gate. There, two soldados stood smoking in a niche, the flames of their pipes twinkling like two small eyes. Diego watched the man's breathing as he turned his pipe with his left hand with his thumb—a hint that he would change direction in exactly seven minutes, because his thumb made pain completely disappear. You only saw such things if you looked often enough.
Diego pulled a piece of chalk from his pocket, a hard, crumbling stub, and marked, barely perceptibly, a tiny dot on the wall behind a drain. 'S' for southern shaft, 'W' for guard on round three. He wasn't doing it for himself; he was marking it for Mateo, for Isabella, for the blacksmith who might later crawl through the same alley. Signs were small promises: You are not alone.
They found a door that, on the outside, looked like a cellar door—rotten, but reinforced with iron bands. The bolts were inside; that was a good start. "The pantry," whispered Mateo. "If we're lucky, there's still a passage into the substructure. Old castles always have passages like that. If not, then all that's left is the courtyard and the heart of a tiger's cage." He grinned toothily, as if this were a bad joke, but his eyes were serious.
Diego leaned forward and put his ear to the wood. Something stirred inside. The crackling of rats. The fermenting of wine. A distant curse. Not the conversations one would wish to hear, but the sounds of a place where life and death lay close together. He pulled out a small lock pick set that had opened the night for him many times before. His fingers worked, one movement, two, three—the mechanism sighed, and the door opened silently, like a man taking off his shirt.
The storeroom smelled of oil and dusty grain. Crates, barrels, jars, chains hung on the wall. In one corner stood a ladder leading down into the depths. Diego signaled to Mateo, who was already taking a bite of bread from his pocket, pretending to be a harmless wanderer. Then they descended.
The passage was narrow and damp. Water dripped in the darkness, and the light from her lantern turned each drop into a small sun. The wall was carved with old names: people who had stood down here before climbing back up. Here lived the forgotten things. Here breathed the remnants of the city when no one was looking.
Down in the vault, they found traces—fresh footprints, boot prints with mud, a streak of blood, half-dried. A girl had crept along here. A man with a heavy step. This wasn't a warehouse just for supplies. This was a vein in the body of the fort: cells, passageways, paths leading into the interior. One of the chests had a bent latch—someone had recently tried to break it open. Diego carefully pulled out a letter—a small note, a soldier's note: "Lock up the Thirds. Do not feed them water." It was a blow. Bureaucracy clung here like oil stains.
He heard voices above him, footsteps, heavy and sluggish. A patrol. Diego pressed himself into a niche, the darkness like a cloak around him. Mateo followed, his heart pounding in his ears, not with fear, but with rage; rage was always faster than fear. They had to come out at the right place, near the dungeons; the cells were just a few corridors away. If they emerged through this storeroom directly beneath the cells, they might be able to break the locks before the guards even noticed that the air had changed.
Starry time—five minutes, six—and then the moment arrived. A guard, leaning on his cane, pushed a crate past, muttering about the heat, about the governor, about Zorro. His words were explosive: "He stole the papers? The governor will cleanse the city." He took a deep breath, and in that breath was the certainty of an impending atrocity. One mistake: He spoke too loudly. The air vibrated. Diego buried his face in the darkness as if in a scarf.
They crawled further, found a thick, iron-bound door—on which was carved Ortega's mark, a bold, defiant monogram. Behind this door were the dungeons. The locks were old, reinforced with iron rings. One of the bolts was broken; apparently, someone had recently attempted to escape, or the guard had played roughly with it. Diego felt the tremors of fear in the walls. Faded voices emerged through the cracks: a man screamed in pain, another prayed in a dialect that sounded like broken music. Children sang a song no one would ever hear again.
Diego pulled a small lamp from his pocket, turned it off, put his hand on the door handle, and listened. The voices told stories: names, complaints, the sound of metal shackles. He wrote it all down in his head like a doctor examining a patient. He had to know the order of the cells: who was lying where, who was healthy, who could walk, who could crawl, who would collapse at the slightest noise.
"There are three rows," Mateo murmured, his voice rough. "First row: men, second: women, third: children. The old wax roll we saw is in the corner. If we use the crowbars, we can open the first six, but not all of them. We need a distraction, Diego. A bang, a fire, something to make the guards run upstairs." Mateo's eyes flickered like a man who wanted to see his own dead.
Diego nodded. Distraction was work. Distraction meant life. And perhaps, in the bitter end, death. But they had no choice. "Isabella can do this," he said quietly. "She creates rumors. She creates tears. She creates everything men want to believe. She babbles hope into their mouths, and they run. In the meantime, we're inside."
They felt for the door. The chain was old, but not insurmountable. Diego applied the ear-chain of his key, and with the precision of a man who had opened many doors, the lock released with a soft sigh, as if relieved to finally give in. The door swung open.
The cells smelled of fear, of garbage, of humanity that had stood in the dark for too long. A flame trembled in a corner, the shadow of a woman leaned against the wall, flinching as if surprised that people were still coming. A boy stared at them with eyes wider than the night. "Who are you?" he whispered.
Diego didn't answer with words. He knelt down, pulled out the lock pick again, and worked on the locks. His hands trembled, not from fear, but from tension. Mateo stood guard, listening for the soldiers' footsteps. Every second was like a knife's edge. Isabella was still outside; her laughter would be in a few minutes, or rather, her tears. She would cry, not because she was sad, but because she knew how to make men run.
Diego unlocked the first lock. The click was like music no one should hear, but everyone understood. A man slumped as the shackles fell, his face twisting, no longer in pain, but with the realization that the world might still have mercy. Freedom came in messy drops. A child reached for the hand offered to him. The boy's eyes searched Diego, asking without words: Are you one of us?
Diego looked up. The plan was taking shape: they would free a small group, the strongest, those who could walk. They would lead them through the pantry to the back exit, where Isabella had opened the gate, where a small gang was waiting to distribute them—not to reap heroics, but to save lives. Then they would return, again and again, until there were too many chains to bear.
And as he thought this, he heard above him—like a curse, like a promise—the dull trampling of a returning troop. Diego tilted his head. The plan had to happen now, or it would be nothing more than a letter thrown down a chimney.
He placed his hand on the shoulder of a man who was timid but had the nerve of a warrior. "Stand up," he whispered. "Run when I call. Don't lose yourself in the urgency." The man's eyes searched Diego's face for lies, finding only truth. He removed the shackles.
Above the castle, the city rolled like a calm sea, unsuspecting but not blind. Diego wrung his hands, took a deep breath, and prepared to push open the door into the darkness. There was still much to do before the light would rise again.
The air beneath the castle tasted of iron and old curses. They crawled out through the storeroom, an arch of shadows with human contours, and as they climbed the ladder, the light fell in their faces like a judge who arrived too late. The street was quieter than usual because the city had learned to be afraid; the shutters were drawn, even the cats had holed up. Diego pushed the door open quietly, heard the rattle of his own veins, and stepped out with three men who were now more than just faces—they were a liability.
Isabella waited in the shadow of a bend, her dress dirty, her eyes wild and alert. When she saw him, she gave a curt nod. There was no joy on her face, but the precise indifference of those who had understood that lives are saved with lies, hands, and courage. Somewhere behind them, a dog barked, a dull sound that tested the throat of the castle. Mateo frowned, his lips set in a thin band. "They're all here," he murmured. "Perhaps fifty, sixty. More if the night holds still."
They returned to the corridors. Diego closed the door so that the scraping of the soldiers outside seemed like a distant surf. It was strange: outside, power raged, loud and sure, and inside, in this rotten heart of stone, the counterpower beat like a heart, wild and barely audible. He went from cell to cell, opening locker after locker, letting the silence speak, cleaning shackles. Men and women fell to their knees, touching the floor as if it were a sacred object to them. Children too young to have names crawled to their mothers' breasts, and the mother, who had tasted too much of life, revealed a power of which she herself knew nothing.
The plan was crude, improvised, yet clean in its brutality: six at a time, out through the supply corridor, then across the rooftops to the old mill, spread out there, hidden, gone. Then back, the same openings, loosen the lockers, another swing. It wasn't Hollywood, it was manual labor. Anyone who could walk was tested. Anyone too weak was made into someone who breathed a moment longer while others flew.
"They broke her," whispered a woman who couldn't move her hands as Diego untied his bonds. "They showed us how to stay still," he said. No rhetoric, no pathos—just the sober recognition of a fact: someone cared. In this city, that was as rare as rain. The woman stood, swaying, and Diego placed his hand on her back as if it were a burning leaf. "Go now," he said. "Go and hide. Breathe."
Mateo opened the next cell with the same haste with which a man empties a glass of liquor: quickly, as if to prevent the breakage. A group of young men stared at them, eyes wavering between death and possibility. "You look like people who know how to run," Mateo said dryly. "Then run." And they ran, not because a hero urged them on, but because the road held a promise: those who ran might still see their mother tomorrow.
Diego heard a rumble. Footsteps, heavy, like those of people who had cast their duty in iron. A guard had been brought forward. Someone had changed the routine; some idiot had more blood in his stomach than sense. Time stretched until it gaped. "Listen," whispered Diego. "If they run, we duck. If they approach, we stop." His heart pounded like a hammer, but his fingers remained steady on the lock picks.
They freed him, one by one. It was bizarre: people who, hours before, had been little more than shadows, now crept through the same corridors, but with the dignity of someone who knows they're allowed to escape. A boy, barely ten, held Diego's hand and asked the question that was never allowed to be answered: "Where to?" Diego thought of maps, of escape routes, of the mills and the missions, and said only: "Far." It wasn't the whole truth, and perhaps the only one needed.
As they dragged the sixth group out of the dungeon, Diego felt the first tremor at the door. A push from outside, a harsh shout that seemed to be frightening. "What the hell..." cursed Mateo. The plan had to move faster now, or it was just a hope shattered in the air. "We have to split them up," said Diego. "You take the supply corridor south. I'll take the stairs next to the tower. Isabella will lead the elderly and children through the small grassy area behind the chapel. No lights. No talking."
They hacked through the night like a knife. Footsteps above, somber, like the cadence of a bailiff. A group of soldados roared, torches thrust light like blades, and a dog howled in a pitch that murdered whole thoughts. The doors of grandeur fell, bolts clanged, but they knew the places where security was old—and old rust is often easier to overcome than young pride. Diego put his hand inside the smoke trap, pulled a rope, and a hatch swung open, leading them to the vault; a small, fetid exit, little more than a mousehole.
Diego breathed. His jaw worked. It was never heroic. It was the arduous truth that people need to be saved because no one else will. They pushed people through, one by one, bouncing them into the dark corridor like merchandise someone had forgotten to sell. "Forward," Mateo called calmly, clapping his hands, a kind of rhythm. Those who could walk ran out, found carts waiting outside, and disappeared into the alleys, breathing their freedom like for the first time after a long illness.
In the confusion of the castle, they lost their rhythm. Two soldados echoed up the steps, their laughter too loud for the night. One was deeply drunk, the other mildly angry—the best combination when attention lapses. Isabella distracted them with a roaring dialogue outside the guardroom: voices brandishing like knives, tears serving the same purpose like oil. She sang a melody half childish, half lie, a tragedy that must have captivated the guards. The men pushed forward to the chapel, thinking of the woman, of the betrayal, of honor—and Diego and Mateo crawled on.
The passage to the back exit was narrow, a worm writhing at the belly. Fists clenched; people supported each other. It wasn't a triumph, not a triumphal song—it was work. Sweat dripped into eyes, salt on faces, and the salt tasted of old funeral processions. Finally, the exit opened into the cold of the night, and people gasped like drowned men who finally had land beneath their feet.
They scattered the fugitives into groups, placing small signs on the doors so they knew which courtyard to avoid. Mateo shouted instructions, clearly, as hard as a blow. Isabella whispered names she had written down, and an old man wept because he thought his daughter was dead—alive but far enough along to still have a future. Diego stood there, saw the faces, and inside was the thin, blunt core of what drove him: the duty not to chicken out, not to fall. He recognized in each rescued body a chapter the country might later read.
When the last group disappeared, when the last boy had run into the night, only the echo remained. The castle echoed with the creaking of doors, a guard shouted curses, and somewhere a whip cracked like a shore fire. They hadn't freed everyone. It wasn't a grand gesture, more like a jackknife at dawn. But they had helped enough so that the morning wouldn't be all about loss.
They disappeared like shadows into the city. Diego looked back only once. The castle stood there, heavy and ugly, a machine of fear. But within its walls, small lights had ignited—people breathing, running. "We'll be back," he murmured, not aloud, more like a man making a promise not to himself, but to those he'd rescued. Mateo slapped him on the shoulder, roughly, almost fatherly. Isabella pressed her lips together, and in her gaze was the silent restlessness of a woman who knew that love is measured not only in bed, but on the street.
The night dragged on, thin and dirty. They had saved a few lives; perhaps enough to begin a story that would scar a city. And as they glided into the alleys, they heard, as if from a distance, the gasp of a man realizing that not only his power but also his conscience was wavering. Ortega would grow angrier, and the city would bleed—but not as easily as before. The seed had been sown. And the seed was thorny, and it would grow.
The morning hadn't quite dawned yet; the streets hung like wet shirts on their lines, and the city smelled of smoke, burnt wood, and the greed of men who think they can close a city like an oven and burn inside it everything that doesn't suit their taste. Diego, Isabella, and Mateo sat in a narrow backyard, their knees dug into the dust, talking with some frequency. Their voices were quiet; loud words had already destroyed enough the night before.
"We've pulled them out of the cells," Diego finally said, as if reporting to someone, although there was no one there except them and a pigeon perched on the edge of a broken well. "But the castle is still there. Ortega still has men. The governor still has hands. We've lit small fires, no houses burned down—yet. But the scene has changed." He adjusted his mask slightly, as if a piece of cloth were sorting out the world.
Mateo spat in the corner, his saliva hissing in the dust. "He broke them," he said, "but he also marked them. Those who simply shouted in the square last night now have a target on their backs. We must spread the word, we must spread the word. Not big speeches, but small meetings. One whispers at the well, two listen, four spread the word. That's how it grows." His words sounded simple and brutal—like a plan made of blows.
Isabella pulled a map from her coat, old, with rips. She placed her finger on points, not very many. "Mills. An abandoned hacienda near San Pedro. The mission we lost... it burned, but there are people there who don't have much left, and that makes them dangerous in the right way: they have nothing left to lose. We need to send food, weapons, not loud ones, more like shipments: knives, plowshares, anything that can be disguised as a tool. A simple cart full of supplies is more dangerous than a regiment if it falls into the right hands."
"We're not generals," Mateo growled, "we're rats pulled by ropes. We can turn plows into spears, but we need more hands."
Diego didn't laugh. His laughter would have been too loud, a fanfare of self-aggrandizement. Instead, he took the map and scratched lines with his finger, short strokes. "Webs. We spin webs. No overnight revolt. We must teach people not to be afraid. A man who has seen twice that his neighbor stands up for him no longer has a hole to push him into."
They didn't just plan paths, they planned rituals: a small sign on the door, a loaf of bread distributed in a courtyard, a song sung one evening. Things that people can do without giving it much thought, yet create a structure, a system. "Zorro is a name," Isabella said, "but names don't last when they're alone. We have to take him out of the name and put him into the people. Everyone who shares a hidden loaf has Zorro in their hand."
The last words hung in the air like ash, then Mateo took a pipe from his jacket and lit it. He chewed on it, blowing the smoke not into the air but into the corner, as if it were a signal that time was passing and patience was growing. "We need errand runners," he said. "Children who are quick. Women who have nothing to lose. Old men no one expects. They must know the ways, they must hear the sounds of the city, the places where the guards sleep."
"And the canals," added Diego. "The sewers, the passages beneath the large buildings—those are veins. Anyone can stare at a wall and think the city is quiet. But something is flowing below. We use the city's rivers. We pass through places Ortega never looks, and we set traps where he thinks it's safe." His voice was dry, grand as a duty.
They also talked about the prisoners. They hadn't been able to free all of them. Many remained behind, in the concrete, in the basements. Some were broken, some had revealed things one calls intelligence gleaned in one's sleep. Diego felt this like a stab: he had sent people out with promises, promises that are all too often torn to pieces. "We'll be back," he said harshly. "Not all of them. Not immediately. But we'll be back." It wasn't consolation, more like a promise thrown like a stone; it landed and rippled through the air.
Isabella stood up, stretched her legs, and rubbed her hands together like two children keeping warm. "We need allies in the upper ranks," she said. "Not many—just two or three, people who still have some heart in their bodies. The monks were good. A bookkeeper in the palace who twists the governor's name like a knife in the gut. We have to tap into old shame. You can hold up a face to a man who has worn the oath for decades that he no longer wants to see. Then he'll back away, and we're there."
Mateo flicked a stone in the air. "And what if the man doesn't budge?" He laughed short, harshly, and that same laugh stabbed like a knife. "Then we'll knock him down. Not all of him, but enough so that others see: we're not just playing with words."
They agreed on a dirty, necessary compromise: the movement had to remain human, not military. "If we become too military, we'll become just like them," Isabella murmured. "Then we're not a solution, but merely a copy."
Diego nodded. "We stay in the shadows. We teach people how to act in the light. We sabotage supplies, not houses. We rescue people from dungeons, but we don't burn them." His eyes glanced briefly at the ruins of the mission, as if the night had seared some of the lessons into his bones.
Then, as always happens when plans are made that are bigger than the parliaments of drunkards, a sound came: hooves, closer than they should have been. A dog barked. Three men appeared at the end of the alley, dressed simply, but with looks that suggested they were nothing unusual—that too was a sign. Diego didn't freeze. "These are men from the neighborhood," he whispered. "They've come because they heard we've brought people from the castle. They're bringing food, a box of flour, some blankets. And two of them have knives."
The three men crept closer, their steps unsteady, their faces blank from lack of sleep. A boy pushed the box, stammering, his teeth flashing in the gloom. "We... we wanted to help," he said simply, and no one laughed. Diego looked at the box, then at Isabella, who nodded. The map, which had previously been so rigid, was filled with supplies. A small operation. A bird carrying a crumb.
"Good," said Diego. "We'll start small." He felt the fatigue in his bones, the scars on his hands, but also something new—an edge of civility that was getting to him. "We go into the mills. We set up hiding places. We teach people not to gather in groups, but in pairs. We send messengers in all directions. We make gaps in the city's retina so it can't see us."
Mateo laughed and banged on the crate as if it were a small coffin of the Old Life. "Then let's go," he said, "we're not saints. We're tired, we're bloody, but we're persistent. And when Ortega comes—then he'll see that a country isn't made of iron alone."
They shared the flour, unwrapped the blankets, and the box became a metaphor: little becomes something when you share. They ate without boasting, and as they ate, Isabella whispered, "If we stretch the net, Zorro will no longer be able to carry himself."
Diego nodded, his eyes fixed on the street, where children would soon be able to play again—or, to put it another way: where children would soon learn how to turn fear into anger, and anger into a plan. "Then we'll keep weaving," he said. "Slowly. Quietly. So that they think the city is still the same. And suddenly it isn't."
The city continued to breathe, unaware of the threads being laid in the backyards. But somewhere, in a dirty shack, in the hands of tired and thirsty people, something was born: the beginning of something great. And Diego, the Black Rider, sat there not in the saddle, but in the dust, knowing that the art of survival lay not in heroic deeds, but in small, righteous lies that gave life.
They distributed supplies in the twilight like smugglers, hiding not only bread but also information in the cracks. Every crumb became a message: We are here, and we see you. Diego sat with his back against a broken wall, his hands in the dust, and watched as people came—quietly, hesitantly—to take what was needed and left again, as if they hadn't repaid the debt, but paid a debt. Isabella stood beside him, her eyes like two lamps not so easily extinguished. Mateo distributed the blankets, cursing like a preacher.
The city was an animal you fed by hand, and sometimes it bit. You could never be sure which neighbor would betray you, which servant would lead you to the soldados for a jug of wine or a portion of bread. They knew that. Distrust was part of the net; you sewed it up like a tear, you pulled, and it held—sometimes.
They didn't just wait for people to arrive. They went out, dragging themselves through courtyards and stables, talking to women who knew which herbs soothed coughs, to men who still had scythes that could be turned into weapons. They didn't gather soldiers; they gathered lives. And from lives, they made plans. Small plans. They had learned that a big plan is like a wedding: pretty, expensive—and falls apart when the first storm hits. So they built huts of plans: simple, solid, as cunning as the cart that never stopped.
"We now have three routes for the dungeon escape," Mateo said one evening, his voice rough with dust. He pulled a cheat sheet from his pocket—a piece of paper that looked like it had been plucked from hell. "North gate is through the pantry. South gate has the old waterway. That small window on the east wall—children, children, children—barely a soldier can get through there, but a boy with strength in his arms can." His eyes flashed, as always, when he took a shine to a plan that was also sarcastic.
Isabella didn't smile. Her smile had grown heavier. She had seen the palace, the papers, the handwriting of the men who wore cold-heartedness like a badge on their shirt collars. She knew names that sounded like knives, and she knew that around each of those names was a small group of men willing to do anything. So she let voices speak that sounded like rumors: a song in the kitchen, a few words in church, a look that told a servant that someone was watching. It was subtle, but effective. A rumor grows when you give it a name.
Diego often sat more quietly than the others, in that kind of silence that didn't come from tiredness. He thought of the prisoners, the echoes of the chains, the children whose names he never learned. He thought of Isabella, sometimes, and that was dangerous. He knew that feelings are like holes in gloves: you feel the draft of cold, and then you're suffocated before you realize why. He pushed it aside like you push stones aside to make room. Revolution isn't romantic; it's the takeover of tomorrow.
The attacks were planned not only with swords, but with small acts of destruction: an oil drum that squeaked over; a ladder that was sawed off; traps set for horses so that Ortega's riders could not show up for that day's dinner. They had no cannons, but they had bile. And the people began to thaw. A miller who two nights before had whispered fear into his daughter's eyes now brought flour and two men he could prepare. A barber's apprentice who knew more about roosters than tanks tore off a soldier's veil and showed the people how to bleed him without falling. Small words, big changes.
One evening—it was an evening that no longer smelled of evening, but of foreboding—a messenger brought news from the northern villages. Ortega had roared, and the rural community's response was fire. A farm had been burned down, ten men taken prisoner. The land was bleeding. The messengers came like roosters with heads full of fear, but in their eyes glowed something new: anger with a sense of purpose. The news acted like fuel on the city's fire. People who until recently had acted as if their lives were not their own were now taking up axes. Words like "enough" began to grow in the alleys.
"They'll come," Diego told the group as they tossed the map back onto the table, because maps were like heads—you could flip them, but the sea remained. "They'll plunder the villages and move back to the city. We have to be ready. We're not just protecting ourselves, we're a hub. People come here because we have something. That makes us a target. We have to learn to be both target and shooter." His voice was short, no play. Everyone in the group knew that you said things you wouldn't regret.
"We must continue emptying the dungeons," Isabella said. "And those we cannot free must know that someone is coming. Hope is a weapon. You can't shoot with it, but you can use it to hold someone who's about to give up." She had seen it once: hope holding a man while his soul counted the blows. She couldn't allow that.
They worked through the nights. Every free moment was used to improve the flanking force: a signal at the well, three pebbles in a pocket, a rag in the window—signs that a route was open. Children ran routes like spies, because whoever is a child is rarely asked. Old men tied ropes across alleys, not to hang people, but to quickly pull them over walls at night. Everyone improvised, because improvisation is the weapon of the poor.
And yet they never truly slept. Sleep was a fine wall, easily crumbled. One night when the wind was sharp, there came a rattle of chains, softer than laughter, and the city woke like a man pushed. One witness had escaped, breathing quickly, his eyes wide. He told of a new command arriving at dusk—men from the interior, heavier armor, men who did not have enough to lose and therefore nothing to fear. This was Ortega at his worst: not just a tyrant, but a man who sends sons of sons into battle without getting his hands dirty.
"Then we take the next step," said Mateo, without much pathos, only with the clarity of a man who can hammer nails into boards. "We'll hit where it hurts. We'll let Ortega count his men and see that their numbers are dying." His hands rested on the table as if gathering strength.
They planned a series of attacks: supplies in returning villages; a message to the missions still standing; an attack on a mail rider with a package supposedly containing government orders—and the package contained only lists of names and lies. They wanted to destroy the mechanics of terror: if the soldados don't know whom to strike, their sword becomes numb.
The weeks passed. Small victories piled up like gravel on a riverbed. Not big, not in the newspapers, but enough to make a horse's hoof drier as it trotted through the city. Ortega responded with brutal precision—a house was burned, two men abducted—but with each reaction, their movement grew. People found ways to forget their fear because they had no choice. And those who have no choice make history.
One evening, as Diego sat on a low plank, staring into the embers of a small fire, Isabella came and sat next to him. "We can't keep putting this off forever," she said. "At some point, Ortega will tug at the nets and tear them. Then we'll be left with nothing but promises." She placed her hand on his. It was brief, not a scene. Just the temperature of the touch.
Diego looked at her, his eyes tired. "Then we'll do the inevitable a little sooner," he whispered. "We'll take what we can, tonight, when the stars are our witnesses. We'll no longer ride to escape. We'll ride so others can run. And we won't save everything—but we'll save enough so that a whisper becomes a voice."
They stood up without saying much, like men who sense that time is more than a word. The night lay outside like a promise. And they went, quietly as always, into the alleys to continue weaving, until the web was so dense that one day Ortega could no longer get through, no matter how hard he struck.
The night was a thin blanket over the rooftops, seeming to hold as little promise as the promises of the men below. Diego shuffled through the narrow streets like someone who hadn't yet found his feet; the city smelled of smoke, of cold grease, of the breath of those who had feared. Mateo led the way, his shoulders hard as if he were bearing the back of the world. Isabella pulled her shawl down as if to protect her face from the people's distress—and perhaps she did, for distress licked at her like a hungry cat.
They had a plan for the ear, not the heart. That meant: quick, precise, not sentimental. Things that become sentimental usually die faster. If the revolution is to survive, the first thing it must learn is not to fall in love. The three had learned what could be gained from a smile: information. What could be gained from silence: cover. What could be gained from a hand: a friend who can walk.
In the backyard of a bakery, four men waited, their eyes filled with more courage than sleep. They wore simple clothes, but their hands bore scars that held stories. One was a shoemaker, one a farmhand, one a former guard who had realized that his salary protected hideous things. They nodded without much ado. In these nods lay a pact: we will do this and we will not return the same.
Diego distributed notes. No long speeches, just short words: meeting point, time, name of a farm, a candle as a signal. "Don't talk," he said, "don't talk if you don't have to. If they ask, say you're bringing bread. If they hit, say you were looking for water." The words were as precise as a knife; they cut through the boredom of planning and left only the essentials.
The route led through alleys known only to those who had walked as a child, to those who knew where the cobblestones were hollow and where a loose plank made a strange noise. Mateo described them with curses, as if curses were maps. He knew every trap: the wetness that suddenly turned to ice in winter; the cats that jumped the wrong way; the chickens that crowed too early and could be an alarm signal for soldiers. They moved like thieves, even though what they stole was life.
The first stop was a stable where an old miller was preparing flour for one of the Problem's sons. He had put on a face that said: I'm old, I have nothing to lose. These men are dangerous—not because they sought violence, but because they were no longer afraid to speak of it. Isabella took the box from the miller, whispered names, one by one, and the miller nodded, sat on his barrel as if on a throne, and said: "Go. We won't add any questions." And no one asked questions, because questions, strangely enough, had the ability to kill people; answers kept them alive.
Then the dungeon route. Not all the dungeons. Not the main cellar, not the cells built like beehives. They approached a side room, a hole beneath the Thing House, rarely used because the guards were lazy and forgetful. There, Diego had heard, lay men who had been marked as political troublemakers—peasants, a monk who prayed too much, a blacksmith suspected of thinking more about arrowheads than plowshares.
Diego put on the gloves, not because his hands were sensitive, but because blood made his coldness tangible. The old lock picks no longer trembled; his fingers had become familiar. He picked one lock after another, and with each click, a weight fell from the air. A man slumped, another face began to breathe again, a boy laughed so quietly it sounded like a prayer. They pushed them into the shadows, bound them with cloths, gave them water, gave them names—most importantly.
The smoke from the cannon fire still lingered in some people's clothes. A blacksmith raised his head and smelled anger in the air; he grinned without showing his teeth, because teeth reveal too soon what life has already seen. "Run," said Diego, "and don't look back." That was all. Not every story had a happy ending, and many were quietly left in the middle so that the tragedy wouldn't paralyze the next generation.
In between, in the alleys, one heard the footsteps of men who didn't know where they were going. Some said something inappropriate—anyone who wasn't right immediately became a problem and got an earful. They had to react to that. Isabella was the voice of wickedly beautiful persistence. She knew how to calm men down; she knew how to confuse a sentry so much with a fictitious affair that the man lost the key and later had to search for it three villages away. She used vanity as leverage; men who thought they could buy anything were easily controlled. "You, you, and you," she whispered, "say the woman in the light was my sister, we're arguing about an inheritance." And the men ran off to settle a nonexistent intrigue. The best tricks were always the ones people played on themselves.
Then a push: a patrol, too early, dangerous. A young guard turned his lance, his breath stank of cheap rum. The world demands that you intervene or flee. Diego chose both: he stepped into the twilight, pulling his coat so that the sword was only a blur. He spoke with the voice of a man who had seen more than most could read. "Is there something up there you missed?" he asked. The guard, surprised, flinched. "No." "Better close the door," Diego said, and the man did. Small power plays. Small victories.
They worked until night gave up its first signs—a gray haze, then blue smoke, as if the city were breathing, wondering whether it was dead or alive. Their groups dispersed like seeds. Some headed toward the mill with perhaps two wagons full of supplies, others hid in old barns. It was important to disperse the people; concentration brought execution. It was important to strengthen the networks; a message had to travel through echoing paths.
At the end of the evening, when they met again, their hands were covered in dirt and their eyes full of stories. Mateo stretched his shoulders, knelt, and wiped the blood from his chin. "We have fifteen more today," he said, and it sounded like a thin smile found in a brown cup. Isabella counted the names, whispering them into the night as if they were prayers. "We need more," she said. "We need people who sleep when others are awake. People who no longer look away." Diego nodded, silently, as if he had already tasted the words and knew their bitterness.
They re-laid the maps. Plans were nothing but lines until people drew them with their feet. They tightened the lines, plugged holes. There were no big speeches, no dances; there was only work. They knew now that every person saved was a spark—not just a life, but a mouth that would whisper at the well, a woman who would hide the flour in a hiding place, a boy who would learn songs the soldados didn't know.
In the morning, as the sun climbed gruffly over the rooftops, the market was full of faces that had learned to whisper. The merchants counted wares, the animals counted teeth, and somewhere in a courtyard, a girl carved a lowercase Z into a loaf of bread—so quietly that only the fleas could hear it. Diego stepped aside, stared into the sun's face, and for a split second, brief as a pinprick, he thought of Isabella. Not as a danger, but as a weight. Then he turned away and put the mask back on—not the mask of fear, but the one that had to do what was necessary.
The web grew. Not magnificently, not loudly. It grew as weeds grow: messy, stubborn, irresistible. And like any weed that survives, it adapted. Ortega would hate it, would invent new blows, new roles, new ways to taste fear. But people had begun to count themselves, and where people count themselves, fear counts less.
They were tired. Their shoes had holes, their songs had become short, and dreams had become fewer. But in those narrow nights, with notes hidden in boxes and names whispered like prayers, they had something men with boots didn't have: a net made of hands, not steel. And in a world often ruled by steel, hands are the most dangerous thing you can have.
The day slipped through the cracks of the houses like a lazy sliver of light, and the city was suddenly a collection of gazes: suspicious, questioning, vigilant. The people had dispersed, some with sacks of flour, others with knives at their belts, but in all of them there was a small, new certainty: that they were not alone. That fear no longer had the last word. That was enough to lift a man up; it was enough to teach a woman to scream again.
Diego stood on the roof of the mill, his hands wrapped around the rim, observing his people like a stranger. Down below, in the alleys, people he hadn't known yesterday were working; they moved like displaced parts of a mechanism slowly starting to run again. Mateo came beside him, gritting his teeth as if searching for the words that weren't there. Isabella approached quietly, her coat dirty, her eyes dark. Her hands had distributed bread; her voice had entangled guards in stories. They looked like the people mentioned later in the stories: not as heroes, but as the sober ones who cleaned up.
"They won't give up," Mateo said without frost. "Ortega will destroy whatever stands in his way. He doesn't have the patience to wait. He wants blood. He wants fear. And he will get it. Only—not as easily as before." His voice was rough from talking too much on those nights when words were like weapons.
Diego didn't smile. He thought of the dungeons, of the faces that lit up in the darkness as their shackles were removed. He thought of the smell of soot in his cloak, of the children scratching at the sand in Plaza "Z" with the same innocence that stole the hearts of others. Silence is sometimes louder than a scream—it lets people say things that words can't. "We need to become systematic," he said slowly. "Not military. Human. We need to make sure these people can not just walk, but stay. One by one, house by house, farm by farm."
Isabella nodded. "We've laid nets. But nets need to be cared for. Whoever ties them needs to know the knots. I'm going to the mills. There are women there who work quietly. They need to know how to share supplies, how to send signals. No big fuss. Small signs. A cloth on the door, two pebbles on the well's edge—that says more than a hundred words." Her voice was hard with determination, but there was also something soft in it: the kind of woman who had learned that gentleness sometimes strikes harder than steel.
Diego thought of the prisoners still in the castle. Not everyone had been lucky, not everyone could walk. Some were too scared, others too weak. "We're going back," he said. "We won't do it like last night. We'll go differently. We'll bring more people, more plans, and we'll take all the time we need." He didn't say it as a threat to Ortega. He said it as a promise to the prisoners. That carried a different weight. Promises to people have a habit of turning into actions, unless you lie.
Mateo laughed briefly, a sound like a belch in a church. "You and time. You know how that sounds? Time is never on our side. But fine. We'll steal them. We'll steal their hours and give them to the people." His laughter turned serious. "I know a few men who no longer work for governors. Men who know how to cut tires and feed horses. They're not pretty, but they're capable. We'll have them in the right places."
And so they began to make the list—not heroic names, but functions: who can fetch water, who knows the old wine route, who still has a white horse that can walk in the dirt without stumbling. They mapped out routes, not on parchment, but in their heads; they memorized distances in breaths. Here, one breath was a mile, two breaths a boundary. People who knew such measurements survived.
The news came like little birds at first: a farmer who had been plundered by Ortenaga's soldiers; a monk who secretly distributed bread and then disappeared; a child who smiled despite being missing teeth. Every report was a spark. Sparks weren't collected, fire was lit. Fire that provides warmth, not that consumes everything.
They organized shifts. Not military—no one wore uniforms because uniforms reminded people of weapons—but sentries who brought food and carried letters. The people they sent were the ones no one missed because they hadn't had anything for a long time. It was cruel in practice and right in its consequences. Wars are won by those who are willing to plan poorly but survive well.
On the third day, news arrived that made the blood race through their veins: Ortega had summoned men from neighboring settlements, not just mercenaries, but men with debts and debt-laden shovels. An army of borrowed hatred. They would come like locusts. They wouldn't ask, they would eat. This meant panic for the cities they slept in. It meant that the next steps required not only sabotage, but also retreats and alliances.
Diego knew this. He also knew that in times like these, one thing was vital for survival: news. Information is the only currency in a country whose coins have been burned. They used ancient techniques for this: child runners who flew routes; women with shawls who gave signals; an old priest who seemed to speak only of confessions while plucking lists into the cassettes of his memory. The city became an organism whose nervous system was being rewired. And in the connections lay power.
They planned a rescue operation, not in the sense of a storm, but as a surgical intervention: one group would go to the north gate, a smaller one through the sewers, a third through the mills. Not simultaneously, but sequentially, so that fear never quite knew where to strike. It was a dance. They didn't dance in fields of blood, but in the shadows. And the most important part: they diverted attention from the castle. When Ortega's men thought the city was quiet, the nets widened.
Isabella went to the mills, her voice soft as oil. She spoke to women who had once nursed their children, their hands rough but their eyes alert. "You are not alone," she said. Not as a command, but as an observation. Women heard each other; they knew the places where water was hidden, where a man made a bed that had no one's name. They knew these places better than maps. This knowledge was gold.
In the evening, as the city was once again shrouded in night, the mills arrived with blankets and bread. Small carts rolled silently. Diego watched people come and go, their faces shadowed by the remnants of a long night. Here, in this close circle, the bigger picture played out: the revolution wasn't a blow, but a daily washing up. You don't just clean, you scrub, again and again.
And in this quiet, dirty work, Diego also found something else: the taste of decisions. Decisions that had nothing to do with fame, but with the question of whether or not to extend a hand to one's neighbor. He extended his hand. Isabella extended her hand. Mateo laughed, but his hand was firm. They weren't saints, everyone knew that. They were people who had learned to be for others.
When the news came that Ortega's men had burned down the village of El Prado during the night and that several families had been taken away, the pain was sharp, like a knife forgotten and then found again. But not only the knife came, but also rage. Rage that didn't just roar, but worked: reconnaissance, rescuers, hiding places. They reorganized the routes, carving new paths into the maps, like children drawing lines in the sand. Every line was a life-changing success, every gap a risk.
At the end of the day, as the sky turned blood red and the city once again put on its shell, Diego, Isabella, and Mateo sat down in a small courtyard that someone had once called a garden. They smoked, a bad habit they shared, and barely spoke. Work had stolen their voices, but not their courage. "We saved lives yesterday," Diego said finally, not as a triumph, but more as a sober report. "We made nets today. Tomorrow Ortega will lead his men. But we are no longer the same herd. We are one voice."
Isabella smiled, not sweetly, not softly, more like a blade catching light. "And voices can scream until entire mountains collapse," she whispered.
Mateo spat. "Or they can sing until the morning tastes different."
The night embraced them, and for a brief moment, in which the city breathed and didn't beat, they felt that something greater was beginning. Not just an uprising, not just a war—something that, years from now, would bear the name "Legacy," if it survived. They didn't know if they would survive. They only knew they had no choice. And that, for them, was enough.
 
 
 
A dagger in the dark
The night was no friend. It was a dirty, stinking sack that had settled over the city. No stars, only the moon, half-eaten, hanging in the sky like a rotten tooth. Los Angeles wasn't asleep. It lay awake, panting, sweating. Dogs howled, a baby cried, a door slammed somewhere, and the soldados stomped through the streets like drunken rats in shiny boots.
Zorro wasn't riding. He was standing still. Tornado was in the stable of a poor farmer he knew, one of those types who had lost everything except his dignity. The old man had let him in without a word, just with a look that conveyed more trust than any priest's confession. And now Zorro himself stood in a backyard, his face in shadow, his mask tied tighter than usual. He waited.
Sometimes waiting is worse than fighting. Waiting eats you alive, peels the skin from your face, makes you weak. But tonight he had to wait because he knew Ortega was spreading his web. There were spies everywhere in the streets. Men pretending to be drunk, but their eyes sharp as knives. Women carrying baskets of bread but really listening. Even children throwing pebbles to relay messages. Ortega had turned the city into a spider's web, and Zorro was the fly they all wanted to see.
And then he came.
The dagger.
Not just any death, but a silent, dirty death that came out of nowhere.
It was shortly after midnight when Diego heard the footsteps. Quiet, dragging, a rhythm that didn't suit a drunken worker. He pressed himself against the wall, his sword half-drawn. But what came next wasn't a soldado, not a farmer, not a beggar. It was a shadow in the shadows, barely visible. A figure, small, swift, with a knife in its hand that flashed in the moonlight like the eye of a damned predator.
The first blow came with a hiss, aimed at the ribs. Zorro dodged, feeling the blade slice past his jacket. No soldier could have struck like that. This was a professional.
“Who the hell sent you?” he snarled.
No answer. Just a second thrust, harder, faster. Zorro blocked, steel clanged, sparks flew. Then he smelled it: cheap rum, old sweat, iron. A murderer. Not a soldado, not a hero, just a man who killed for pesos. Ortega must have sent him.
The fight was quiet, too quiet. Only the scraping of steel, the growling of two men who didn't know each other but wanted to kill each other. The dagger man was nimble, a street fighter who didn't play by the rules. He went low, aiming for the thighs, the groin, the throat. Zorro parried, blocked, dodged, but he felt the pressure growing.
A cut hit his arm. Nothing major, but blood flowed, warm and sticky. The dagger man grinned, his yellow teeth visible in the darkness.
“Someone like you,” he hissed, “should learn that shadows bite too.”
Zorro didn't answer. He hated words in combat. He struck back, the sword flashing, striking the dagger's arm. The killer groaned, almost let go, but then he kicked forward with his knee, catching Zorro in the stomach. His breath was knocked out. Pain. A blow against the wall.
The city continued to sleep, hearing nothing. No one came. That's how it works in California: When someone dies, you look the other way, because tomorrow it might be your turn.
The dagger man followed, faster now, desperately. Zorro rolled, the sword cutting through the night, striking only air. Another thrust, this time narrowly missing his neck. He felt the cold of the blade like an icy breath.
And then he did what he always did when he had no choice: he took a big risk.
He let the dagger's blade almost go through, jerked his arm to the side, grabbed the bastard's wrist, and squeezed until the bones cracked. The man screamed, short, like a wounded dog. The knife fell. A kick, hard, well-aimed, to the stomach. The dagger man collapsed.
“Who sent you?” asked Zorro, his blade at the man’s throat.
"Death," he gasped, spitting blood. "And he doesn't need a name."
Zorro pressed harder. "Tell me Ortega."
The man laughed, a gurgling, ugly laugh. "Ortega... he wants to see you hanged. But the dagger in the dark... that doesn't belong to him. It belongs to all of us."
Then he tore himself away, faster than anyone could imagine, and grabbed his dagger, which lay in the dust. But Zorro was faster.
A line. A Z in the chest. Not a deep cut, just fabric, just skin, but it was enough. The dagger man stumbled back, his eyes wide as if a ghost had touched him. Then he disappeared into the shadows, as silently as he had come.
Zorro stayed behind. Blood dripped from his arm, his breathing labored. He knew this was just the beginning. Ortega had begun to unleash the dark dogs—men without names, without honor, just blades in the shadows. And if one was there, more would soon come.
He stood there for a long time, his mask wet with sweat, his fingers on the hilt of his sword. The streets were quiet again. Only a dog barked in the distance, and a bottle clinked somewhere.
A dagger in the dark.
This was the new weapon of the powerful. No court, no whip, no gallows. But silent men who came when you least expected them.
Zorro knew he had to be faster. Harder. And he had to learn that even the night was no longer on his side.
He pulled his cloak tighter and looked up at the palace. Somewhere up there sat the governor, fat, sweating, and perhaps laughing. But deep down, he knew, he was also trembling. Because if they needed daggers in the dark, then they truly feared him.
"Good," murmured Zorro. "Then let them come."
He disappeared into the shadows, like smoke, like a promise that had not yet been fulfilled.
The city breathed heavily that night, as if it had drunk too much and was lying gasping in its own filth. The smell of cheap rum filled the alleys, the urine in the alleys, and the smoke that settled between the mud huts like a stinking carpet. Los Angeles never truly slept. It dozed, yes, but there was always an eye watching somewhere, a door creaking, someone rubbing their hands together, waiting for another bastard to stumble so they could pick up the crumbs.
Zorro had survived the encounter with the Dagger Man, but he knew it wasn't a victory. It was merely a reprieve. The bastard had escaped, and men like that don't simply disappear. They come back, faster than the memory of pain.
The wound on his arm burned. Not a deep cut, but deep enough to remind him that he wasn't immortal. He wrapped a piece of cloth around it, a dirty rag from the stable that smelled more of cow dung than healing. No matter. Blood is blood, and in this city, every drop you lost was a piece of power you gave away.
He didn't go home. Don Diego couldn't show up now, not with a bandage on his arm and sweat on his face. Too many eyes, too many servants whispering. He took the path to the slums. No one asked about wounds there; everyone was a walking bandage, damn it.
The alleys were narrow, damp, the ground muddy with piss and spilled water. An old dog sniffed at a dead rat. Children crouched in corners, eyes as wide as lanterns, not even begging anymore—they just stared, empty, broken. Women sat with shawls around their shoulders, rocking as if cradling children who had long since starved to death. This was California. No dreams, no sun, just a pile of dust and hunger, spread by the rich like a whiplash.
Zorro pulled his hat down further over his face. He knew he stood out, but he couldn't help it now. He needed information. The Dagger Man wasn't a random shadow. Someone had sent him, and it could only be one person: Ortega. The Captain, the bastard with a face like stone and a soul like rusty iron.
He heard voices coming from a tavern. Muffled laughter that sounded more like coughing. He pushed open the door. Inside, it smelled of old brandy, of sweat, and grease that had burned into the pans months ago. A few candles fought against the darkness, flickering, dripping wax onto tables that bore more scars than the faces of the men sitting at them.
Zorro didn't enter as Zorro. He had his coat pulled tight, his hat low, his sword hidden. To them, he was just another tired dog looking for a drink.
The men talked, drank, and spat. One played dice with two worn bones, another laughed at a joke he didn't understand. But when Zorro stepped up to the bar, it fell silent. Strangers weren't welcome here.
The innkeeper, a man with a nose like a broken branch and hands like shovels, looked him over. "What do you want?"
"Wine," said Zorro. "And an ear."
The innkeeper raised an eyebrow. "We don't have any wine. Only rum. I have an ear, too, but that costs extra."
Zorro placed a few coins on the counter. The barman looked at them as if they were stones fallen from the sky. Then he nodded, filled a glass, and set it down.
“Are people talking about knives here?” Zorro asked quietly.
The innkeeper shrugged. "People talk about everything. About hunger, about soldiers, about women running away from them. Knives? Knives are everywhere."
"I mean daggers," said Zorro, his voice deeper. "Men who appear in the night. Men who kill before you can scream."
The innkeeper fell silent. Too quiet. He looked around, as if checking if anyone was listening. Then he leaned forward. "There's talk. Mercenaries. Men Ortega has brought. Not soldados. Shadows. They appear when you're alone. They don't ask, they don't talk. They just cut."
"How many?"
The innkeeper shrugged again. "Two, three... maybe more. One's enough, right? One dagger is enough."
Zorro nodded and took a sip. The rum burned like fire, tasted of dirt, but it did what it was supposed to. It burned away the night.
“Thank you,” murmured Zorro.
"Better not say that too loudly," said the innkeeper. "If they hear you ask, you'll be next."
Zorro put down the glass and stood up. His fingers rested heavily on the hilt of his sword. He knew the daggers were already on their way, somewhere in the night. He also knew his luck wouldn't last forever.
As he left the tavern, the cold hit his face. The moon hung lower now, the alleys were darker, narrower. He heard footsteps behind him. Slow, steady. Not a drunk. Someone was following him.
He turned into an alley, narrow as a slit between two teeth. The shadow behind him followed.
"Come on," murmured Zorro. "Show yourself."
The shadow did it. A second figure, small, fast, with a dagger. Not the same as before—a different one. So there really were several of them. Ortega had unleashed an entire pack.
The man came from the front, grinning, his teeth like broken nails. "You're hard to find," he growled.
“And you’re too easy to smell,” Zorro replied.
The Dagger Man lunged forward. Again that sound, that hissing in the night. Zorro dodged, parried, struck back. A dance in the dust, only the music was made of steel and blood.
This time he was prepared. He let the man come, let him stab him, again and again, until the bastard was out of breath. Then he turned the game around. A blow to the face with the hilt of his sword, blood spurted, a tooth flew. The dagger man staggered, trying to flee. But this time, Zoro wouldn't let him escape.
He grabbed him by the collar and ripped the mask off his face. A young man, barely older than a boy, eyes full of hatred and fear.
“Who sent you?” Zorro snarled.
"No one," the boy gasped. "I'm fighting for money. For bread."
"Bread," Zorro repeated bitterly. "And you'll sell your knife for that?"
The boy spat in his face. "I'm selling my life. It's worth nothing. But maybe I'll get a few pesos if I kill you."
Zorro stared at him, long and hard. Then he carved a Z into the boy's chest. Not a deep cut, just a mark. "Go," he said. "And tell your Captain that the shadow won't fall."
The boy stumbled away, staggering into the night, his eyes full of fear.
Zorro stayed behind, sword in hand, mask covered in sweat.
A dagger in the dark was dangerous. But what was even more dangerous: men so hungry they sold themselves. Ortega knew this. And he took advantage of it.
Zorro breathed heavily. He knew the war had reached a new level. No more soldados with guns, no more just whips. Now it was shadow against shadow.
And he knew: the next dagger was already on its way.
Morning came like a kick in the face. Gray, cold, without sun. Only a few sickly clouds drifted across the sky, as if they'd just vomited. The city was tired, hungover, and yet it lived on. Merchants pushed carts through the streets, children cried for bread, women haggled over a few beans, while soldados rode by as if they were the lords of a kingdom.
Zorro was back in Don Diego's shoes. Silk shirt, clean hands, a smile that meant nothing. He sat in a room that was far too bright, while outside the world bled. His friends—those bored bastards with full pockets and empty heads—talked about dances, about wine, about the latest fashions from Spain. One laughed about how much he'd lost at the card table, as if it were an honor.
Diego laughed along. Of course he laughed. That was his game. But deep in his chest burned the memory of that night, of the dagger that had almost bitten him, of the boy with the hateful eyes. He could still hear the voices, the hiss of steel, smell the sweat. No one in this room had any idea. No one knew how close death had already been to his throat.
He soon excused himself, withdrew, and disappeared into the library. There, where the servants wouldn't bother him, where he could breathe again. He pulled up his sleeve and saw the wound. Red, crusted, dirty. A memento of the dagger in the dark. He cleaned it with wine, gritted his teeth. Pain was better than lies.
Later, as the sun crept over the rooftops, he crept through the city. Not as Diego, not as Zorro—just as a man who listened in alleys, who kept his eyes open. He had to understand where those daggers were coming from. Ortega wasn't an idiot. The Capitán was brutal, yes, but he was also clever. He knew that people loved Zorro, that they whispered his name like a prayer. And so he stopped sending soldados. Soldados could die, could flee, could disgrace themselves. But a shadow with a knife—that could strike anywhere, at any time.
The news spread quickly. That same afternoon, Diego heard it at the market.
"They caught another man last night," whispered a woman as she weighed beans. "A baker. He was out alone. They found him this morning with a dagger in his back."
"And a Zorro symbol was carved into the wall next to it," an old man added. "As if he wanted to tell us he was still alive."
"Or as a trap," the woman murmured. "Maybe it wasn't him at all. Maybe it was Ortega."
People looked around nervously, their voices quieter. No one knew who to trust. Every shadow was dangerous.
Zorro listened, silent. His heart pounded. If Ortega was also using his dagger men to send false signals, then the game was even dirtier than he had imagined. Then it was no longer just fighting—it was propaganda.
Night came early, as always. The wind brought dust and cold, and the alleys were quieter than usual. Too quiet. Even the dogs had stopped barking.
Zorro put on his mask and saddled Tornado. He couldn't wait any longer. The daggers were too dangerous, too silent. He had to chase them before they caught him.
He didn't ride directly into the city. Instead, he took the hills, the paths rarely used. Tornado moved silently, black as night itself. Below lay Los Angeles, a collection of patches of light, interspersed with shadows that revealed more than the soldados' torches.
He stopped at an abandoned chapel. Broken windows, walls that stank of urine. Inside, a few beggars squatted, more bone than flesh. One coughed, drawing blood. Zorro entered.
“Have you seen any shadows?” he asked.
The beggars looked at him, frightened. They knew the mask, knew the name. One pointed, trembling, to the back wall. "There. Two of them. They were talking. About money. About you."
Zorro nodded and stepped back. He found footprints in the dust. Light, fast, not like the heavy boots of the soldados. He followed them out, through a side alley, down to the riverbed.
And there they were. Two figures, daggers in their hands, silent as cats. They didn't speak. They waited.
Zoro attacked without a word. Tornado snorted, his hooves thundered, and Zoro plunged into the middle.
The first blow came swiftly. A dagger aimed at his chest. Zoro parried, the sword flashed, cutting his arm, blood spurted. The man screamed, staggered. The second came from behind, faster, more accurately. Zoro turned, blocked narrowly, felt the blade scrape along his side. Pain. Rage.
It was a dance, but not a pretty one. It was a mess of dust, blood, and panting breath. Zorro moved like an animal that doesn't want to die. A slash, a thrust, a blow with the hilt of his sword. One fell. The other backed away, gasping, but his eyes continued to sparkle.
“Ortega sent you,” Zorro snarled.
The man grinned. "We don't need a name. We just need blood."
Then he ran. Silently, quickly, disappearing into the shadows. Zorro wouldn't let him escape. He jumped on Tornado, chasing after him, through the riverbed, over stones, through dust. But the man knew the way. He was faster, more agile, slipping into alleys that Tornado couldn't follow.
Zorro stopped, panting. He knew he couldn't catch everyone. Not tonight. But he also knew: the daggers were real. More than just talk.
As he rode back into town, he saw them. On the walls, on the doors, even on a wagon wheel: Zs. Everywhere. Children had painted them, men had carved them, women had smeared them with charcoal.
And then he knew: They couldn't send enough daggers to erase it. The people had already woken up.
But he also knew: A dagger in the darkness was always waiting. Perhaps tomorrow. Perhaps even this very moment.
He pulled the reins and looked up at the palace. There they sat, the governor and Ortega, well-fed and safe. But they must have known: the shadow was still there.
"Come on," he murmured. "Send more. I'm not finished yet."
The night swallowed him, and the city held its breath.
The night smelled of cold iron and bad breath. Los Angeles lay like a pile of bones thrown into the dust. Dark alleys everywhere, broken doors, women sitting on doorsteps, no longer knowing whether they were awake or dreaming. Children slept with empty stomachs, men snored on floors that had more lice than straw.
Zorro wasn't home. He couldn't. Don Diego should have been lying in his bed, in silk, with wine next to the candle. Instead, he stood on a rooftop, his cloak fluttering in the wind, his eyes fixed on the streets. He waited. He knew the next dagger wouldn't be long in coming.
The soldiers were more restless that evening. They walked in groups, no longer alone. They were afraid. Not of Zorro—no, at least that's what they told themselves—but of the rumors. Daggers coming from the shadows, men disappearing, screams no one wanted to hear. Ortega had unleashed the shadows, and now even his own men were afraid.
Zorro heard voices coming from a dark alley. Quiet, rough. He crawled closer, lay flat on the roof, and looked down. Two men, hoods pulled low, daggers in their hands. Their blades flashed in the moonlight.
"Tonight," one murmured. "We'll get him. Ortega will pay double if we bring back his heart."
The other laughed softly, a sound like a rusty hinge. "His heart, his mask, his damn horse—I don't care. As long as we bring him blood."
Zorro narrowed his eyes. These weren't simple highwaymen. These were killers. Men who slept with blood, who didn't care about morals.
He waited until they left, followed them across the rooftops. Silently, step by step. They moved like dogs sniffing out a trail. And their trail led directly to the slum.
It was quieter there than usual. People had retreated to their huts, locked doors, closed shutters. They knew something was in the air tonight. Sometimes you sense it before it happens—like a cold wind creeping up your spine.
The dagger men stopped in front of a hut. Thin walls, a broken roof, a sliver of light inside. Zorro saw a young woman with two children. She had barely any bread, barely any hope. The men stood there, grinning as if they had found prey.
“Why here?” one asked.
"Because he'll come," the other replied. "Zorro always shows up when they scream. So we let them scream."
Zorro felt his heart beating faster. Ortega had played it cleverly. No trap with soldiers, no cannons. Just a woman, two children, and two knives. If he didn't come, they would die. If he did come, the daggers would be waiting.
He jumped from the roof, landed in the dust, his sword flashing.
“Leave her alone.”
The men twitched, turned, blades raised. One laughed. "There you are. Just what you ordered."
The first attack came immediately. A dagger, aimed low, to the stomach. Zoro parried, steel screeching. The second came from the side, a slash to the neck. Zoro ducked, feeling the blade pass over his shoulder.
The woman screamed, the children whimpered. Zorro drove the men away from the hut, out into the open, where he had more space. His sword flashed, their knives twitched. It was not a battle of honor, not a duel. It was a dirty game, a fight and a slash.
A cut caught him in the side, hot pain. Blood flowed. He gritted his teeth and struck back, harder. The sword sliced ​​into the arm of one of the daggermen, blood spurted. The man screamed, staggered, almost fell.
The other came from behind. Zorro whirled around, narrowly blocking. Sparks flew. He kicked, hard, kneeing in the stomach. The man collapsed, gasping. But they didn't give up.
"You can't kill us all," the injured man gasped. "There are many of us. Ortega has a dozen more. We're everywhere."
“Then I’ll start with you,” Zorro snarled.
One final blow, one deep cut. One fell, the dagger flying. The other fled into the night, gasping, bleeding. Zorro let him go. He knew he would talk. He would tell Ortega that Zorro didn't fall.
The woman stepped out of the hut, the children behind her. Her eyes were wide, filled with fear and gratitude. "Señor..." she whispered.
Zorro raised his hand. "Don't say anything. Live."
Then he disappeared back into the shadows as quickly as he had come.
He climbed back onto the rooftops, breathing heavily. Blood clung to his side, his arm burned. But he was alive. Still.
He sat down on a ledge and looked out at the city. Below, the lights went out, one by one. The people were asleep, if you could call it sleep. But he knew they had heard him. The scream, the clang, the struggle. They knew he was still there.
And he knew that Ortega would soon send more. Not two, not three—maybe ten, maybe twenty. A pack of daggers in the dark.
He laughed bitterly, quietly. "Come on, you bastards."
Then he disappeared into the night, a shadow among shadows, with blood on his cloak and rage in his heart.
The sky hung heavy over the city, as if someone had thrown a wet blanket over everything. No wind, no stars, just this damned leaden silence. Even the insects seemed to be holding their breath.
Zorro sensed that tonight things would get worse. Two daggers, three daggers—that was just the beginning. Ortega wasn't an idiot. If he wanted to smell blood, he'd hunt down an entire pack.
Don Diego played the bored nobleman again during the day. Cards, wine, courtly chatter. But the others felt nothing. They laughed while people starved outside. And him? He bore the wounds beneath his silk. Every movement reminded him that a dagger could be only a second away from his heart.
When night came, he put on the mask. Tornado stamped restlessly, as if he too knew something was in the air. Zorro rode off, slowly, through the alleys he knew like his own scars. He wasn't looking for a fight—the fight would find him anyway.
And he found him.
At first there were three. They emerged from the shadows, knives in their hands, eyes like animals. Not a word, not a curse, just cold movements. They pounced on him as if he were a piece of meat.
The first cut came from the right. Zorro blocked, feeling the blow all the way to his shoulder. The second was aimed at Tornado, intended to injure the horse. Zorro roared, struck, and jerked the blade to the side. Blood spurted, a scream. The third came from the front, fast, precise. Zorro parried, steel screeched.
It wasn't a duel, not a dance. It was a damned battle. Dirt, blood, sweat. He kicked, struck, dodged, his sword slashed through the night. Two fell, one lay gasping. The third fled.
But as soon as he disappeared, Zorro heard it – footsteps, many footsteps.
They came from all directions. Five, six, maybe more. Shadows, daggers, grinning in the darkness. Ortega had let them loose like dogs.
Zorro felt sweat on his back. He knew he couldn't kill them all. But he had to. He had no choice.
The fight broke out.
Two jumped at him at once, one from the left, one from the right. He ducked, feeling the knives slice past his shoulders. He struck back, raising the sword, striking flesh. A scream, a body fell.
Another man jumped onto Tornado's back, trying to grab him from behind. Tornado rose, snorted, and kicked. Bones cracked, and the man flew into the dust.
Zorro fought like an animal. Every blow, every thrust was survival. He felt the cuts hitting him—in his leg, his arm, his side. Every cut was fire, but he gritted his teeth. Dying wasn't an option.
Blood dripped onto the floor. Dust clung to it. It smelled of iron, of fear, of death.
"You want me?" Zorro gasped. "Then come, everyone."
And they came.
It was a wild whirl of blades and shadows. He couldn't count them anymore. Six, seven, eight. Knives flashed from all sides. He parried, struck, kicked, turned, ripped a dagger from his opponent's hand, and rammed it into another's stomach. Screams, blood, dust.
But they didn't give up. There were many of them. Too many.
Zorro felt his strength waning. His arm ached, his side burned. Tornado snorted and kicked, but even he couldn't go on forever.
Then he heard it. A horn, in the distance. Soldiers. Ortega didn't just send daggers—he also sent boots. If they came, he was finished.
Zorro grabbed the reins, threw back the daggers, and spun Tornado around. He stormed through the alley, past shadows, through blood. Blades grazed him, one grabbed his coat, and he tore himself free. Tornado raced, thundering through the night.
The daggers screamed behind him, pursuing him. One jumped, trying to grab onto Tornado. Zorro struck, and the man fell, collapsing in the dust.
They hunted him, a pack in the dark.
He rode out, out of the city, into the hills. There, where the shadows thinned, where the moon had room again. He still heard her behind him.
He led Tornado through narrow paths, over rocks, through streams. His blood dripped, his breath burned. He knew: if they caught him, it would be over.
But at some point, after an eternity, it became quiet. Only the wind, only the tornado's hooves. No more footsteps, no more screams.
Zorro stopped. His body trembled, blood clung to his coat. He dismounted and sank to his knees. He had survived—but only just.
He looked up at the sky. The moon hung there, cold, indifferent.
"Daggers in the dark," he muttered. "Ortega, you bastard. You want war? You'll get war."
He cut a Z into the ground with the blade. A sign. Not for the daggers—for himself. So he knew he was still alive.
Then he mounted again and rode deeper into the night.
Morning came like an insult. The sun crept over the rooftops, but it brought no comfort. It burned without warmth, only revealing more clearly how filthy the city was. Los Angeles stank. Of blood, of fear, of the sweat of men who killed at night and pretended to be honest citizens by day.
Diego saw his own face in the mirror. Dark circles under his eyes like blows, stubble that no longer resembled that of a well-groomed nobleman, but rather a man who lived in the backstreets. He dabbed the wounds he'd sustained during the night. Arm, side, leg—red marks everywhere, little reminders of how close he'd been to death.
He could no longer simply laugh and drink wine. He could no longer pretend he was still interested in the game of the rich. But he had to. That was the price of the mask. Don Diego lived so that Zorro could survive.
He went into the salon. There sat the usual figures, full and bored. A man with a belly like a barrel was talking about the next dance. A woman was complaining about the fabric that had arrived late from Spain. No one talked about the dead. No one mentioned the screams of the night.
Diego smiled, nodded, and raised his glass. But inside, he was seething. He could still hear the voices of the dagger men. "There are many of us." It echoed like a knife being driven into the same table over and over again.
In the afternoon, he rode out, ostensibly to get some fresh air. In truth, he was looking for answers. He didn't go into the alleys—not this time. Instead, he sought out old acquaintances. Men who saw everything, who never slept. The beggars.
He found one by the river, an old man with eyes like holes in his skull. The guy was half blind, half deaf, but he knew more than anyone else.
"Daggers," Diego said quietly, in the shadows. "Where do they come from?"
The old man grinned, a tooth stump in his mouth. "Daggers? Boy, there are daggers everywhere. But these… these are new. Men without names, without homes. They sleep in old camps by day, roam at night. They don't talk, they don't laugh. They kill."
“Who leads them?”
The old man shrugged. "Maybe Ortega. Maybe someone behind Ortega. But they have money. Lots of money. And when the poor are hungry, every shadow sells."
Diego felt his stomach clench. This wasn't a gang of street thieves. This was organized. Someone was paying for an army in the shadows. Ortega had more power than he thought.
When night came, Zorro returned. Mask, cloak, sword. No rest, no sleep. Rest was a luxury only the rich had.
He rode not into the city, but into the hills where the old mines lay. Places that had been forgotten. Places where shadows found a home.
And he was right.
In a hollow, between scree and undergrowth, a fire burned. Five or six men crouched around it, daggers in their hands, faces like wolves. They spoke quietly, not laughing. One sharpened his blade, another wrapped a piece of cloth around his hand as if it were already covered in blood.
Zorro watched them from a distance. His heart pounded. This wasn't a rumor. This was a damned organization. Ortega had his own army, but not one in uniform. It was one that no one could prove.
He wanted to get closer, to hear what they were saying. But Tornado snorted softly, and immediately their heads shot up. Eyes like knives, sharp, alert.
“There’s someone there,” one growled.
The men jumped to their feet, daggers drawn. Shadows ran toward him.
Zorro cursed and urged Tornado on. Arrows whizzed—they even had bows, damn it. One almost ripped his hat off. A second grazed Tornado's flank. The horse whinnied but kept running.
The Dagger Men pursued him, their footsteps silent but swift. There were many of them. Half a dozen, perhaps more.
Zorro rode deeper into the hills, through narrow ravines, over scree. They were behind him, still.
Then they cut him off. Two appeared in front, daggers flashing. Tornado rose, Zorro struck, hitting one, who fell gasping. The other dodged, stabbing at Tornado. Zorro parried, blood spurting.
They were everywhere. A pack in the dark, silent, unstoppable.
Zorro fought like he had never fought before. His sword clanged, cut, and blocked. Sparks flew, sweat dripped. He felt cuts on his arms, legs, and back. Blood flowed, but he fought on.
One of them grabbed him from behind and ripped at his mask. Zoro turned and rammed his sword into his stomach. The man collapsed, the mask still in his hand. Zoro ripped it away and retied it.
They didn't scream. Not a sound. Just the panting, the hissing of blades. They were like machines, built solely for killing.
Zorro punched, kicked, spun, ripped a dagger from one hand and threw it into another's chest. Two fell, three stayed, then four more appeared. It was endless.
Finally, he jumped back onto Tornado and drove him up the slope. Dust swirled, stones slid. The Dagger Men climbed after him, fast as spiders.
At the top of the ridge, Zorro stopped and turned. The moon was behind him, his sword flashing.
"Come on," he called, his voice harsh. "Come on, everyone. But if you come, I'll take you with me to the abyss."
The men paused briefly. Their eyes sparkled, daggers flashed. But they came no closer. Not today. Not here.
Zorro turned Tornado and rode on, away from the hills, back toward the city. His body trembled, blood clinging to his coat.
He knew now: Ortega hadn't just sent daggers. He'd unleashed an entire damned shadow army.
And they wouldn't stop. Not until one of them was dead.
The night was blacker than tar. No moon, no stars. Only shadows, and in those shadows something lurked. Zorro knew it. He felt it on his back, like a cold hand that never let go.
He had already seen, felt, and deflected dozens of daggers. But today was different. Today the city was silent, too silent. Even the dogs weren't barking. Even the children weren't crying. As if someone had stopped all life so that only killing remained.
Don Diego should have been sitting in some salon, drinking wine, smiling lies. Instead, he stood alone in an alley, mask on his face, sword in hand. He waited. Sometimes you had to call the monster to make it come.
It came.
Not one. Not two. A whole damn line. Eight, nine, ten men, maybe more. Daggers, clubs, short swords. Faces unrecognizable because they were wrapped in cloths. Eyes that gleamed coldly.
Zorro laughed bitterly. "So many? For one man?"
They didn't answer. They just came.
The first leaped, blade forward. Zoro parried, pushed back. Blood spurted. A scream, then silence. The second came from the left, the third from the right. Steel screeched, sparks flew. Zoro spun, kicked, struck. One fell, one staggered. But the others moved up.
It was no longer a fight. It was a massacre. A pack of dogs trying to tear apart a single wolf.
Zorro fought like a demon. He punched, blocked, kicked, and stabbed. His arms burned, his breath labored. Blood ran down his side, dripping onto the ground. The stench of iron and sweat hung in the air.
He heard the men's screams, heard the hiss of their daggers. Everything blurred. He was only moving, instinct, survival.
One grabbed him from behind, ripping at his mask. Zorro gritted his teeth and rammed his head back. A crack, a scream. The man slumped.
Another leaped in front of him, aiming directly for his heart. Zorro turned, narrowly parried, felt the blade scrape past his chest. A deep cut, blood. He screamed, struck back, and tore the sword through the man's stomach. Warm blood spurted, steaming in the night.
But they didn't give up. They kept moving forward. More and more shadows.
Zorro stumbled, almost kneeling. His body cried out for rest, for sleep. But he couldn't give up. Not here. Not today.
He looked up, saw the walls, the roofs. And there—faces. People. Women, men, children. They crouched in the shadows, watching. Their eyes were wide, full of fear. But also full of hope. They saw him fighting.
And he understood.
The daggers in the dark weren't just men. They were a system. Ortega had unleashed them, yes. But they were more. They were fear itself. They were the knife that could stab any throat in its sleep. They were the invisible whip that held the people down.
If he fell, if he died here, the people would fall silent. Then the daggers would have won.
Zorro roared. A raw scream, full of rage, full of pain. He stood up again, raised his sword, and struck.
One fell. Another. Blood spurted, shadows staggered. He was a storm, an animal that didn't want to die. He felt nothing anymore, only steel, only rage.
The daggers wavered. They hadn't expected one of them to fight like this alone. They retreated, slowly, growling like dogs who realize their prey is about to bite. One raised his hand, gave a signal. And then, one by one, they disappeared back into the darkness from which they had come.
Zorro stood alone in the alley. Blood was running, his mask wet with sweat. He staggered, leaning on his sword.
Up above, on the rooftops, he saw the people. They had seen everything. They were whispering. A name. A single word that burned through the night.
“Zorro.”
It wasn't a scream. It was a prayer.
Zorro raised his hand, drawing a Z in the air, trembling, bloody.
Then he disappeared into the shadows.
The people stayed, looked at each other, and continued whispering. They now knew that the daggers weren't unstoppable. They knew that one man could drive them back.
And Ortega now knew that even one pack in the dark was not enough.
Zorro later rode out, up the hills. His body ached, his wounds burned. But he was alive. And he knew: the war had changed.
No more soldados. No more just laws and whips. Now it was shadow against shadow.
A dagger in the dark wasn't just a blade. It was a message. And Zorro had answered.
He stopped Tornado, looked into the night, spat blood into the dust.
"Ortega," he murmured. "You can send as many daggers as you like. But you're forgetting one thing: people see me. And that's enough."
Then he rode on, a bloody shadow in the black night.
 
The Return of the Hero
The morning was like a bad joke. The sun over Los Angeles, golden and warm—and beneath it, nothing but misery. Children with bloated bellies, women with eyes that could no longer see, men who looked as if they should have been buried yesterday. But the rich celebrated the light as if it were a gift from God made just for them.
Don Diego stood in the middle of this farce. He had dressed himself in silk and washed his face so no one could see the cuts burning beneath his shirt. His hands were clean, his smile practiced. The other noblemen laughed, talking about wine, about feasts, about the next hunt. All theater.
But outside, behind the walls, the people whispered. Whispered about him. About the man with the mask. About the shadow that, despite the blood and daggers, was still there. Zorro.
"He's alive," they whispered. "We saw him. They wanted to kill him, ten against one, but he's alive."
It spread faster than fire in a straw bed. In the alleys, in the huts, in the taverns. Zorro hadn't fallen. Zorro was still standing. And that meant something. For people who had nothing else, that was enough.
In the afternoon, Diego rode out, ostensibly to a friend, "to listen to music." In truth, he wanted to hear what the people were saying. He rode slowly, taking his time. The peasants looked at him, some with contempt, some with fear. But when he appeared later in the shadows, those same faces would look different—hopeful, alive.
When night came, he put on his mask. Tornado stamped, snorted, ready. Zorro rode back into the city. He knew: After the daggers, he had to show himself. Not just fight, not just survive—show himself. The people had to see him, had to believe him.
He rode down the main street, right through the city, as if he owned it. Soldiers shouted, running together, rifles in hand. Zorro just laughed. A draw of a sword, a Z on a wall, a sign that he was there. The soldiers fired, bullets whistled through the night. But they hit nothing. Only dust, only stone.
People streamed out of their houses. Quietly at first, then louder. Whispers, then shouts.
“Zorro!”
He felt it. The energy. The heat. The spark. It was no longer just him against the daggers. It was an entire nation beginning to raise its heads.
Ortega noticed. Of course he noticed. The Captain stood in the palace, looking down from the balcony, his teeth clenched. Next to him was the Governor, fat and sweating, nervously sipping his wine.
"Why is he still alive?" the governor snarled. "You told me the daggers would finish him off."
Ortega narrowed his eyes. "They will. But that bastard has nine lives."
"Nine lives?" gasped the governor. "The people are cheering for him! Do you hear that?"
Ortega heard it. The shouts, the names, the echo that ran through the streets. He knew what it meant. No soldier, no dagger could do anything if the people believed.
Below, Zorro jumped from Tornado and landed in the middle of the square. Soldiers ran toward him, swords drawn. He struck them back, hard, fast, without mercy. A Z here, a kick there. The men flew, stumbled, screamed.
The people cheered. Not loudly, not like at a festival—but genuinely. That raw, honest cheer that came from hungry throats.
Zorro stood there, mask black, cloak fluttering, sword gleaming. He looked at the people. "Don't be afraid!" he cried. "You are not alone!"
And people believed him. They nodded, they shouted his name, they clapped. They no longer saw him as just a shadow. They saw him as proof.
This was the return of the hero. Not because he was stronger. Not because he was immortal. But because he was simply still standing.
The soldiers retreated, ashamed. Ortega raged above, the governor trembled. Zorro mounted Tornado again, turned him around, and rode off through the streets. Bullets flew, missed. Sparks sprayed from the walls. But he was already gone.
People ran after it as far as they could. Some drew Zs in the dust, others on doors, on walls. Everywhere the sign reappeared. A Z, crooked, hasty, but full of hope.
Ortega saw it and knew: He could send a thousand daggers. But as long as that bastard in black showed up, they wouldn't be enough.
Zorro returned into the night. His body ached, every wound burned. But he felt something he hadn't felt in a long time: weight. Meaning.
He rode out into the hills, stopped, and stared at the city glowing behind him like a furnace full of voices.
"You still believe," he murmured. "And that's enough."
Then he disappeared into the darkness, once again just a shadow. But this time a shadow that had an entire nation at its back.
The city spoke in the night. No songs, no prayers—only this whisper that crept through the alleys like cold smoke. Everywhere the same words: "Zorro is alive. He's back. We've seen him."
And everyone who heard that stood a little straighter. Even the elderly, who had already lost everything, held their heads higher. Even the children who fell asleep with empty stomachs smiled in their dreams. Hope was a cheap intoxicant, but it was more powerful than any wine.
Ortega sensed it immediately. The captain stood in the barracks courtyard while his men ran in circles. Orders, commands, curses. But he knew: it was no use. Soldiers obeyed, yes. They marched, they fired their rifles. But they were also afraid. And if they believed that Zorro was more than a man, then he was their curse.
"He's just flesh," growled Ortega. "Just flesh and blood. And flesh can be cut."
But he knew it wasn't that easy.
The next day, Don Diego sat among the nobles again. He laughed, he toasted, he played his part. But his head was spinning. He had heard the cheers, he had seen the faces. And he knew: This was bigger than him. Zorro was no longer an individual. Zorro was a symbol.
When night came, he put the mask back on. Tornado stomped, ready. Zorro didn't ride secretly. Not today. Today he rode openly. People should see him, should recognize him.
He rode into the markets where women sold water, men hawked beans, and children searched for leftovers. They stared, then smiled. Some bowed, others murmured "Gracias."
An old man stepped forward, with hands like roots and eyes like holes. "We thought you had fallen," he said.
Zorro nodded. "Not yet."
That was enough. The man cried.
Later, as the sun set, Zorro stood in the middle of the main square. Everyone could see him. He raised his sword and carved a large Z into the dust. The scratching sound echoed like thunder.
The people cheered. First quietly, then louder. The square vibrated.
And of course the soldados came. The soldados always come.
This time, Ortega led them himself. Mounted on horseback, blade gleaming, eyes like steel. "Enough!" he roared. "Enough of this nonsense!"
People fell silent. Fear crept back into their faces.
Zorro stood still, his mask dark, his sword in his hand. "People aren't afraid anymore, Ortega," he said, his voice harsh. "They've seen through you."
Ortega growled and gave a signal. The soldiers charged.
Zorro didn't retreat. He struck down the first, kicked the second, and blocked the third. Sparks flew, blood flowed. The people watched, saw him fighting alone against many. And they whispered again. "He's back. He won't fall."
Ortega jumped off his horse and drew his blade. He and Zorro stood facing each other. Two men, two shadows, who hated each other.
The first blow was brutal. Ortega struck like a butcher, hard, direct. Zorro blocked, feeling the weight thundering through his arms. The second blow came, even harder. Ortega wasn't a fine fencer; he was a bruiser with a blade. But he was dangerous.
They fought, steel against steel, in the middle of the square. Sparks flew, dust swirled. The people held their breath.
Ortega laughed bitterly. "You're alone."
Zorro struck back, hard, fast. "One more is enough."
The fight raged on, for minutes, for hours—it felt endless. Ortega sweated, panted, but he was strong. Zorro was faster, more agile, but his wounds burned. Every blow reminded him how little life he had.
Then more soldados arrived. A dozen, maybe more. Zorro knew he couldn't defeat them all. Not today.
He stepped back, raised his sword, and carved a giant Z into the ground. "Not today, Ortega!" he cried. "But the day will come."
Then he jumped onto Tornado, thundered through the ranks, punching, kicking, and knocking soldiers off their horses. Bullets whistled, blades flashed. But he escaped.
The people cheered as he disappeared. They cheered loudly, openly, without fear.
Ortega stood in the dust, his face red with rage. He knew: He hadn't just fought a man. He had fought a symbol—and lost.
Zorro rode out into the night. Blood clung to him, sweat dripped, but he felt it: The people were no longer silent. They had their voices back.
"The hero's return," he murmured. "Not because I want it. But because they need it."
He disappeared into the shadows, but his name remained.
The days that followed were no longer normal. The city breathed differently. No open laughter, no celebration-like cheering—no. But a whisper. This whisper everywhere. "He's alive. He's fighting. We saw him."
It was like a fever. In the markets, in the taverns, even in the churches. Priests prayed louder, peasants stood straighter, even the children scribbled little Zs in the dust as if it were a game. But it wasn't a game. It was the sign that someone was there to resist the bastards.
Ortega noticed it. He rode through the streets, boots shining, blade at his side, soldiers at his back. But he saw the glances. Those quick, furtive glances. Not fear. Something else. Something he didn't like. Hope.
He felt he was losing control. Soldiers obeyed him, yes. But obeying doesn't mean believing. And without believing, power was just an empty whip.
In the palace, the governor screamed. "You said the daggers would kill him! You said the soldados would capture him! And what happened? The people are cheering him on! They're painting his damned symbol on every wall!"
Ortega growled, gritting his teeth. "Then we'll tear down the walls."
“And if he comes back?”
Ortega remained silent.
It was different in the alleys. Diego, without a mask, listened. He walked as a nobleman, yes, but his ears were open.
A woman was selling bread, hard as stone. "Zorro fought the Captain," she said quietly. "I saw it with my own eyes. He's alive."
A man nearby, an old fisherman, nodded. "They can't kill him. Not as long as we say his name."
Diego swallowed. This was dangerous. Hope could be strong, but it could also quickly shatter if the blood was too fresh.
That night he rode out again. Mask, cloak, sword. Tornado beneath him, the city before him. He had to show himself, had to keep the flame burning.
He rode into the slums, where children played in the dirt and men slept in the dust. When they saw him, they stood up, eyes wide, mouths open.
“Zorro!” they whispered.
He nodded. "Don't be afraid."
And then he did something he rarely did: He stayed. He didn't ride any further. He dismounted and spoke with them. With the children, with the women, with the elderly. He listened to their stories, their cries, their rage.
One recounted how soldiers burned down his hut because he couldn't pay the taxes. A woman wept because her husband was killed by a dagger for no reason. A boy swore he wanted to carry a sword himself.
Zorro listened. He said little. But his presence was enough. They saw that he wasn't just a shadow. He was one of them.
Ortega reacted brutally. Of course. He had soldiers patrol the streets. Anyone who drew a Z in the dust was beaten. Anyone who called Zorro's name was imprisoned. Some disappeared.
But that didn't help. The more he pressed, the more people whispered. The more he hit, the more they stood up again.
One night, Zorro rode openly through the main street. No sneaking, no hiding. Tornado thundered, his cloak flapped. Soldiers screamed, confronted him. He just laughed, struck them down, and left his mark on the walls.
The people ran after him, unarmed, unarmed—but loudly. They screamed his name, screamed their rage. For the first time in years, the city sounded alive.
Zorro felt it. He was no longer alone.
But Ortega wasn't stupid. He knew that hope alone was deadly. So he planned more. No daggers this time, no shadows. Something else.
He gathered his officers, the maps of the city on the table. "We won't take him when he's alone. We'll take him when he sees the people. We'll take the people out of his hands."
“How?” one asked.
Ortega grinned. "With fear. With fire."
Diego knew nothing of it. He rode on, night after night. Every wound burned, every muscle ached, but he rode on. He knew: If he disappeared now, everything would collapse.
He appeared in taverns, left signs in churches, and helped farmers when soldiers stole their fields. Wherever he appeared, whispers grew, hope grew.
But deep down, he knew this couldn't go on forever. Ortega was planning something. And it would be worse than daggers.
Night came, silent, oppressive. Zorro stood on a rooftop, looking out over the city. Small symbols were everywhere. Zs, carved into the dust, into doors, into the walls.
He felt it. This was the return. Not because he was stronger, not because he was invincible. But because people wanted him.
And that is precisely why Ortega would do anything to destroy him.
Zorro looked into the darkness, felt the cold. He knew: the game had changed.
"Heroes," he muttered. "I hate that word. But if they need me that much, then they can have me."
He pulled the mask tighter, jumped from the roof, and disappeared into the shadows.
The return wasn't a choice. It was a damning sentence.
The night was hot and heavy, as if the city had a fever. The wind brought no comfort, only dust. Dogs barked, a door slammed somewhere, a child screamed and quickly fell silent, afraid that soldiers would hear the noise.
Ortega stood in the barracks courtyard, his hands behind his back, his eyes cold. His officers stood in a circle, sweating, nervous. He spoke slowly, so that each word cut like a knife. "The bastard appears, the people cheer. We haven't defeated him. But we can break the people."
One asked cautiously: “How, Capitán?”
Ortega grinned. It wasn't a pretty grin. "With fire. We burn down the huts they paint Zs on the walls. We lock up the children who shout his name. We show them that every cheer for Zorro is a price they don't want to pay."
The men nodded, some hesitantly, some eagerly. Orders were distributed. Torches, ropes, guns. The city would burn, not because of Zorro, but because of the faith in him.
Meanwhile, Zorro rode through the alleys, sensing the commotion. He saw women hastily fetching water, men silently locking their doors. There was something in the air. Not like the daggers. Bigger. Heavier.
Then he saw it. A glow in the sky, orange, flickering. Fire. He rode closer, tornado hooves thundered, dust swirled. A cabin blazed in front of him. Flames licked at the roof, sparks jumped, screams erupted.
Soldiers stood in front, torches in hand, laughing. "For Zorro!" one shouted mockingly. "That's how you cheer for him!"
Zorro jumped off Tornado, sword in hand. "Bastards!" he shouted.
He charged into the crowd, punching, kicking, and tearing torches to the ground. Sparks flew, blood spurted. Soldiers screamed, fell, and retreated. Zorro moved like a shadow in fire, his sword flashing, slicing, and cutting through the night.
The woman from the hut staggered out, two children in her arms, coughing and crying. Zorro grabbed her and pulled her outside, away from the flames. "Run!" he shouted. They ran, stumbled, but they were alive.
The soldiers gathered again. One shouted, "Shoot him!" Rifles raised and clicked.
Zorro jumped on Tornado, thundered into the crowd, knocking aside rifles, knocking soldiers off their horses. Bullets whistled, sparks flew, wood splintered. He felt a bullet graze his shoulder, a hot pain, but he rode on.
The people watched. They stood in the shadows, eyes wide, mouths open. They saw one fighting against many, one standing in the fire where they would have fled long ago. And they whispered again. "Zorro. He's back."
Ortega received the report that same night. He listened, gritting his teeth. "He saves them. He turns every fire into a legend. Then we have to burn bigger. More. Harder."
The governor swallowed, sweating, smelling of wine. "If you keep burning down huts, Ortega, the people will rebel."
Ortega laughed harshly. "Then we'll shoot them. Ten for each one who calls his name. One hundred for each Z on a wall."
Zorro knew he couldn't be everywhere. He couldn't put out every fire, he couldn't save every child. But he had to be visible. Every night, every battle, every sign was more important than sleep, more important than blood.
He went to taverns, spoke to beggars, to farmers. "Don't be afraid," he said again and again. "You are not alone." Some nodded, some cried, some didn't believe him. But it was a start.
And everywhere he appeared, the sign appeared too. Zs, scratched into dust, into doors, into walls. Everywhere.
Ortega raged. He beat his own soldiers when they returned without heads. He sent daggers, he sent fire, he sent fear. But the more he sent, the louder the whispers became.
One night, after another fire, Zorro stood in the middle of a ruin. The flames were out, leaving only smoke. Children sat crying in the dust, women clutched burnt blankets, men stared at charred wood.
Zorro knelt and drew a large, deep Z in the ground. "I'm still here," he said. "And as long as I'm breathing, you're not alone."
People looked at him, eyes filled with tears, full of hope. One whispered, "Zorro." Another shouted it louder. Soon, everyone was shouting. A chorus of hunger and pain, but real.
Zorro stood in the smoke, mask dark, sword in hand. He was tired, bloody, almost broken. But he stood.
And that was enough to bring the city back to life.
The stench of burnt wood hung in the streets for days. Smoke clung to people's clothes, their hair, their breath. No one spoke openly, but glances were enough. Everyone knew who had set the fires. And everyone knew who had extinguished them as best they could.
Ortega rode with his soldiers through the main street, his face hard as stone. He wanted to see fear, but what he saw were eyes that hated him. No longer just fear, no longer just bowed heads. Hatred. Pure, naked hatred. He understood immediately that Zorro had achieved more than he had intended. A shadow had become a symbol, a symbol a curse.
In the palace, the governor raged. "You're burning my city! You're turning the people against me!" His voice was shrill, his hands shaking. "If they rebel, it's your fault!"
Ortega remained calm. "They aren't rebelling. They can't. They're hungry, they're weak. And as long as we beat their children, as long as we lock up their husbands, they'll remain on their knees."
"But Zorro!" cried the governor. "He's still standing! They see him! They're calling his name as if he were a saint!"
Ortega gritted his teeth. "Then he must fall. In front of their eyes. So they know that heroes die too."
Meanwhile, Diego skulked through the city. By day, he played the bored son of the rich, but by night, he was his eyes and ears. He heard the people, heard their whispers, heard their hatred. He knew Ortega would soon strike harder.
He had to be faster.
In a half-ruined tavern, it smelled of stale beer and sweat. Zorro, mask pulled low, spoke to men wearing little more than rags. Farmers, fishermen, beggars. He listened to them. They spoke of hunger, of lost fields, of sons who disappeared because they had been kidnapped by soldiers.
"There's nothing we can do," one muttered. "They have guns. We have nothing."
Zorro looked at him hard. "You have more than you think. You have hands. You have stones. You have your hatred. And hatred is a weapon."
The men looked at him hesitantly. They believed, but they feared. Zorro knew: a spark was still missing.
That same night, soldiers set fire again. This time, not just one hut. Five. An entire neighborhood burned. Women screamed, men ran with buckets, children cried. Flames licked the sky, sparks fell like rain.
Zorro plunged into the midst. Tornado raced through smoke and dust, his sword flashing. Soldiers screamed, fell, and retreated. He ripped children from flames, struck men down, and threw torches into the dirt.
The people watched. This time they didn't stay silent. One threw a stone. It hit a soldier on the helmet. Another followed. Another. Soon stones, pieces of wood, anything they could find were flying.
The soldiers wavered. Ortega himself had arrived, shouting orders, but his men saw fear. They saw a people who were no longer silent.
Zorro stood in the smoke, mask black, sword red. "Stand up!" he shouted. "They can't shoot everyone!"
And the people listened. They screamed, they threw things, they stopped running. It was raw, chaotic, but it was resistance.
Ortega raged. He drew his blade and charged at Zorro. His steel struck, sparks flew. The fight was wild, hard, and direct. Ortega was stronger, heavier. Zorro was faster, more agile. They struck, thrust, and parried until their arms burned.
"You're just a man!" Ortega snarled. "And a man can die!"
"And you're just a bastard," Zoro gasped. "And bastards always fall."
A punch, a kick, a cut. Blood spurted, dust swirled. Ortega staggered back, teeth bared. Zorro raised his sword, wanting more. But then came the shot.
A soldier took aim and fired. The bullet whistled, hitting Zorro's arm. Pain exploded, blood spurted. He staggered, almost falling.
The people screamed.
Ortega grinned. "Look, people! Your hero is bleeding!"
But Zorro stood. He stood bloodied, staggering, sword in hand. "Yes," he cried, "I'm bleeding. But I'm standing!"
And the people cheered. It was no longer a quiet whisper. It was a scream, raw, angry, real.
Ortega saw it, felt it. His face twisted with hatred. He knew he had lost, even though Zorro was bleeding in front of him.
Zorro jumped on Tornado and rode off through smoke and screams. Bullets flew, missing. The people ran after him, not to flee, but to follow him.
The city had found its voice.
And Ortega knew: fire alone would no longer suffocate them.
Ortega had realized that fire wasn't enough. Fire was visible, blazing, yes—but also stupid. It made noise, it aroused pity. Zorro in the smoke, Zorro with blood on his arm, Zorro pulling children from flames—that didn't make him weaker, it made him greater. Every fire was a new song for the masked man. Ortega hated it, but he knew he had to get smarter.
So he changed the rules.
He didn't meet in the palace, nor in the barracks. Too many ears, too many tongues. He met in a cellar, deep beneath an old bakery. It smelled of flour dust and rats, and his officers sweated in the dim torchlight. Ortega stood at the table, his hands on wood, his voice rough. "We'll buy them. We'll buy their tongues, their hands, their souls. Every man, every woman who knows Zorro, should sell us. Silver speaks louder than fear."
The officers nodded. Some grinned. "There's always a traitor."
And they found her. Not immediately, but soon. Hunger is stronger than honor. A man who sees his children starving also sells his neighbor. A woman who has no more bread sells her own bed.
Zorro quickly realized it. Things were going wrong. Messages were no longer arriving. Meeting points were empty or full of soldiers. Once, he waited in an alley for a farmer who wanted to bring him information. Instead, six daggers appeared. He fought, bloody and painful, and only narrowly escaped.
He knew immediately what had happened: betrayal.
That burned deeper than any cut. Not that he was surprised—he knew hunger, he knew weakness. But it hurt to know that the people for whom he shed his blood were willing to sell him for a few coins.
He continued searching. In a tavern, he spoke to an old man who had more scars than skin. "They'll buy us," the old man whispered. "They'll pay when someone mentions your name, when someone sees your shadow. Some take the money. Some don't. But the poison spreads."
Zorro nodded and remained silent. He knew this was worse than daggers. Daggers were something you could see coming. Not betrayal.
That night, he felt it again. He stood on a rooftop, looking down into the alley below. A woman waved, calling softly: "Zorro! Here! Quickly!" She was holding a child in her arms, crying. It looked real. Too real.
He jumped down, landed in the dust, and ran toward her. There was a flash of steel. Three men stepped out from behind the woman, daggers in their hands. Betrayal.
Zoro reacted immediately. He raised his sword, struck, kicked, and spun. One fell, blood in the dust. The second backed away, stabbed, and Zoro blocked, feeling the blow in his bones. The third jumped, aiming for the throat. Zoro ducked, and rammed the sword into his stomach.
The woman screamed, the child fell—a doll, not reality. She ran, and he let her go.
He stayed behind, breathing heavily, blood on his coat. Betrayal.
Later, as he rode Tornado through the dark hills, he thought about it. It made him angrier than anything. Not Ortega, not the soldados. But those who betrayed him because they believed silver was worth more than hope.
But he also knew: It wasn't just greed. It was hunger. And hunger was the toughest enemy.
He had to do more. Not just leave a mark, not just beat soldiers. He had to keep the people, had to show them that treason didn't pay.
The next day, a man was hanging in the Plaza. Hanged by Ortega, a rope around his neck, a sign on his chest: "A traitor to Zorro." The people stared, whispered, and remained silent.
Zorro watched from afar, his teeth gritted. Ortega wanted to break the people. He wanted to show them that Zorro couldn't protect them. He wanted them to think: Betrayal brings silver, loyalty brings the rope.
At night, Zorro answered.
He appeared in the middle of the plaza, masked, his cloak flapping. Soldiers screamed and ran together, but he was faster. With one blow, he ripped the shield from the dead man and cut the rope. The body fell, heavy and dusty. The people saw it and gasped.
Zorro drew his sword and carved a Z into the ground, large, deep, and hard. "Traitors die," he said loudly so everyone could hear. "But the people live. As long as I breathe, they live."
Then he disappeared again, like smoke.
People whispered for a long time that night. Some said he was merciless. Others said he was just. But everyone said he was there.
Ortega was furious. He beat his officers and shouted at the governor: "As long as he's alive, we won't win!"
The governor sweated, drank, and stammered. "Then kill him!"
Ortega remained silent, but there was something cold in his eyes. He would try. Not with fire, not with daggers. But with the poison of betrayal.
Zorro knew the war was getting uglier. He saw it in the faces that smiled at him and feared him at the same time. He heard it in the voices that helped him and trembled at the same time. Anyone could be a traitor. Anyone could take silver.
He rode out, away from the city, into the hills. He needed air, needed darkness. Tornado carried him like a shadow that never died.
At the top, on a ridge, he stopped. He saw the city below, a sea of ​​faint lights. He thought of Ortega, of the governor, of the traitors. And of the children drawing Zs in the dust, unaware of how close the dagger was.
“If you betray me,” he murmured, “then you should know: I will not die quietly.”
The wind carried the words away, but the city below continued to breathe.
The city held its breath. At night, it was no longer a place where people slept, but a nest of whispers, fear, and quick glances over their shoulders. Everyone knew that Ortega handed out coins like a priest distributes holy water. Everyone knew that one wrong word could land Zorro on the rope. And yet they continued to whisper his name. More quietly, more cautiously, but they did it.
Zorro felt it with every step. He walked through alleys, heard doors slam, heard women pulling their children into their houses. Some nodded to him, quickly, secretly. Others stared at him coldly, as if they were about to betray him. He never knew who was friend and who was foe. This gnawed deeper than any wound.
But he also knew: if he disappeared now, everything would be over. Ortega would exploit the fire of fear, and the whispers would be extinguished.
One sultry, stuffy night, he stepped into the middle of the plaza. Everyone saw him. People paused, soldiers froze. A man in a black coat, a mask, a sword. He stood there as if the square belonged to him.
"You're afraid," he said loudly, his voice hard and hoarse. "I'm afraid too. But fear alone won't kill us. Betrayal will kill us. Ortega feeds you silver so you'll sell your brothers. But silver rusts. Hope doesn't."
People stared. Some nodded, some looked down.
Then the soldados came. Ten, twenty, with rifles, with blades. Ortega himself stepped forward, in shining armor, his face like stone. "So there you are, bastard," he growled. "Your time is up."
The crowd backed away. They wanted to see, but they didn't want to die. Ortega grinned. "Today the people will learn that heroes die like dogs."
He gave a signal. The soldiers stormed.
Zorro raised his sword and stepped forward. He didn't fight in the shadows, not in alleys. He fought in the middle of the square, in full view of everyone. Steel against steel, blood in the dust. Sparks flew, men screamed. Zorro moved like a storm, his sword cutting, parrying, carving Zs into flesh. He fell, he stood, he bled, but he fought on.
The people saw it. They saw that he wasn't invulnerable, that he was bleeding, that he was staggering. But they also saw that he was standing. That he wasn't fleeing.
Ortega rushed at him himself, blade bare, eyes filled with hatred. Her steel struck, loud, hard, like thunder. Ortega struck like a butcher, Zorro dodged, countered, struck. Both panted, both sweating, both knew this was more than a fight.
"You're alone," Ortega snarled. "No one will help you."
Zorro laughed bitterly, bloodily. "Look around."
And Ortega saw. He saw the crowd that was no longer cowering. He saw men with stones, women with sticks, children with fists. They were screaming, not loudly, not like soldiers, but enough.
“Zorro! Zorro! Zorro!”
It was no longer a whisper. It was a scream. A roar. An uprising.
Ortega staggered. Only for a moment. But that was enough. Zorro struck, a hard blow, the blade tore Ortega's arm, blood spurted. Ortega screamed, staggered, soldiers ran to protect him.
Zorro stepped back, sword raised. "Look!" he cried. "They're not invincible! He's bleeding like the rest of us!"
The crowd roared. Stones flew, soldiers staggered, women screamed. Ortega was pulled back, his face full of hatred, full of blood. "Kill him!" he roared. But his men no longer obeyed as they had before. They saw the people, they saw Zorro, they saw the fear in the eyes of their own captain.
Zorro jumped on Tornado, thundering through the ranks. Bullets flew, missing. He left a large, black Z on a wall. Then he disappeared into the night.
The plaza remained, filled with smoke and voices. The people cheered, shouted, and cried. They had seen that Ortega could fall, that soldiers stumbled, that a man in a mask was stronger than their fear.
Ortega lay in a room, his arm bandaged, his teeth clenched. The governor stood beside him, sweating, trembling. "You didn't kill him," he hissed.
Ortega growled. "Not yet."
But deep down, he knew it would be harder. Zorro was no longer a shadow. He was a spark. And sparks burn down entire cities.
Zorro rode out into the hills. His body ached, his blood was sticky, his mask was wet. But he was alive. He was still standing.
He saw the city below him and heard voices in the distance. They were calling his name.
"The hero's return," he murmured. "Not because I want it. Because they need it."
Then he pulled his coat tighter and rode on into the night.
 
The Telltale Trail
The city stank of smoke, blood, and lies. Traces of the past nights clung everywhere. Burnt beams, bloody dust, crooked doors. But worse than that were the eyes. Those flickering glances that leaped back and forth like rats in a trap. Everyone knew there were traitors. Everyone knew one of them might be next.
Zorro felt it in every step. When he walked across the rooftops at night, he heard doors opening and closing. Voices that fell silent as soon as he drew closer. He knew: Ortega had sown silver like seeds, and now tongues grew from them that would betray any secret for a few coins.
By day, Don Diego sat in the salons again. Wine, laughter, false pleasantries. But he listened more closely. "Did you hear? They called the blacksmith because he was talking to Zorro." - "The old baker, he's disappeared." - "A boy, just twelve, supposedly drew a Z in the dust. They say the soldiers took him."
The stories seeped like poison. And somewhere in between was a clue. Diego knew he had to find it.
That night, he rode out again. Tornado pounded, his mask tight, his sword bare. He was following no plan, only instinct. And instinct led him to the slums, where hunger was stronger than any honor.
He spoke to beggars, thieves, and women standing by the roadside. Some nodded, some remained silent, some talked more than they should. And at some point, he heard a word that changed everything: "Cantina de la Sombra."
A dive on the outskirts of town, so filthy that even rats wouldn't live there. A place where men would tell anything for silver, where secrets were cheaper than wine.
Zorro went there, alone, without Tornado. He pushed open the door and stepped inside. Smoke, stench, voices, laughter. Men with scars, women with tired eyes, cards, dice, cheap rum. They looked up, saw the mask. For a moment there was silence, then they laughed. "Zorro! Look, the hero in black is drinking with us!"
Zorro stepped to the counter and placed a knife on the wood. "I'm looking for a name."
The innkeeper grinned, his teeth dirty. "Names cost money."
Zorro drew his sword and carved a Z into the counter. "Or blood."
The men stopped laughing. One stepped back, another lowered his gaze. The innkeeper swallowed and leaned forward. "They say someone is selling you out. Someone who knows your ways. Someone who's been near you."
"Who?"
"A messenger. Small, fast, always in the alleys. They call him Rata."
Zoro nodded and put his sword back. "Where can I find him?"
The innkeeper hesitated, then pointed to the back door. "He's running tonight. Always by the river. Bringing news. Maybe yours."
Zorro left. Not another word.
It was quiet by the river. Only the rippling of water, the buzzing of mosquitoes. Zorro moved silently in the shadows. And there he was. A boy, barely sixteen, thin as a stick, his eyes quick. He carried a bag full of letters.
Zorro stepped out of the shadows. "Rata."
The boy froze and slowly turned around. "Zorro." His voice trembled.
“You’re selling me out.”
The boy was silent, then the words flowed quickly, hurriedly. "I didn't want to! They gave me money, I... I'm hungry. My mother... she's sick. I just wanted bread."
Zorro looked at him. A child, yes. But a child with blood on his hands, even if he didn't shed it himself.
“How many letters?” he asked.
"All of them." The boy held up the bag. "Ortega. They go to Ortega."
Zorro took the bag and opened it. Messages, places, names. Betrayal in paper form. He read, feeling the rage growing within him.
"They know your ways," the boy stammered. "Every night. Every alley. I... I told them."
Zorro grabbed him by the collar and pulled him close. "Why?"
“Because silver speaks louder than hunger,” whispered Rata.
For a moment, Zorro wanted to run him through with his sword. A single Z, and the matter would be settled. But he saw the eyes. Hungry, desperate, young. Not an enemy. A victim.
He let go, hard. "Run."
The boy stumbled, ran, disappeared.
Zorro stayed behind, bag in hand. He knew he couldn't save everyone, couldn't prevent every betrayal. But now he had proof. Letters, names, places.
The telltale clue was found.
He rode back, his bag tight, his mask dark. Ortega wanted to let Silver play. Zorro would respond with blood.
The letters smelled of sweat and cheap ink. Zorro sat in the darkness of an abandoned hut, his bag on his knees, and read. Names, places, times. Men, women, children. Every letter was a betrayal. Every sentence a knife in the back. Ortega had spun his web wide, and anyone with a drop of hunger in their stomach seemed to have found themselves caught in it.
Zorro clenched his fists. He pictured the faces before him. The old blacksmith who had once sharpened his sword. The woman who had given him water when he returned bleeding from a battle. The boy who had called him "Señor Zorro," with eyes full of admiration. And now they were all on these damned pieces of paper. As potential sources. As rats.
He knew he had to act. If he simply destroyed these letters, the traitors would remain hidden. But if he used them, he could tear the web apart from within. So he rode off, his bag tucked tightly under his coat, Tornado restless beneath him.
The first clue led to a baker. By day, he laughed, sold bread, and talked about the hunger of the poor. But at night, he sneaked into the barracks and brought news. Zorro watched him. He saw the man place a letter into the hands of a soldier, take the silver, and slip the coins up his sleeve.
Zorro stepped out of the shadows as the baker began his walk home. "Nice business," he said quietly.
The man froze, turned around, eyes wide. "Zorro... I... it's not what you think."
“It’s exactly how I think.”
The baker fell to his knees, his hands shaking. "They would have killed me! They threatened me, my children—"
Zorro grabbed him by the collar and pulled him up. "And how many children die because you betray them?"
The man cried, stammered, begged. But Zorro wouldn't budge. He drew his sword and carved a large Z into the wall next to the man's head. "Next time, it'll be your heart." Then he pushed him to the ground and disappeared.
The next morning, the story was on everyone's lips. The baker who had betrayed Zorro was branded—not with blood, but with a mark that weighed more heavily than any wound. No one bought from him anymore. No one spoke to him anymore. His own neighborhood ostracized him.
Zorro knew: This was worse than death.
The second lead led to a woman who traded in the markets. She had betrayed Zoro's movements, every step, every direction. She, too, had taken silver. Zoro sought her out. She was startled, almost falling into her own baskets of vegetables.
"You wanted silver," he said. "Here is your reward." He threw the bag of letters at their feet. The letters fluttered, the names visible to all. People stopped, read, recognized. "You are the one who sold us."
The woman screamed, trying to collect the notes, but it was too late. The crowd spat and threw trash at her. Zorro disappeared, and the trail behind him burned like an open wound.
Ortega heard about it that same evening. His soldiers reported angry people, traitors who had been exposed. The captain gritted his teeth. "He's using my own letters against me. The people are turning. They no longer fear me—they fear him."
The governor laughed nervously, like a man who already feels the gallows. "Perhaps... perhaps we should negotiate with him..."
Ortega hit him. Just like that, a hard punch to the face. "You don't negotiate with a shadow."
But deep down, he knew that Zorro had taken control of fear. Fear had been his weapon, silver his bait. But Zorro rendered both worthless.
In the nights that followed, Zorro uncovered more. A man who had children spied on. A boy who marked houses for a few coins. Each time, he used the letters. Each time, he showed people who the traitors were.
And each time, the people grew louder. They no longer whispered. They shouted his name when the soldados beat them. They painted even larger Zs on the walls, as if to mock Ortega.
Zorro knew he couldn't save everyone. But he also knew that Ortega could see that the net was breaking. The more he lured people with silver, the more Zorro turned it against him.
But one clue was different. A name appeared in the letters that he hadn't expected. One that was too close to him. A man he himself had trusted.
A name that made his blood run cold.
Zorro sat alone in the hut, the bag of letters in front of him. The smoke from the candle curled toward the ceiling like a cynical laugh. He pulled out one letter after another, reading the hastily scrawled letters and the cheap sealing wax. Some words were vague, others clear as a knife.
And then he saw the name.
Bernardo.
He read it twice, three times, as if he might have misread it. But it was there, black on white. Bernardo, his old friend, his confidant, the man who had stood in his shadow for years, silent but loyal. Someone who would never have betrayed him.
His stomach clenched. He thought of the evenings Bernardo had bandaged his wounds. Of the moments he waited for Tornado while Zorro fought in the alleys. Of the few times they had laughed without words, because words had never been necessary.
And now his name was in one of those cursed letters.
Zorro put the paper down and rubbed his temples. It could be a trap. Ortega was cunning enough to have deliberately written the name on it. But he couldn't ignore it. A shadow gnawed at him, a small poison that whispered: What if it's true?
He had to know.
That same night, he rode out, Tornado beneath him, his mask on. He didn't approach Bernardo as a friend. He approached him as a suspect.
Bernardo lived on the outskirts of town, in a small shack, barely more than four walls and a roof. Zorro dismounted and didn't knock. He entered.
Bernardo sat at the table, a piece of bread in his hand. He looked up, not startled. His eyes questioned, as always, without words.
Zorro held up the letter. "Your name."
Bernardo stared. Then he shook his head, slowly, decisively.
"Tell me the truth," growled Zorro. "Was it you?"
Bernardo stood up, put down the bread, and walked over. He grabbed Zorro's hand and squeezed it tightly. He shook his head again.
Zorro stared into his eyes. They were calm, clear. No flickering, no trembling. But words were missing. Bernardo couldn't speak. He always hadn't. And that made it worse. He couldn't declare his innocence, he could only remain silent and hope that Zorro believed him.
Part of Zorro wanted to believe. Another part heard the voices whispering: Everyone has a price. He too.
Zorro pulled himself away and stepped back. "If you betrayed me, I swear I'll come back. And then I won't speak again."
Bernardo looked at him for a long time. No anger, no fear. Only sadness.
Zorro left, jumped onto Tornado, and rode away. His heart pounded, his thoughts swirled. Maybe it was a trap, maybe not. But doubt ate at him from the inside.
In the days that followed, he felt it again and again. In every encounter, in every fight. He asked himself: Is Bernardo behind me, or against me?
The people saw only the mask, the fighter, the hero. But underneath, it was crumbling. Every traitor was a blow, but this name was a dagger right to the heart.
Ortega knew what he was doing. He deliberately circulated the letters. He wanted Zorro to doubt himself, to no longer trust anyone. A hero without trust was just a lonely man with a sword.
And it worked.
Zorro began to withdraw. He spoke less to people, stayed in the alleys for shorter periods, and trusted no one. He continued to fight, yes, but his shadow seemed heavier, darker.
The people noticed. "He's different," they whispered. "He doesn't laugh anymore. He doesn't stay. He leaves as if he's afraid of us."
And that was the telltale clue, worse than any bullet. Not that Bernardo had sold him out—but that doubt itself was weakening him.
Ortega stood in his quarters, a glass of wine in his hand, and laughed. "He suspects his own people. We don't have to kill him. We just have to make him believe he's alone."
But Zorro wasn't broken yet. Not yet.
He sat on Tornado, rode out into the hills, saw the city below. He thought of Bernardo, of the letter, of the faces he could no longer see clearly.
"If you betrayed me," he murmured, "then you will be my greatest enemy. And if not, then you will be my only friend."
The wind carried the words away. But a fire burned in Zoro's chest that he could no longer extinguish.
The trail led deeper than he thought.
The days that followed were like a persistent dream from which he couldn't awaken. Every step through the alleys, every sound in the night made him think of Bernardo. His friend, his shadow, who had always been there. And now this paper, this ink, this cursed name.
Zorro almost hated himself for doubting. But doubt was like poison: invisible, slow, deadly. It crept through him, making every movement more difficult. He saw Bernardo's face before him, those silent eyes that never lied. And yet the question consumed him: What if Ortega was right?
He couldn't just believe. Not in this city. Trust was a weapon one couldn't afford.
So he followed the trail.
He took the letters, read them again and again, looking for patterns, looking for locations. There were handovers by the river, meetings in taverns, shadows in the slums. And in the middle of it all was Bernardo's name. Not once, but three times. Always connected to Zorro's movements, always just before daggers or soldiers appeared.
It was too much to be a coincidence.
But Zorro was no fool. He knew that Ortega could forge letters. The captain was brutal, yes, but not stupid. Writing a name on a piece of paper was easier than catching Zorro with ten soldiers.
So he decided to set a trap.
The next night, he deliberately told false plans. Loudly enough for the wrong ears to hear them. He said he would ride through the old mine, at the edge of the hills. He knew that if there was any betrayal, a reception committee would be waiting there.
He rode to the mine. The moon was cold, the air smelled of iron and dust. Tornado puffed restlessly. Zorro dismounted and walked into the shadows.
And they came. Not soldiers, not with daggers. They were men in civilian clothes, paid, hired. They had clubs, daggers, one even a musket.
"There he is," one hissed. "The bastard."
Zorro smiled bitterly. "Ortega sent you. Who informed him?"
The men grinned and said nothing. But Zorro knew enough. Someone had sold the false lead. And the letters were right.
He fought. Hard, fast, brutal. Steel flashed, wood splintered, blood spurted. He struck men down, trampled them into the dust, tore their weapons from their hands. But as he fought, he thought of only one thing: Had Bernardo said it?
As the last men fled, he was left alone. His mask was torn, his cloak covered in blood. He stood there, breathing heavily, the mine behind him, the dust like a shroud.
Back in town, he looked for Bernardo. He found him outside his hut, his face calm as always. Bernardo saw him, wanted to help, wanted to bandage his wounds.
Zorro pushed him back. "Was it you?"
Bernardo looked at him, surprised, hurt. He shook his head vigorously.
"Tell me the truth," growled Zoro. "If it was you, I'll kill you now."
Bernardo raised his hands and opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He pointed to his heart and beat his fist against it as if he were about to swear.
Zorro looked at him for a long time. Then he turned away. "If you lie to me, you won't survive."
He went.
That night he lay in the dust, alone, unable to sleep. His wounds throbbed, his head burned. He didn't know what was worse: the bullets, the daggers, or the doubt.
And as he lay there, it dawned on him that this was precisely Ortega's plan. Not to kill him with a sword, but with a word. With a name. With suspicion.
That was the real telltale clue. Not the silver, not the letters. But the doubt in his own heart.
But he wasn't ready to accept that. He vowed to find the truth, even if it meant crawling through every house in the city and looking everyone in the face.
The next morning, he again saw people with signs on the walls. Zs, hastily, crudely, but full of hope. They cheered when they saw him. They called his name.
And he thought: Maybe that was the answer. Not to stare at Bernardo, not at letters, not at silver. But to keep going. So that the traitors would see that their coins were worthless when an entire people stood behind him.
But the name remained. Bernardo. Like a shadow that always rode beside him.
The name spread faster than any fire. Not in the official streets, not among the nobles, but in the alleys where life was filthy and words ran faster than water. "Bernardo." A name, whispered softly, then louder, then like a stone rolling through every door.
Zorro heard it everywhere. "They say it was his own man." - "The Mute, yes, he did it." - "Who, if not him? He knows everything about Zorro." The voices were like needles. Every sentence a prick, every doubt a cut.
The poison worked. And it was Ortega's work.
The Captain hadn't just forged the letters, he'd spread them. Intentionally. He wanted the people themselves to doubt Zorro. To whisper, to ask themselves: If he can't even trust his closest confidant, how can we trust him?
Zorro felt it growing. Not just his own doubt, but everyone's doubt. He saw it in people's eyes as he walked through the streets. Respect, yes. Hope, yes. But also a question mark, hanging in the air like a dagger.
Bernardo remained silent, as he always remained silent. He couldn't speak, and that made it worse. He couldn't defend himself, couldn't find words to wash away the dirt. He could only look, with those eyes that silently swore that he was loyal. But eyes weren't enough. Not when the people already believed in betrayal.
One night, Zorro appeared in the Plaza. He wanted to see the people, wanted to hear them. He left his mark, a capital Z in the dust. The people cheered, but one shouted, "Where is Bernardo?" Another shouted, "They say he's selling you!" A third, "Is he with Ortega?"
The silence afterwards was worse than any scream.
Zorro raised his sword and shouted: "I'm here. I'm still standing. And as long as I'm standing, it doesn't matter what Ortega lies." But he felt it—words weren't enough. Doubt consumes faster than hope.
Meanwhile, Ortega stood in his barracks, as content as a wolf after a meal. "He's bleeding from the inside," he told his officers. "Not from bullets, not from daggers. But from words. And words are sharper than steel."
The officers nodded, one laughed. "Maybe he'll die without us touching him."
But Ortega wasn't stupid. He knew Zorro wouldn't simply break. So he plotted his next move: He spread rumors that Bernardo had been seen with soldiers. That he was in the barracks at night. That he was carrying coins that only Ortega could pay.
All lies, but lies that fit.
Zorro heard them. He heard them whispered by children, by women, by men. And every time he saw Bernardo, he heard the voices in his head.
A night came, blacker than any before. Zorro wanted certainty. He crept back to Bernardo's hut. Not a candle burned. Only shadows, only silence. He entered, sword in hand.
Bernardo sat there, alone, his hands folded as if praying. When he saw Zorro, he smiled faintly. But Zorro saw more. On the table lay a small bag. Coins. Silver.
His heart raced. He stepped forward, grabbed the bag, and emptied it. The coins clinked to the floor in mockery. "What is this?"
Bernardo raised his hands, pointed at himself, at the coins, then at the floor. He tried to explain with gestures. But no gesture could be louder than the clinking of the silver.
"Did you take it?" Zoro's voice was rough, almost a growl.
Bernardo shook his head in despair. But Zorro only saw the coins.
He raised his sword, the blade flashing. For a moment, he was ready to strike. But he didn't. Something inside him held his hand back. A remnant of trust, a remnant of memory from all the nights Bernardo had saved his life.
Instead, he carved a Z into the table, deep and hard. "If you lie," he hissed, "you will die." Then he turned around and left the hut, leaving the coins in the dust.
Outside, he was breathing heavily. He no longer knew whether he was fighting Ortega or his own thoughts. Perhaps that was the Captain's real plan: to poison him until he destroyed himself.
The people still saw him as a hero. They saw the mask, the shadow, the sword. They cheered, they whispered, they drew symbols. But they had no idea how deeply he was wavering inside.
And Bernardo? He was left alone, with coins in the dust and eyes filled with sadness. He couldn't talk, couldn't prove anything. He could only wait. And hope that one day Zorro would see the truth.
But the treacherous trail had been laid, and it ran like a bloodline through the city. And it led deeper, ever deeper, until no one knew who was still loyal.
The city was no longer the same. It wasn't the fire, not the daggers, not the soldiers. It was the whispering. Every step Zorro took was accompanied by a new rumor. Every glance he caught was half hope, half suspicion. They said he was strong, yes, but they also said he was alone. And they wondered: If his own man had betrayed him, how long would he stay on his feet?
Zorro felt it everywhere. He heard people talking as he walked through the markets. He saw them drawing Zs in the dust and then immediately wiping them away, as if afraid that the sign itself was a betrayal. Ortega had managed to rule the city not just with fear, but with mistrust.
He celebrated in the barracks. The captain stood among his officers, who had maps and lists in front of them. "We didn't need a bullet, a rope," he said. "We'll let him eat himself to death. Soon, not only his men will doubt him, but he himself. Then he'll just be a man. And men fall easily."
The governor laughed nervously, clutching his wine. "But he's still alive. He still shows up, right in the middle of the plaza, like he owns it."
Ortega slammed his fist on the table. "Then we'll break him there, in front of everyone. If they see him doubting, then he's finished."
Meanwhile, Zorro sat in a ruin, the walls blackened by fire, the floor covered in ash. He looked through the letters again, again and again. Every name, every word was like a thorn in his flesh. He wondered if he could ever trust again.
Then he heard voices. Quiet at first, then louder. He crept closer and saw a group of people sitting around a fire. Men, women, children. They were talking about him.
"He's strong," one said. "But if Bernardo sold him, he'll fall soon."
"Maybe he deserves it," said another. "Who knows if he won't betray us just the same."
Zorro stepped out of the shadows, and they fell silent. He stood there, black and bloody, his sword at his side. "I haven't betrayed you," he said harshly. "And as long as I live, I won't. But you must know: Ortega wants you to believe that everyone is your enemy. That you can't trust anyone. If you believe that, he's already won."
People looked at him. One nodded, another spat into the dust as if trying to expel the poison from his mouth.
Zorro carved a large Z into the ground. "This is worth more than silver. If you believe in it, you are stronger than any coin." Then he turned away and disappeared again.
But he knew words alone weren't enough. He had to do something greater. Something stronger than doubt. A sign the city couldn't erase.
The next night, he returned to the Plaza. Not secretly, not quietly. Tornado thundered, hooves like blows on pavement. Zorro rode right into the middle of it, soldiers screamed, ran together. But he jumped from his horse, raised his sword, and carved a gigantic Z into the ground.
"You doubt!" he cried. "But look: I still stand! And I stand not for silver, not for treason, but for you!"
The crowd stared, silent. Then someone raised a fist. A scream. Then a second. Then many. Soon the square echoed. "Zorro! Zorro! Zorro!"
Ortega stepped onto the balcony, his eyes cold, his hands clenched into fists. He saw the people screaming, how they momentarily forgot their doubts. And he knew: he had to strike harder.
Zorro rode away, echoing in the streets. He knew it was only a drop compared to the poison Ortega had spread. But sometimes a drop is enough to heal a wound.
Bernardo remained a shadow nonetheless. He sat in his hut, the coins still in the dust. He knew Zorro was looking at him like a stranger. But he waited. He had nothing else to do.
And Zorro? He rode out into the night, certain that he wasn't just fighting soldiers, not just daggers. He was fighting doubt itself. And that was the most difficult enemy.
The city was a torn animal, torn between hope and betrayal. Every day brought new rumors, every night new screams. Zorro felt like a man swimming in a sea of ​​lies, and every stroke brought him not closer to the shore, but deeper into the current.
But he knew: If he just reacted, if he just defended, Ortega would win. The Captain played with words, not swords. And words were more insidious. They crept into minds, ingrained themselves, and made people suspicious of one another. Zorro had to turn the poison against the poisoner.
So he began not only to read the letters, but to use them. He wrote his own, with the same cheap ink, the same crooked handwriting. Letters that mentioned new names—names of men Ortega considered untouchable. An officer who was always at his side. A merchant who supplied him with silver. A priest who celebrated mass for him.
He let the letters appear "by chance." In taverns, in alleys, in the hands of beggars who never knew how they came to be. And like a fire fueled by a spark, the rumors began to burn within Ortega's own ranks.
The captain sensed it immediately. His officers looked at each other suspiciously, spoke more quietly, and held their coins tighter. "Which of us?" they asked each other. "Who has Zorro bought yet?" Ortega yelled, hit, and threatened, but distrust was like a disease. It couldn't simply be beaten away.
Zorro heard all this. He sat in a tavern, his mask pulled low, his sword hidden, and listened to the voices. "They say Ortega no longer trusts his own men." - "They say an officer has disappeared." - "Perhaps Zorro took him."
He smiled harshly. That was the first step.
But the people had to see it too. Not just soldiers, not just officers, but the people suffering on every corner. They had to realize that betrayal lay not only on their side, but also on Ortega's.
So Zorro chose a night blacker than pitch. He rode into the middle of the barracks. Not to kill, not to burn. But to make a statement. He crept over walls, through shadows, silent as a knife in the dark. In Ortega's own quarters, he left a letter, carefully folded, with a seal that looked like all the others.
In the morning, Ortega found it. He opened the paper, and there it read:One of you is selling out. One of you is on my side. One of you is whispering my name in the night.
Ortega raged. He had ten men flogged and five put in chains. But the seed had been sown. His own men now viewed him with the same gaze the people viewed each other—full of doubt.
Zorro knew he couldn't defeat all the lies. But he could direct them. He could turn Ortega's weapon against him.
The people felt it. They saw how soldiers distrusted each other, how officers blamed each other. They whispered: "He has divided them. He is doing to them what they did to us." And in that whisper, for the first time in weeks, there was hope.
Bernardo remained a shadow in all of this. Zorro hadn't dispelled the doubt; he couldn't. But he saw him, saw how he remained despite everything, despite the poison, despite the rumors. And deep within him, a small spark began to grow that perhaps all was not lost after all.
One night, as he rode Tornado out into the hills, he saw the city below him. Flickering lights, dirty, small, but alive. He thought of all the traitors, all the rumors, Ortega's lies. And he thought of how he had used the lies himself.
"You wanted to kill me with words," he murmured. "But words are knives, and I've learned to use them."
The night didn't answer. But down in the city, new signs began to appear. Bigger, bolder, louder. Zs that even Ortega couldn't paint over without three new ones appearing the next day.
Ortega had laid the telltale trail. But Zorro had followed it until it turned against its creator.
It wasn't a victory. Not yet. But it was the first crack in Ortega's own wall. And Zorro knew: cracks become fractures, and fractures bring down any building.
He pulled the mask tighter, felt the blood under his shirt, felt the pain in his muscles. But he smiled for the first time in days.
"Your game, Ortega," he said quietly. "But I play it better."
Then he rode into the darkness, a black shadow with a new knife in his hand – betrayal itself.
 
A deadly duel
It was inevitable. Everything that had happened so far—the fires, the daggers, the letters, the betrayal—all led to one thing: two men, one sword, one end. Zorro knew it, Ortega knew it. And the people felt it, like a storm building in the sky, dark and heavy, long before the first thunder rolled.
Ortega was no fool. He had seen his soldiers wavering, how rumors ate away at his own flesh. He knew he couldn't kill the masked man with lies, not with silver, not with fire. It had to be a blow, visible, definitive. A battle everyone saw, a victory no one could dispute.
So he sent a message. Not secretly, not with rats in the night. Publicly. A crier stood in the plaza, roaring in a hoarse voice: "The Captain calls the Shadow to a duel! Tonight! In the old amphitheater! Come all, watch the bastard fall!"
The crowd murmured, children screamed, men laughed nervously. A duel. One man against one man. No soldados, no daggers in the back. Just blade against blade.
Zorro heard it as he crept through the alleys. He stopped, his heart stopping for a beat. A duel. Ortega knew he was coming. He couldn't help it. If he didn't appear, he was a coward, and the people would lose everything they saw in him. If he came, he could die—but he could also win.
He knew he had no choice.
Night came quickly. Black, cold, the stars like nails in the sky. The amphitheater lay like a tombstone on the edge of the city, old, dilapidated, but large enough to accommodate everyone. And they came. Peasants, beggars, merchants, even nobles. They wanted to see blood.
Torches flickered, voices echoed. On one side, Ortega, in shining armor, his sword gleaming, his eyes hard. On the other, Zorro, mask dark, cloak fluttering, blade in hand.
They stood facing each other, two shadows, two worlds. The people were silent.
"Finally," said Ortega, his voice deep. "No more hiding. No shadows, no walls, no rats. Just you and me."
Zorro nodded. "That's exactly what you wanted."
“And that’s exactly what you’ll regret.”
Then they began.
No signal, no drum roll. Just the sound of steel striking steel. Hard, loud, like thunder in stone. They rushed at each other, striking, thrusting, parrying. Ortega was strong, heavy, merciless. His blows were like hammers shattering walls. Zorro was faster, lighter, a shadow always a step too early.
Sparks flew, sweat dripped, blood flowed. The people gasped, screamed, and cheered every time a blade narrowly missed.
Ortega laughed, panting, raw. "You're faster, bastard. But faster isn't enough."
Zorro didn't answer. He concentrated, every muscle tensed, every breath a cut in the night.
The fight dragged on, like torture. Minutes turned into hours, every blow felt like a life. Ortega pushed him back, Zorro dodged, jumped, ducked. But at some point, the mistake came. It had to be this way.
Zorro parried too late. Ortega's blade tore through his arm, spurting blood. The crowd screamed.
Ortega grinned, saw the blood, smelled it. "There! Your end!"
He charged forward, wild, brutal, every blow a thunderous thunderbolt. Zorro staggered, wavered, but he stood his ground. His eyes burned, his blade trembled, but he didn't let go.
Then he found his rhythm again. A dodge, a counter, a cut. Ortega roared as Zorro's blade struck his shoulder. Blood against blood, scream against scream.
The crowd roared like mad. Some shouted Ortega's name, many shouted just one: "Zorro! Zorro! Zorro!"
The battle wasn't yet decided. But it was no longer a shadow war. It was an open game, raw, brutal, deadly.
And everyone knew: One of them wouldn't leave tonight.
The dust in the amphitheater tasted of iron and blood. The crowd stood tightly packed, sweating, panting, an animal with a thousand eyes. Every breath was heavy, every gaze intent on the two men in the ring. Ortega and Zorro, steel against steel, hatred against hope.
The blades clashed, screamed, and sang their deadly song. Ortega charged like a bull, Zorro retreated, nimble and agile. But every movement drained him of strength, every blow drained him. His injured arm burned, every cut dragged him deeper into fatigue.
Ortega grinned, a predator who smelled blood. "You can't dance forever, bastard! I'll break you, and your people will watch."
Zorro didn't answer. Words were dust. He breathed heavily, heard his heart pounding, felt the sweat in his eyes. But he stood. He had to stand. Because if he fell, more fell than he did.
The crowd roared. Some screamed Ortega's name, their voices filled with fear disguised as cheers. But the chorus of the others was louder. "Zorro! Zorro!" It rolled through the ruins like thunder, a sound that even made Ortega stagger for a moment.
"Look," Zorro gasped, the blade still in his hand. "They're not calling your name. They're calling mine."
Ortega's face twisted into a grimace. He roared, charged forward, his blows wild, furious, uncontrolled. Zorro parried, staggered, felt his legs tremble. Every blow was like a battering ram, every impact made his bones scream.
Once, Ortega's blade struck him in the side. Blood spurted, hot and wet, the crowd gasped. Zorro fell to one knee, the ground hard, the air rushing. Ortega raised his sword for the strike, the finish.
“Now you die, Shadow!”
But Zorro rolled away, jumped up, a last shred of strength, a last spark. His blade flashed, striking Ortega's leg. The captain roared, staggered, his blood mingling with Zorro's.
The crowd went wild. They no longer saw just a fight. They saw two men tearing each other apart, men who were more than flesh. They were symbols, masks of blood and sweat.
Zorro gasped, swaying, but standing. Ortega limped, his face red with rage.
“You die today,” growled Ortega.
"Perhaps," said Zorro, his voice rough. "But if I die, it will be as a symbol. And symbols never die."
The crowd cheered, shouted his name, stomped, and clapped. Ortega heard it, felt it. His victory would be empty if he killed the man who was already a legend.
But he continued to strike. Their blades sparkled, sparks flew, the night vibrated.
Zorro felt his body give way, his muscles burning, his blood rushing. But there was only one thought in his head: Don't give up. Not now. Not in front of them.
A boy in the crowd shouted louder than everyone else: "Zorro! Hold on!" And that shout was like a punch to the chest. A reminder. He wasn't just fighting for himself. He was fighting for everyone.
So he raised his sword again. One blow. Another. The steel sang, his breath burned. Ortega roared, struck, cut.
The duel slowed down, became harder, each blow an act of survival. Blood clung to both of them, sweat dripped, their eyes burned with hatred.
The crowd held its breath. Everyone knew: Soon, someone would fall.
Ortega grinned, his teeth red. "You'll fall first."
Zorro growled. "Then come."
And they rushed towards each other again, two wolves who knew only one thing: the death of the other.
The amphitheater shook. Not from drums, not from hooves, but from the cries of the crowd. "Zorro! Zorro!" It was a chorus, raw, disordered, but powerful. Ortega heard it, and he hated it. Every cry was like salt in an open wound.
He pressed harder. His blade hammered, thrust, and cut. Zorro dodged, parried, and staggered. His muscles burned, his breath like fire in his chest. Blood dripped from his side, each drop a piece of his life lost.
Ortega grinned, his teeth red, his face contorted. "You're bleeding like a pig. Soon you'll be lying on the ground, and your people will see that heroes die like dogs."
Zorro didn't answer. Words were dust. He raised his blade, blocked, turned, struck back. But Ortega was stronger, heavier. Every blow from him was like a battering ram. Zorro felt his arms give way, his sword grow heavier.
The crowd saw it. Some continued to scream his name, louder, more desperately. Others covered their mouths, as if they didn't want to see the moment he fell. Children wept, women prayed, men growled as if they themselves could jump into the duel.
And then the moment came. Ortega struck him. A blow, hard, precise. The blade cut through Zorro's coat, through flesh, through skin. Blood spurted, dark in the torchlight. Zorro stumbled back, falling to his knees.
The crowd gasped. Ortega raised his sword, high and shining. "Your end, bastard!"
Zorro looked up. His mask was wet, his hands were shaking. Everything inside him screamed to stop, to lie down, to finally give up. But then he heard it. A scream, small but clear.
“Zorro! Stand up!”
A child. A boy, no older than ten. He stood in the stands, his fist raised, his eyes burning. "Stand up!"
And others followed. "Stand up!" cried a woman. "Stand up!" cried a man. Soon many were shouting. A chorus, raw, hoarse, genuine.
Zorro felt it. The voices were like fire creeping into his veins. His body was almost empty, but his heart was still beating. And as long as it was beating, he could stand.
He leaned on his sword, slowly, heavily. Blood dripped, dust clung, but he stood his ground. The crowd exploded. "Zorro! Zorro! Zorro!"
Ortega growled, his eyes full of hatred. "You should be dead by now."
“Maybe,” Zorro gasped, “but I’m still standing.”
He raised his blade, staggering but ready. Ortega roared, charging forward. Their blades clashed, steel against steel, sparks flying. It was no longer a dance, no longer a game. It was pure survival, every blow a final coin paid by both.
Zorro felt nothing but pain. But pain was life. He grasped at every scrap, every scream, every spark. Ortega struck wildly, furiously, but also exhausted. His movements became heavier, his breathing louder.
The crowd saw it. They saw that it wasn't just Zorro who was bleeding. Ortega, too, was sweating, staggering, fighting fatigue. The Captain was strong, but he, too, was only one man.
Zorro put everything into one blow. He ducked, letting Ortega's blade whizz past his head, and thrust. Not deep, not fatally, but enough. His blade sliced ​​through Ortega's face, from cheek to jaw. Blood spurted, bright red, clear.
The crowd roared. They saw the Captain's blood. They saw that he, too, was vulnerable.
Ortega screamed in pain, in rage, in humiliation. "I'll tear you to pieces!"
But Zorro stood there, staggering, bloody, his blade held firmly. "Then come. I'm still here."
The crowd roared, screaming his name, stamping, crying. It was no longer just a fight between two men. It was a fight between hope and fear, and the people saw it.
Zorro knew he was finished. One more mistake, and he was dead. But he also knew: If he fell, he wouldn't fall alone. For the people stood with him.
And Ortega knew: Even if he won, he had lost.
The moon hung like a cold eye over the amphitheater. Torches hissed, casting flickering shadows over blood and dust. The crowd was no longer silent. It was an animal, roaring, screaming, crying. Everyone wanted to see the end, but no one knew whose end it would be.
Ortega and Zorro faced each other, both bloody, both panting. Their blades dripped, their bodies swayed. It was no longer a duel; it was a fight for mere survival. Every blow was raw, bestial, without art. Steel, flesh, bone.
Ortega spat blood, his face cut, his eyes full of hatred. "You're just a man in a mask. I'll rip it off your head and show them you're nothing!"
Zorro breathed heavily, his sword trembling in his hand. "Then try it."
They collided again. No rhythm, no dance. Just blows, thrusts, curses. Ortega struck like a butcher, Zorro countered like a wolf that had hunted too long. Every impact echoed through the walls, every cut spurted blood into the dust.
The crowd screamed. "Zorro! Zorro!" Their voices echoed like drums. But Ortega's men screamed too, a desperate chorus cheering on their captain. Two choruses, two worlds, torn apart in the dust.
Ortega pressed forward, driving Zorro back against a wall. His blade swept, hammered, and almost hit. Zorro ducked, jumped to the side, rolled in the dust, and got back up. But his legs trembled, his wounds burned like fire.
Ortega laughed, a wild, bloody sound. "You can't run forever, bastard! I'll break you!"
Zorro responded with a brutal, desperate blow. His blade tore through Ortega's shoulder, drawing blood. The captain roared, struck back, and Zorro felt the impact to his bones.
They circled each other, two animals who only wanted blood. Words were meaningless. Every breath was a curse, every look a knife.
Then Zorro stumbled. Just a step, but enough. Ortega saw it, smelled it, grinned. He raised his blade, roared, and charged.
The crowd screamed, children wept, women shouted. "No!" But Zorro wasn't finished. He ducked at the last moment, Ortega sped past, his blade merely grabbing air. Zorro turned, thrust, and struck Ortega in the side.
The captain screamed, staggered, blood gushed. But he stood. He still stood.
"You pig," he gasped. "I'll kill you."
Zorro stood, swaying, his blade red. "Perhaps. But not today."
The crowd roared. They saw that Zorro was still standing. That despite the blood, despite his wounds, despite everything, he hadn't fallen. And they screamed his name, louder, stronger, like a storm.
Ortega heard it. He saw how his own people no longer feared him. How men, women, and children cried out openly for Zorro. He sensed that even if he won, he would lose.
This drove him mad. He charged forward, blind with hatred, blind with fear. His blows were wild, uncontrolled. Zorro dodged, parried, felt his arms burn, his bones break. But he stood his ground.
It was no longer a duel. It was a war on a smaller scale. Two men, two swords, and everything they were lay in the dust between them.
Zorro knew: If he died today, he would die as a symbol. And if he lived, the people would live with him.
So he gritted his teeth, raised the blade, and continued to strike.
Ortega roared, a caged animal, and hit back.
The amphitheater shook. And the night knew: someone would fall. Soon.
The dust was covered in blood, so red it looked almost black. Torches flickered, casting distorted images of two men who were no longer human, but animals tearing each other apart. Ortega and Zorro, both bloody, both staggering, both driven by something larger than their own bodies.
Ortega roared, his voice hoarse and raw. "Die, you bastard!" His blade swept, one blow after another, brutal and heavy. Each impact shook the ground.
Zorro parried as best he could. His arms burned, his sword felt like lead. His mask was wet, his side sticky, warm and dark. He knew he didn't have many blows left. But as long as he was breathing, he had to stand.
The crowd roared, screamed, and gasped. Some shouted Ortega's name, but most shouted only one thing: "Zorro! Zorro!" It echoed through the walls, through the night, a noise that made even the moon tremble.
But Zorro could barely hear anything anymore. His breathing was a rattle, his vision blurred. Ortega was a red shadow before him, a mountain of hate. Every blow from him was like thunder, every blow a threat that wanted to become reality.
And then Ortega struck. A blow so hard that Zorro flew through the air, crashed to the ground, his sword ripped from his hand. Dust filled his lungs, pain ripped through his ribs.
The crowd screamed. Some screamed in triumph, others in fear. Children wept, women held their faces.
Ortega stood over him, tall, bloody, panting, but still full of strength. He raised the blade, high, to the finish. "Now you die, Shadow. In front of everyone. And no one will ever whisper your name again."
Zorro looked up, his eyes half-closed, his body at the end. Everything inside him screamed: Let go. But then he heard it. The voices. Not just one, not just two. Hundreds. "Zorro! Zorro! Zorro!"
It was no longer a shout. It was a roar, a storm, a thunder. They didn't shout because they knew he would win. They shouted because they didn't want him to fall.
Something stirred within him. Small, but strong. A remnant. A spark. He grasped it like a drowning man grasps for air.
Ortega's blade swept down.
At the last moment, Zoro rolled to the side, reaching for the sword lying in the dust. Pain shot through him, but he ignored it. He raised the blade, blocked. Steel on steel, sparks, a scream.
The crowd exploded.
Ortega cursed, yelled, and struck again. Zorro countered, staggered, and staggered, but he stood again. His legs trembled, his arm hung heavy, but he stood.
"Impossible," Ortega gasped, his face covered in blood. "You should be dead."
“Perhaps,” whispered Zorro, “but not today.”
The crowd roared, stamped, and screamed. The amphitheater shook as if the earth itself wanted to witness the battle.
Ortega attacked again, wild, blind with hatred. Zorro dodged, blocked, countered. Each blow was slower, harder, but they kept hitting. Two men who existed only by will.
Zorro felt like he was on the edge. One step and he would fall. But he also knew that Ortega was on the same edge. It was just a question of who would stumble first.
Blood dripped, dust swirled, steel screamed. The people raged, the night trembled.
And both knew: It would soon end. One of them had to fall.
The dust lay like fog over the arena, thick, heavy, and filled with the smell of blood. Torches hissed, casting long, distorted shadows across the stands, across the faces of the people who stared, transfixed, at two men. Ortega and Zorro. Two beasts who wouldn't stop biting, even though both had long since bled like slaughtered pigs.
Zorro stood swaying, his sword heavy in his hand, his lungs burning. Every movement hurt. His body wanted to give up, but his heart screamed to keep going. Ortega limped, his shoulder open, his face torn by a fresh scar. But he grinned, full of hatred, full of madness.
"Die," Ortega gasped. "Die now, so they can see that I'm still the master."
Zorro raised his blade, his voice barely above a croak. "You are no master. You are just a dog who forgot his chains."
Ortega roared, charged, his blows wild and desperate. Steel clashed with steel, sparks flew, the sound echoed like thunder through the walls. Zorro parried, blocked, stumbled, but stood his ground. Still.
The crowd roared. "Zorro! Zorro!" It was no longer a cry. It was a tremor. Men stamped their feet, women screamed, children raised their arms. It was as if the people themselves had decided that Zorro must not die.
Ortega heard it, and it consumed him. Every scream was a dagger in his chest. He roared, striking harder, as if trying to stifle the noise with steel. "You fools!" he cried. "He's dying, and you with him!"
But the crowd didn't remain silent. On the contrary, they grew louder. One threw a stone. It hit the sand next to Ortega's foot. Then a second followed. Then a third. Soon stones were flying from the stands, raw, desperate, but full of rage.
Ortega stumbled, turned, and hissed. "Quiet! I'll kill you all!"
And at that moment, Zorro attacked. His blade swept, cut, and struck Ortega's side. Blood spurted, the Captain roared, and almost fell.
The crowd exploded. "Zorro! Zorro!" They screamed, cried, and laughed, as if they had already seen victory.
But Ortega wasn't dead yet. He stood again, swaying, his face a mask of blood and hatred. "I'll kill you," he gasped. "With my last strength, I'll kill you."
He charged, blind, an animal intent only on killing. Zorro raised his blade, blocked, parried, each blow a final spark. His arm was heavy, his body almost empty, but he didn't let go.
The crowd saw this and began to get more involved. They didn't just shout, they pushed to the edges of the arena, throwing stones, bottles, anything they could find. Some soldiers in the stands tried to hold them back, but they were themselves pushed and beaten.
It was no longer just a duel. It was a small-scale revolt. Zorro and Ortega fought in the center, but around them, the people began to fight themselves.
Zorro saw it out of the corner of his eye. He saw men punching soldiers, women dragging children away while throwing stones themselves. There was no turning back.
Ortega saw it too. His face twisted into a grimace. "Look what you've done! Chaos! Blood! All because of you!"
Zoro gasped, his blade dripping. "No. It's all because of you."
And then they struck again. Steel against steel, sparks, blood. It was no longer a fight, it was a storm.
The crowd roared, stones flew, soldiers screamed, children shouted. The amphitheater shook as if it were about to collapse.
And in the middle stood two men who knew: only one would get out of here alive.
The amphitheater was a cauldron. Smoke from the torches mingled with the dust stirred by a thousand feet. Screams, curses, prayers—everything was one, a hurricane of voices that shook the walls. In the center stood them: Zorro and Ortega. Two bodies long since at their limits, but sustained by hatred and will.
Zorro staggered, every breath a tear in his chest. His cloak hung in tatters, his mask soaked with blood. His arm trembled, barely able to hold his sword. Ortega was no better off. His face was a battlefield, a deep scar across his cheek, blood running down his chest. His leg limped, his movements heavy, but his gaze burned with madness.
"Today you die," Ortega gasped, his sword raised. "And if I fall, I'll take you with me."
Zorro breathed heavily, his voice rough. "You've already fallen. All that remains is your hatred."
They rushed toward each other. No more hesitation, no more probing. Just steel on steel, brutal, merciless. Every blow echoed through the arena like thunder. Sparks flew, blood spurted, the crowd roared.
A blow struck Zorro in the side, he groaned, almost falling to the ground. Ortega raised his blade, preparing to strike him down. But Zorro parried at the last moment, turned, countered, and his blade tore through Ortega's arm.
The Captain roared, blood spurted, and the crowd roared. "Zorro! Zorro!"
Ortega staggered, almost fell, then caught himself. "You bastard!" He threw himself at him with his last strength, blind, desperate. Zorro's body screamed for calm, but he knew: This was the moment. All or nothing.
They clashed, steel screeched, fists flew. Ortega punched him in the face, Zorro staggered, felt blood in his mouth. But he held the blade steady, raised it, and blocked the next blow.
The crowd raged, stamped, threw stones, and pressed against the walls. Soldiers tried to hold them back, but the people pushed, hit, and screamed. The duel was no longer just a fight between two men; it was a war in miniature, the heart of a revolution.
Ortega raised his sword for the final blow. "Now you die!"
Zorro saw the blade, saw the blood, saw the madness in his enemy's eyes. And he saw the crowd. Men, women, children, looking at him, screaming, hoping.
One last spark. A remnant of strength, somewhere deep within him. He grabbed him, raised his sword, and parried. Steel clashed with steel, sparks flew, and Ortega staggered. Zorro seized the moment, kicked, and rammed his knee into his stomach. Ortega gasped, lost his footing.
And then came the blow. Zorro's blade slashed, cut, and tore across Ortega's chest. Blood spurted, red, dark, endless. The captain roared, fell to his knees, the sword slipping from his hand.
The crowd exploded. "Zorro! Zorro!" The cry was a storm, a tremor, an explosion.
Zorro stood there, swaying, bloodied, but upright. He raised his blade, panting, trembling. "This is for the people," he said, his voice raw, hoarse, but clear. Then, with his last strength, he carved a large Z into the ground.
Ortega knelt, blood spurting, his eyes full of hatred. "You... bastard..." he whispered before toppling forward, dead in the dust.
The crowd screamed, cried, laughed, and stomped. It wasn't just cheering. It was a scream, a breaking away, a liberation.
The soldiers who were still standing wavered. Some dropped their weapons, some fled, some were overpowered by the people themselves. Order broke, the people raged, the amphitheater shook.
Zorro stood in the center, a shadow of blood and sweat. He raised his sword, swaying, but standing his ground. "Tyranny dies with him," he cried. "But the fight is not over yet."
The crowd roared, shouting his name, pushing, urging. It was as if a spark had ignited the entire dust of the city.
Zorro turned and jumped onto Tornado, who was waiting at the edge, restless, his nostrils flaring. He rose, bloody, exhausted, but alive.
The crowd shouted, stamped, and screamed: "Zorro! Zorro! Zorro!"
And he rode out into the night, his blood still fresh, his wounds deep, but his heart burning.
The duel was over. Ortega lay in the dust. But everyone knew: That was just the beginning.
 
Hope at dawn
The night after the duel was like a frenzy. The people ran through the streets, screaming, laughing, crying. They had seen Ortega fall, the captain who had beaten the breath out of them for years lying in the dust, bleeding, defeated. For the first time in a long time, they felt something they had almost forgotten: hope.
But hope wasn't a gentle light. It was wild, impetuous, dangerous. Torches burned in the streets, not out of fear, but out of joy. Men embraced each other, women held their children aloft, as if to show them: "Look, the world can change."
Zorro watched all this from afar. He rode through the alleys, Tornado beneath him, bloody, exhausted, but alive. His body was a battlefield, every movement ached. But his heart beat, stronger than ever. He had defeated Ortega, not just for himself, but for all of them.
But he also knew: The death of one man did not mean the end of tyranny. The governor was still alive, the soldiers were still alive, the system was still standing. Ortega was merely the face of hatred, not its heart.
Chaos reigned in the barracks. Soldiers shouted, argued, some fled. Without Ortega, their order was shattered. Some wanted to take command, others simply gave up. Some threw away their weapons and ran into the night, as if that would shake off the hatred that clung to them.
The governor sweated, trembled, and drank. He knew he couldn't survive alone. Without Ortega, he was an old man with too much wine in his belly and too little steel behind him. He called for help, sent messengers, promised silver, land, and women. But no one came. The powerful sensed that the wind had changed.
But the people felt it most keenly. At dawn, as the pale sun rose over the rooftops, they stood together. In the plaza, in the alleys, in the neighborhoods that had burned yesterday. They shouted, they painted signs, they sang. It was not a perfect chorus, not a sacred song. It was raw, false, full of false notes. But it was real.
Zorro saw it, hidden in the shadows. He didn't want to be celebrated, he couldn't. Too much blood was on his hands, too many doubts gnawed at him. Bernardo stood by his side, silent as always, but with eyes that spoke louder than words. Eyes that said: "They still believe. Because of you."
But Zorro felt the burden. He knew that hope was fragile. One false step, and it would revert to fear. Ortega was dead, yes, but Ortega was not the end. He was just a stone that had fallen. The wall still stood.
In the morning, women came to the plaza. They brought bread, water, and fruit. They shared what they had, however little it was. Men helped extinguish the last fires, children drew Zs in the dust, laughed, and screamed. It was as if they had all decided that the new day was not just another day, but a beginning.
But the soldados still lurked in the shadows. Not many, but enough to strike. They didn't dare attack by day, not among the people. But at night, they would come, like rats. Zorro knew that.
He also knew the governor wouldn't simply give up. Men like him cling to power until their fingers fall off.
But at dawn, in that first light after the blood, he felt something he hadn't felt in a long time. Not for himself, but for her. Hope.
He rode out into the hills, saw the city from above. The sun's light fell on the roofs, on the ruins, on the signs on the walls. Zs everywhere, fresh, large, defiant. They couldn't hide the scars, they couldn't bring back the bodies. But they could show that they were alive.
Zorro took a deep breath. His chest ached, his wounds burned. But he smiled. A small, ragged smile.
"We're still alive," he murmured. "And as long as we're alive, there's hope."
The people below cheered, sang, and shouted. The soldiers ducked, the governor drank, the city breathed.
And at dawn stood Zorro, the black rider, bloody, broken, but undefeated.
The sun rose over the rooftops, pale, almost timid, as if it didn't know if it was truly allowed to shine over this city that still smelled of blood and smoke. The morning didn't bring peace, but it did bring movement. People who had been lying in the dust yesterday stood up. Women pushed open shutters, children ran into the alleys, men collected stones and wooden boards like weapons. It wasn't organized, it wasn't planned, but it was the beginning of something.
Zorro saw it from the shadows. He stood in a narrow alley, his hat pulled low over his face. His body was a single wound, but he watched. He saw an old baker bring bread to the square, not selling it, but distributing it. He saw men who never normally exchanged words join forces to build barricades out of carts and barrels. He saw how the fear hadn't disappeared, but had transformed. Fear was now rage.
But he also knew that anger could be blind. And blindness was dangerous.
The governor had spent the night intoxicated, between wine and trembling. He had seen Ortega lying in the dust, the Captain, who was his sword and his fist, struck down by the masked man. Without Ortega, he was naked. But men like him don't give up. They cling on, no matter how fragile the branch.
He sent messengers to the surrounding garrisons, promising silver, land, and positions. "Come, help me, and you'll be rich." Some would come. Greed is a sure currency. But it took time. And time was the only thing the people had on their side right now.
Gatherings began in the plaza. Raw, chaotic, without leadership. Farmers spoke, merchants shouted, women demanded that their children be safe. Everyone talked, no one listened. But still, it was something. An attempt to organize themselves.
Zorro listened, hidden behind a corner. One shouted: "We have to storm the barracks!" Another: "We need weapons!" A third: "We need bread!" Voices clashed like swords without a target.
And then a woman stood up, old, stooped, with eyes like steel. She raised her hands, and the crowd fell silent. "We need more than bread. We need each other. Ortega is dead, yes. But those who are coming will be worse. They won't just leave us alone. We must be ready."
A murmur went through the crowd. Not a cheer, not a shout. But agreement.
Zorro felt it in his chest. Hope, yes. But hope that took root.
Bernardo stepped beside him, like a shadow. His eyes wondered what Zorro was thinking. Zorro just nodded. "They're starting to fight themselves. Maybe this is the beginning."
But he knew it was dangerous to leave her alone. Without guidance, without clear direction, hope could shatter as quickly as it had grown.
He later rode through the alleys, invisible, a shadow of Tornado. He saw signs everywhere. Zs on walls, children drawing them with chalk. Men practicing with wooden sticks as if they were swords. Women collecting water, baking bread, caring for the injured. It was raw, but it was real.
But he also saw the cracks. Some merchants murmured that Ortega might have been right. That without order, there would only be chaos. Some men took advantage of the chaos to steal and beat. Hope was no saint. Hope was an animal, just as capable of biting.
Zorro knew: The next step would be decisive. If the people held on to hope, they would thrive. If they lost it, they would perish.
That evening, they gathered again in the plaza. Torches burned, voices rose. This time, Zorro wasn't in the shadows. He stepped forward. The crowd gasped, cheered, and screamed his name. "Zorro! Zorro!"
He raised his hand, and slowly silence fell. "Yesterday, you saw one of them fall. Ortega is dead. But don't think it's over. Tyranny has many faces, many swords. But yesterday you also saw something else. You saw that you are not alone."
He drew his sword and carved a large Z into the ground. "This is not my sign. It is yours. As long as you believe in it, as long as you stand for one another, no captain, no governor, no army can break you."
The crowd raged, stamped, and screamed. It was not an orderly force, not an army. It was chaotic, wild. But it was a force.
Zorro saw it, and he knew: It was still fragile. But it was hope. Hope at dawn.
The morning smelled of ash, but the ash was no longer just a memory of fire, but fertilizer for something new. Throughout the streets, the people moved as one restless body. Farmers with pitchforks, merchants with sticks, children with stones. It wasn't an army, not even a militia. It was chaos, but a chaos that was gaining direction.
The first barricades sprang up like mushrooms after a rain. Carts were overturned, barrels stacked, doors ripped from their hinges and thrown across alleys. Men dragged beams, women tied ropes, children hauled stones. They laughed, gasped, and cursed. No one waited for orders. Everyone did what they could.
Zorro rode through the streets, his hat pulled low, his mask black, Tornado beneath him. He saw how they worked, how they sweated. Hope was no longer a word; hope was wood, sweat, blood. Hope was work.
An old man, bent over, his hands covered in calluses, stopped Zorro. "We never thought we could," he said with a toothless grin. "But we can. Because of you."
Zorro just nodded. He felt the weight. They thought he had started the fire. But the fire was now burning itself.
The first soldados who ventured into the streets were surprised. Two or three men, no more. But enough to test the crowd. Women screamed, children ran, but the men attacked. Pitchforks against steel, stones against swords. One fell, bloody, but the others grabbed the soldados, ripping their weapons from their hands. A cry went through the crowd: "We can beat them!"
That was the beginning.
The news spread faster than any horse. "Two soldiers disarmed! Three! Four!" It was nothing compared to a garrison. But it was enough to give courage.
In the palace, the governor raged. He shouted, threw cups, and poured wine on the floor. "Where are my men? Why aren't they fighting? Why aren't they kneeling?"
His servants cowered, nodded, sweating. One dared: "Without Captain Ortega... they are uncertain... they are afraid..."
"Afraid?" roared the governor, his eyes red. "I am the master of this city! I am the law!"
But his voice trembled, and everyone in the room knew it wasn't him.
He sent messengers, again and again, to the garrisons outside. He promised gold, wine, and women. But the messengers never returned. Some fled, some switched sides, some were intercepted by the people.
The city was a seething cauldron. Zorro saw it as he looked over the rooftops. Smoke rose from chimneys, screams echoed through the alleys, torches flickered, and Zs glowed on the walls.
But he knew it was fragile. One wrong move, one more blow, and everything would collapse. Hope could quickly turn to fear again.
In the evening, they stood in the plaza again. Hundreds, perhaps more. Men with swords they had taken from the soldados. Women with torches, children with stones. They screamed, sang, shouted.
“Zorro!”
He stepped forward, bloody, tired, but upright. "You've seen that they can fall," he said. "You've seen that they aren't immortal. But that's not enough. They'll come back. Stronger, more. And then you must be ready. Not just today, not just tomorrow. Always."
The crowd roared, shouted his name, stamped, screamed.
Bernardo stood beside him, his eyes dark and serious. He saw that Zorro was barely standing, that his body was almost breaking. But he remained silent. He wouldn't have had any words, even if he could have spoken them.
Zorro raised his sword and carved a Z into the earth. "This is not my fight alone. It is your fight. Stick together, and you will not fall."
The crowd screamed, stomped, cried.
And in the palace, behind high walls, the governor continued to drink, sweat, and rage. He saw the torches in the plaza, heard the screams all the way to his chambers. And for the first time, he felt something he had never felt before: fear.
The city was no longer the same. Overnight, the streets had transformed. Where fear had reigned yesterday, there were now barricades. Where soldados patrolled, rags with the letter "Z" hung. The people had begun to take back the city, piece by piece, alley by alley.
It was strongest in the slums. Men who had been stooped all their lives walked upright. Women who had whispered yesterday now shouted orders. Children ran like messengers, carrying messages from one street corner to the next. It was no army, no organized uprising. It was raw chaos, but it was theirs.
The first open fighting began at sunset. A patrol of six soldados marched through the narrow streets, their faces hard, their blades sharp. They thought the people would disperse as usual. But this time they didn't. Men emerged from their houses, clutching pitchforks, axes, and stolen swords. Women threw stones out of windows, boiling water—everything they had.
The soldados lashed out wildly, roaring, stabbing. One fell, then another. The crowd bled, yes, but they didn't retreat. In the end, four soldados lay in the dust, two ran away. The crowd roared, a raw, liberating cry. They had proven it: They could defeat them.
Zorro was there, hidden on a rooftop. His body was a battlefield, every wound burned, every breath labored. Bernardo stood beside him, his eyes serious, full of worry. But Zorro couldn't look away. He saw how they fought, how they were no longer victims, but hunters.
"They don't need you anymore," he whispered into the wind, barely audibly. But Bernardo looked at him, and Zorro knew: Yes, they still need him.
Because he wasn't just a man. He was the symbol. And a symbol couldn't lie on the ground.
So he descended. His body screamed, but he pushed the pain away. He stepped out of the shadows, the crowd gasped, then cheered. "Zorro! Zorro!"
He raised his sword, his voice rough and hoarse. "You've shown you can fight. But this is only the beginning. They will strike back. Harder, more cruelly. If you retreat now, it will all have been for nothing."
The crowd roared, stamped, and screamed. An old man raised a stolen sword. "We won't give in!" A woman screamed, "Never again!" Children called his name.
Zorro carved a Z into a door. "This is your sign. As long as you believe in it, you are stronger than them."
And the crowd raged, louder, wilder, as if he had poured oil on the fire.
But he knew it was a game on a knife edge. Hope could easily turn into madness. And the blood that was already flowing would demand more.
In the palace, the governor trembled. He heard the screams, saw the glow of torches in the distance. He threw cups against the walls, shouted for his men. But their numbers had dwindled. Some had deserted, others lay dead in the alleys. He cried out that help would soon arrive, that other garrisons would rescue him. But deep down, he knew: time was his enemy.
And outside, in the streets, the people began to conquer the city.
Zorro saw it. He saw men on the rooftops, women at the barricades, children shouting messages. He saw that they were no longer waiting for him alone. They were fighting themselves. But he also knew: without him, they couldn't keep the spark going.
His body was spent, his wounds burned, his blood dripped. But he gripped the blade tighter, pulled his mask down further. "Not yet," he murmured. "Not yet."
He mounted Tornado again, riding through the night, his sword drawn, his eyes full of fire. The crowd cheered when they saw him, shouting his name, stamping, screaming.
And so the uprising began not in palaces, not in garrisons, but in the alleys, in the dirt, in the blood. Hope at dawn.
The city burned again, but this time it wasn't a fire of fear, but a fire of rage. Entire neighborhoods were ablaze, not because Ortega or his men had ordered it, but because the people themselves were breaking their chains. Officers' houses, granaries full of silver, sheds where the soldados stored weapons—flames blazed everywhere, high, defiant, like fists of fire.
Zorro rode through the alleys, the smoke burning in his lungs, the heat clinging to his skin. His body was a wreck, but his eyes were sharp. He saw men yelling, women screaming, children running. He saw them fighting, suffering, bleeding. Hope wasn't a dim light. Hope was an explosion.
In the slums, they had erected barricades—high, crude, made of wagons, beams, and doors. Torches burned on the tops, stones lay ready, and water stood in buckets. Men with stolen swords stood shoulder to shoulder. Women held axes, pitchforks, and knives. Children threw stones from the rooftops.
And then the soldados came. Not many, maybe fifty, but enough to sow fear. They stormed through the streets, shields raised, blades drawn, the roar of their officers at their backs.
But this time the people didn't give in. They held their ground. The barricades crashed, stones flew, torches fell. Men screamed, women hit, children threw. Zorro leaped into the midst, a tornado like black lightning. His blade sang, sparks flew, blood spurted. He didn't strike for himself, he struck for all of them.
"Zorro! Zorro!" they cried when they saw him. The crowd grew, their voices like drums. The soldiers staggered, fled, stumbled over their own shields. Some laid down their weapons, cried for mercy. Others died in the dust.
The barricade held. And the crowd roared, louder than the fire.
But Zorro knew: every victory also brought chaos. He saw men helping themselves to officers' silver, women plundering the homes of the rich. Hope and greed ran side by side.
He rode among them, his blade flashing. "Not this!" he cried. "This is not robbery, this is liberation!" Some heard, others didn't. He knew he couldn't stop everyone. But he had to try to keep the direction.
In the palace, the governor trembled. He heard the screams, saw the smoke. "The city belongs to the rats," he gasped, cup of wine in hand. "Everything's burning." His officers argued, shouted, some demanded retreat, others wanted to strike. But no one dared to take real action. Without Ortega, the force was missing.
Zorro stood amidst the chaos, his body shattered, but his will strong. He saw the people fighting, suffering, and growing. He knew: This was the moment that would decide whether hope would take root or be extinguished in flames.
He raised his sword, his voice hoarse but strong. "This is our tomorrow! No silver, no wine, no loot! Only freedom counts! Stick together, or all will be lost!"
The crowd roared, shouting his name, stamping, screaming. Some dropped their silver, others hesitated, but most listened. They stood, fighting on, not for loot, but for the city.
The fighting raged all night. Blood flowed, fire burned, screams echoed. But by morning, entire neighborhoods belonged to the people. Soldiers fled, officers hid, the system faltered.
Zorro rode through the smoke, bloody, exhausted, but upright. Children drew Zs in the ashes, women called his name, men vowed not to retreat.
And he knew: They had achieved something greater than a victory in a duel. They had hope at dawn.
The morning smelled of sweat, blood, and smoke. The sun rose sluggishly, as if it had no desire to see the city. Corpses lay everywhere—soldados with twisted limbs, men and women from the common people with staring eyes. But among them, the living moved, and they moved differently than yesterday. More upright. Louder. No longer with bowed heads, but with raised voices.
The city was divided. Entire neighborhoods now belonged to the people. Soldados no longer patrolled them. Instead, men stood on the corners with pitchforks, women held axes, and children ran as messengers. They called them "our streets." Other neighborhoods were still under the Soldados' grip, but their grip was weak and fragile.
Zorro rode through the liberated streets. Tornado trampled over pavements covered in blood and ash. He saw the barricades, the makeshift guards, the symbols on the walls. Zs were emblazoned everywhere, large, defiant, as if they themselves had decided to repaint the walls.
But he also saw the chaos. Without clear leadership, hope was like a wild dog. It bit in the right direction, yes, but sometimes also in its own flesh. Men fought over weapons, women cried for bread, children rummaged through carts full of loot. Hope was strong, but it needed order.
Hundreds stood in the plaza, shouting, arguing. They wanted to know what would happen next. "We need leaders!" one shouted. "We need bread!" a woman cried. "We need weapons!" a third roared. Voices echoed, voices fought against each other.
Zorro stepped forward. His body was exhausted, his wounds burned, but he couldn't remain silent. He raised his hand, and slowly the silence fell. "You've seen what you can do," he said harshly. "You've seen that they can fall. But if you don't stand together now, you'll fall apart again. You need more than courage. You need order."
The crowd murmured, nodded, and cursed. One shouted, "Then you be our leader!"
Zorro shook his head. "I am not a ruler. I am a shadow. But you need men and women to represent you. Not tyrants, but voices. Elect them. Nominate them. Let them speak for you."
There was a murmur, then a cheer. Not everyone understood, not everyone agreed. But it was a start. Men stepped forward, women stepped forward. Farmers, traders, artisans. No generals, no nobles. People from the city, raw, unpolished, but genuine.
Bernardo stood next to Zorro, his eyes serious. He couldn't say anything, but he nodded. Zorro knew he was right. Hope without order collapses.
But he also knew: The governor was still sitting in the palace. He was weak, yes, but not dead. And weak animals bite the hardest.
He raged in the palace. He cried for wine, for guards, for help. But few came. Most of his men had fallen or switched sides. He heard the screams outside, the stamping of the crowd, the banging of the barricades. He sweated, drank, prayed. But his heart beat with fear.
Zorro saw all this from the outside. He saw the city changing. He saw hope growing, raw, dangerous, strong. But he knew: hope alone wasn't enough. They had to learn to hold on to it.
In the evening, torches burned again in the plaza. Hundreds stood there, laughing, screaming, crying. Children drew Zs in the dust, women sang songs, men vowed not to retreat.
Zorro stood in the shadows, his body bloody, his heart heavy. He knew he couldn't lead her forever. But he also knew he couldn't leave her alone now.
"Not yet," he murmured, his hand on Tornado's neck. "Not yet."
Hope lived. But it was young, fragile, vulnerable. And somewhere deep inside, Zorro knew: the night wasn't over yet.
The city lived in a state of emergency. Rags with Zs on them fluttered between the houses, children drew the symbol on cobblestones with chalk, and men with bloody hands sat on the barricades, vowing not to let anyone else through. Hope was no longer a silent prayer; it was a cry that echoed through every alley.
But hope also brought danger. The louder it became, the more feared those who still held power. The governor sat in his palace, pale, sweating, his wine cup held like a weapon. He heard the shouts from outside, the torches casting their light into his windows. Every cry for "Zorro" was, to him, a hammer blow against his walls.
"They celebrate him like a king," he hissed, "and they forget me." He sent his last messengers, this time not with promises, but with threats. "Tell the garrisons: If they don't come, their land is gone. Their silver is gone. Their lives are gone." He raged, screamed, and threw cups against walls. But there was no loyalty in the eyes of his servants. Only fear.
Outside in the streets, the picture was different. The makeshift leaders, elected the day before, stood in the plaza. Farmers with rough hands, traders with loud voices, women with faces that had spent too many nights awake. They spoke, not like masters, but like human beings. "We need guards at the gates," said one. "We need bread for the children," said a woman. "We need water for the wounded," said another.
Zorro stood in the shadows, listening. He was bloody, exhausted, but his eyes burned. He saw them talking about themselves for the first time. Not just about him. Not just about the soldiers. About themselves.
He stepped forward, slowly, each step heavy, but the crowd fell silent when they saw him. "Zorro! Zorro!" they cried, their voices echoing like thunder. He raised his hand, and silence fell.
"You've achieved more than you believe," he said harshly. "You've shown that you're not just victims. You've shown that you can fight, that you can stand, that you can stand together. But don't think it's over. The governor is still sitting in his palace. He won't leave willingly. And outside, his allies are gathering. They'll come, and they'll take everything from us if we're not ready."
The crowd murmured, some nodded, others cursed. Hope was strong, but it needed truth, and truth was hard.
"But you are no longer alone," Zorro continued. "You have each other. You have each other. And as long as you stand together, no governor, no captain, no army can break you."
He carved a large Z into the ground, deep and hard, sending sparks flying. "This is not my sign. It is yours. Never forget that."
The crowd exploded, screaming, crying, laughing. Men raised swords, women torches, children screamed his name. It was a frenzy, raw, dangerous, real.
Bernardo stood beside him, his eyes dark and serious. He couldn't say anything, but Zorro understood him nonetheless. "How long can you stand?" those eyes asked. Zorro had no answer.
He mounted Tornado, rode through the crowd, hands reaching out for him, voices screaming his name. But he knew: He was no king, no ruler. He was a shadow, a symbol. And symbols couldn't bleed forever.
As night fell, torches burned again in the streets. Barricades stood, guards stood sentinels, children slept amidst their parents' voices. Hope was everywhere, raw, loud, alive.
But in the palace, behind walls and gates, the governor gathered his last strength. He wrote orders, swore revenge, and called for blood. He was weak, yes, but weak men bite the hardest.
Zorro knew this. And as he disappeared into the shadows, he murmured, "The morning belongs to us. But the night—the night still belongs to him."
 
The conspiracy falls apart
The governor sat like an animal in his palace. The shutters were closed, the light coming only from candles that had long since burned down. On the table lay papers, letters, seals. Everything was covered in wine, drops of blood from a hand he had cut on the glass. He drank, cursed, sweated. Without Ortega, he was alone. His officers were either dead, deserted, or had become cowards. But he clung to what he always had: power on paper. Orders, threats, promises.
He wrote to the garrisons outside, to traders, to nobles. "Come, help me. I will give you land. I will give you silver." But he knew his words were weaker than the noise outside. For outside they were chanting Zorro's name.
The conspiracy he had spun over the years—bribes, secret agreements, threats—was beginning to unravel. A web with too many holes. Some of his allies didn't respond. Others only sent excuses. Some had already switched sides, secretly or openly.
Zorro saw it from the rooftops. He rode through the city, saw the barricades, saw the gatherings. Farmers, traders, women, men – they no longer spoke in whispers, but loudly, openly. "We need guards." - "We need bread." - "We need water." It was chaotic, but it was lively.
Bernardo stood by his side, silent as ever. But his eyes said enough: the city was changing. And the governor sensed he was no longer in control.
In the taverns, they told stories. Of soldiers who deserted. Of noblemen who secretly painted Zs on their doors to avoid being burned. Of merchants who preferred to supply the people rather than the palace. Whether it was all true, no one knew. But the stories had more power than any edict.
The governor raged. "Lies! All lies!" he cried. He beat his servants, threw plates, and broke mirrors. "Zorro is just a man! A damned thief!" But deep down, he knew: One man could destroy more than a hundred orders.
The remaining soldiers were tired, hungry, and scared. They no longer patrolled proudly, but crouched through the streets, always in groups, always looking over their shoulders. Some simply disappeared. No fight, no goodbye. They laid down their weapons and went into hiding.
The people saw it, and the people felt it. "They're afraid," they said. "They're weak." Every fallen soldier was a victory, but every deserting soldier was a gift.
Zorro knew: The moment had come when the net would finally break.
One night, when the moon was full, the last conspirators met in the palace. The governor, pale, sweating, with shaking hands. Three noblemen who didn't know whether to stay or flee. Two merchants who counted their silver as if it were their last breath.
"We must act," hissed one of the nobles. "We must kill Zorro, now."
"And how?" asked another, laughing bitterly. "Ortega is lying in the dust. Our soldiers are running away. Who's going to do it? You?"
The governor growled and slammed his fist on the table. "We still have power. We have silver. We have connections."
But his voice was empty, his words were dust.
Zorro wasn't there, but he didn't need to be any closer. Outside, at the gates, the people were gathering. They knew nothing of the discussions, but they sensed it: the conspiracy was falling apart.
Children sang in the alleys. In the taverns, men drank and swore not to lay down their weapons. On the roofs, women painted Zs with tar, large, black, visible all the way to the palace.
And the governor? He was caught in his own net, which now lay like a noose around his neck.
The governor was a man who had lost his footing and yet acted as if he were still standing. He cried for weapons, for orders, for blood. But the halls of his palace echoed only with his own words. Too many chairs were empty, too many officers had disappeared. The few who remained looked at him as if they already had the next hiding place in mind.
"We'll strike back!" he roared, spitting wine and shaking his fist. "With force! With fire!" He looked at the men who were still there. But their eyes were dull, tired, empty. One muttered, "There are too few of us..."
"Enough!" roared the governor, but his voice broke. He knew it himself. Yet he clung to the only thing he knew: threats. "Then take what you have and scare them. Fear lasts longer than hope."
At night, the last loyal soldados descended upon a slum. They came like shadows, with torches, with blades. They yelled, they cut, they set fire. Houses burned, screams echoed. Women ran, men threw stones, children screamed. It was brutal, ugly, and raw.
But this time the answer came. Not flight. Fight. Men jumped from rooftops, lunging at the soldados with knives. Women threw water on the torches, ripping the weapons from the soldiers' hands. Children didn't just scream—they threw stones, pushed, and bit.
And then Zorro came. Tornado raced through the alleys, hooves like thunder. His blade flashed, cut, and tore. Blood spurted, screams echoed. He didn't fight like a hero, he fought like a man at the end, each blow raw, heavy, full of fury. The soldados staggered, fled, some fell in the dust.
The crowd roared, stamped, and shouted his name. "Zorro! Zorro!" And as the smoke rose into the sky, they knew: They hadn't just survived, they had struck back.
The news spread like fire in the wind. "They wanted to burn us down – we drove them back!" They sang in the squares, toasted in the taverns, and children painted new Zs on the rooftops.
In the palace, the governor heard about it. He drank, he raged, he screamed. "Lies!" he cried, throwing his cup against the wall. But deep down, he knew they weren't lies.
The conspiracy he had spun over the years fell apart faster than he could drink. Merchants who had sworn loyalty to him opened their shops to the people. Nobles who had supported him secretly sent supplies to the barricades. Even some priests no longer preached in the name of the palace, but in the name of freedom.
The palace walls still stood, high, heavy, made of stone. But what good are walls when everything behind them is already rotting?
Zorro saw it from the hills. He saw the city, full of smoke, full of screams, full of life. He saw how the soldiers dwindled, how the barricades grew, how hope grew stronger.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent, but with eyes that said it all. Zorro just nodded. "The threads are breaking," he murmured. "And when they break, the net falls."
But he also knew: A net that breaks will lash out before it breaks.
They celebrated in the streets, but Zorro couldn't celebrate. He knew there would be bloodshed. The governor was weak, but weak men bite the hardest.
And somewhere in the night, behind high walls, sat the governor, sweating, drinking, his hands shaking. He wrote orders, threats, begged for help. But every messenger he sent disappeared. Some were intercepted by the people, some simply ran away.
The conspiracy that seemed so strong was now only a shadow. And shadows shatter in the morning light.
The palace smelled of sweat and old wine. The heavy curtains kept out the light, but they couldn't stifle the voices outside. Zorro's name echoed through the city, louder than any bell, and every shout was a knife in the governor's gut.
He had summoned the last co-conspirators to his hall. Three noblemen, two merchants, and an officer who hadn't yet deserted. They sat at a table littered with parchments, maps, cups, and silverware. But no one looked at the other. Each held his hand closer to the dagger than to the glass.
"We must act," hissed the governor. His face was pale, his eyes red from wine and fear. "The people believe they are free. We must break them."
"With what?" asked one of the traders, laughing bitterly. "With your empty threats? With soldiers who fled long ago?"
"With gold," growled the governor. "Gold brings everyone back."
"Not this time," said the officer. He was a heavy man with tired eyes. "Your gold is just metal now. No one wants to die for you anymore."
The air was thick, heavy, and filled with mistrust. Everyone knew they were lost, but no one wanted to admit it. And so they began to tear each other apart.
The first argument broke out between two noblemen. One accused the other of secretly delivering supplies to the people. "I saw it! Your wagons in the streets!" The other retorted: "Liar! You yourself sent your guards away!"
Voices grew louder, fists slammed on the table, cups tipped over, wine spilled over cards. The governor roared, but no one heard.
Then one of the merchants drew a knife. It flashed in the candlelight, and he stabbed. A nobleman screamed, blood splattered on the parchments. Chaos erupted. Chairs toppled, men yelled, weapons flashed.
In the end, two lay on the ground, one gasping, the other dead. The rest were panting, sweating, still holding their weapons.
The governor stood there, pale, trembling. "Fools," he gasped. "You're tearing each other apart while the enemy is at the gates." But he knew: they were no longer conspirators. They were rats at each other's throats on a sinking ship.
Outside, however, hope grew. Zorro saw it from the rooftops. He saw men building barricades higher. Women distributing bread. Children shouting messages. The city no longer belonged to the palace; it belonged to the streets.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent, but his eyes said, "It's breaking from within." Zorro nodded. "Yes. They don't need a storm. They're falling apart themselves."
But he also knew: desperate animals bite, even when they are already dying.
Night brought screams from the palace. No one knew exactly what was happening. Some said the governor himself had killed one of his co-conspirators. Others said the merchants had tried to escape and were hanged. Still others claimed the nobles had killed each other in a bloodbath. No one knew the truth. But everyone sensed it: the conspiracy was falling apart.
In the morning, the palace was quieter than ever. No orders, no patrols, no messages. Only silence. And outside, in the streets, there was noise. Noise of voices, of hammering, of hope.
Zorro stood among the people, his mask dark, his body weary. He saw how they laughed, how they swore, how they built. The conspiracy that had held them down for so long was now nothing but dust in the halls of the palace.
"It's breaking," he murmured. "And when it breaks, everything falls."
The palace was nothing more than a shell. The hallways smelled of cold sweat and spilled wine, the candles burned down, the stone was damp with the blood that had flowed the previous night. Where soldados once stood guard, there were only empty chairs and broken spears. The governor stalked his own halls like a shadow, a man who had long since realized that time was running out for him.
He had written letters, dozens, perhaps hundreds. To garrisons, to nobles, to mercenary leaders. Some messengers hadn't returned, others had never left the palace. He knew his words no longer carried any weight. Who would follow a man whose city already bore the mark of Zorro?
And yet he held on. Desperate men don't let go, they cling to the remnants of their power until their fingers break. He called for an old confidant, a mercenary leader who lay in the mountains, with men who knew more gold than honor. "Send him silver," he gasped. "Everything we have. Bring him here."
His servants nodded, trembling, but there was no longer any obedience in their eyes, only fear. Perhaps they would carry out the order. Perhaps they would flee themselves.
Outside the walls, the crowd grew. The barricades stood higher, the guards patrolled in groups. They didn't yet have an army, but they had courage, and courage was worth more than any regiment in those days. Men practiced with stolen swords, women bandaged wounds, children ran from one neighborhood to the next with messages.
Zorro saw it from the rooftops. He rode through the streets, Tornado beneath him, his body contorted in pain, but his gaze sharp. He saw how people no longer just wanted to survive, but were beginning to plan. "Tonight we guard the gate." - "Tomorrow we gather supplies." - "No one is left alone here." It was raw, imperfect, chaotic. But it was an order that emerged from the streets, not from the palace.
In the plaza, they called for him. "Zorro! Zorro!" He stepped forward, tired, bloody, but standing tall. The crowd fell silent as he spoke. "You have shown that you don't need them. You have shown that you can stand on your own. But don't think they are already dead. The governor is still breathing, and as long as he breathes, he will spit poison. He will try to break you. With gold, with mercenaries, with fire. Be prepared."
The crowd nodded, cursed, and called his name. Hope was there, loud and wild. But hope could also blind you.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent as always, but with eyes that asked, "How much longer?" Zorro didn't answer. He knew his strength was waning, that his body was at its limit. But he couldn't leave. Not now.
In the palace, the governor knelt over a map, his hands trembling. "Not yet," he murmured. "Not yet." He moved figures on the paper as if he could reclaim with wood what he had lost in flesh. He saw lines, paths, battles that would never take place. But he acted as if there were still a future in which he ruled.
His last allies argued. One wanted to flee, one wanted to surrender, one wanted to negotiate. "Talk to Zorro," he said, his voice harsh. "Maybe he'll let us live." The governor slapped him in the face, yelling, "Never!" But his voice broke, and there was more fear than anger in his eyes.
Outside, the people gathered. Hundreds, perhaps more. Torches burned, voices echoed. They saw the palace walls, high, heavy, dark. But they also saw that beyond them was only decay. "We'll take him," one shouted. "Tonight!" Others shouted, others nodded. The crowd was a storm, needing only a signal.
Zorro stood among them, his mask black, his gaze serious. He knew the palace wouldn't last forever. But he also knew that walls fall hard, and that blood would flow if they tried. "Not yet," he said. "Not blind. Let him eat himself away. Every day weakens him, every day strengthens you."
But he knew they wouldn't wait long. The crowd wanted to see the end, the governor's head, the symbol of his defeat. And he couldn't deny them that forever.
That night, the governor sat alone. He drank, wrote, trembled. Outside, they chanted Zorro's name. He heard it, and every cry was a nail in his coffin.
The conspiracy was no more. It was just one man, sweating, drinking, full of fear. And a people standing before its walls, ready to tear them down.
The city had clenched around the palace like a fist. What had been a restless hum yesterday was now a rumble, dull, heavy, unstoppable. The streets filled more every evening. Men with stolen swords, women with knives, children with stones. They were no longer just waiting. They were pushing. They wanted to take the final step.
The palace still stood, tall, proud, built of stone. But it was a fortress without a soul. The windows were dark, the gates closed, the walls damp with fear. Inside, the governor sat, drinking, sweating, shouting orders that no one carried out anymore. His officers had abandoned him, his servants cowered in dark corridors, some fled through secret passages, others simply disappeared.
The conspiracy was nothing more than a pile of loose planks creaking in the wind. The men who had propped it up were either dead, had fled, or were already in the process of ingratiating themselves with the rebels. A merchant who had been sitting in the palace yesterday was now standing in the plaza, talking about freedom as if he had invented it. A nobleman who had lived off the people's blood for years was suddenly distributing bread. They sensed change and, as always, went with the flow.
Zorro saw it from the rooftops. He rode through the night, Tornado like a black shadow beneath him, and everywhere he heard voices. "When do we attack?" - "Tonight?" - "Tomorrow?" The barricades no longer just lined the streets; they stood like teeth around the palace itself. Every way in was blocked, every way out besieged.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent, his eyes serious. Zorro knew what they were saying: "They're ready. But are you?"
He felt the weight. His body was a battlefield, his wounds burned, every step hurt. But it wasn't just his body that weighed heavily. It was the knowledge. If he ordered the storm, blood would flow, lots of blood. Women, children, men—they would fall if the walls broke. And if he delayed, he risked letting hope run its course.
Hundreds, perhaps thousands, gathered in the plaza. Torches blazed, voices echoed, drums beat. "Zorro! Zorro!" they cried as he appeared. He raised his hand, and silence fell.
"You've surrounded the palace," he said harshly, his voice heavy with dust and blood. "You've shown that he's alone. Every day he sits in there weakens him. Every day you stand outside strengthens you. But remember: these walls are strong. If we charge blindly, many of us will fall, and that's what he wants. He wants to drown us in blood before he dies."
A murmur went through the crowd. Some nodded, others cursed. One shouted, "We've waited too long!" Another, "Every day brings more courage!" Voices clashed like swords without a target.
Zorro carved a Z into the ground, his sword heavy in his hand. "We will take the palace. But not as fools. Not blindly. We will take it when it's already hollow. When it collapses because it no longer holds anything. Until then, we will keep it surrounded. No bread in, no water in, no silver in. Let it rot."
The crowd roared, stamped, and shouted his name. It wasn't unanimous approval, but it was enough. They understood: the palace had already fallen, only the walls hadn't yet realized it.
Inside, the governor raged. He heard the voices, the drums, the shouts. Every sound was a blade. He threw cups, broke chairs, and shouted at his last servants. "They will come! They will not dare! I am the master of this city!" But no one believed him anymore, not even himself.
Zorro saw the torches, saw the barricades, saw the people. Hope was now more than a cry. It was a siege. A fist closing around the neck of tyranny.
And he knew: It was only a matter of time before the palace itself collapsed.
The days flowed into one another like wine spilling over the table. Three, four, maybe five nights—no one knew for sure. The sun rose and set, and the palace still stood, but it was no longer master of the city. It was nothing but a dead tooth in its mouth, and everything around it was flesh, alive, angry, hungry.
The siege was brutal, but it worked. No wagons could get through anymore, no carts of bread, no water, no wine. Every attempt to get anything in ended with stones, fists, and daggers. The people wouldn't let anything through. They had learned that you fight not only with swords, but also with hunger.
The palace grew quieter. Servants disappeared, one by one. Some fled, some were caught by the crowd as they slipped through secret passages. Everyone who made it brought stories: of the governor who drank like a drowning man, who screamed, who raged, who beat his own men. Of the wine that was running low. Of the meat that had rotted. Of the halls that smelled of fear.
Zorro listened, always from the shadows. He saw how the people squatted around the fires, how they shared bread, how they waited. It wasn't patient waiting. It was waiting with clenched fists. Every day made them more restless, louder, more determined.
"When do we attack?" they asked. "How long?"
Zorro knew he couldn't keep saying, "Not yet," forever. But he also knew that every day weakened the walls. He could feel it. The conspiracy that had once been like iron was now nothing but dust.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent as always, but his eyes said, "They are ready." And Zorro knew he was right. But he also knew that the blood that would flow would not only be that of the tyrants.
In the palace, the governor raged. He stood in a hall, empty except for a table covered with empty bottles. He shouted orders into the darkness, but no one answered. He wrote letters, but no one took them anymore. He promised silver, women, land. But who cared about silver when the streets outside already belonged to the people? Who cared about land when everyone knew his reign was over?
The last men who remained with him were not warriors. They were shadows, cowards, flatterers. They spoke of hope, but they were already thinking of their own escapes. And at night, one could hear quarreling in the corridors. Footsteps, screams, then silence. Some said the governor himself had strangled a servant for whispering too loudly.
Outside, the barricades grew denser. Men with swords, women with knives, children with stones—they stood day and night, like wolves before a cage. They sang songs, screamed his name, called for justice. The palace heard everything. Every night, every whisper.
Zorro stood on a rooftop, looking down at the sea of ​​torches. It wasn't an army, but it was a force. A force that wouldn't go away. "They've already defeated him," he murmured. "He just doesn't know it yet."
But he also sensed that the break was imminent. Either the governor would fall into madness and deliver a final, desperate blow, or the people themselves would break down the gates. Both would result in bloodshed.
Bernardo looked at him, and Zorro knew his friend understood. They stood on the edge of an abyss. The palace was rotting from within, the city was burning from without. And somewhere in between stood he, Zorro, with a body that could barely support itself and a sword that was heavier than ever.
A messenger arrived in the night. A young man, bloodied, panting, his hands shaking. "He... he's still seeking allies," he stammered. "He's solicited mercenaries. Men from the mountains. He's promised them silver."
Zorro nodded. "And?"
The boy spat blood. "They laughed. They said silver is worthless in a dead city."
Zorro placed his hand on his shoulder. "Rest. Your part is done."
The boy nodded, sank down, and fell asleep like someone who didn't know if he would wake up again.
Zorro looked at the palace, its walls dark in the moonlight. He knew: a few more nights, perhaps less. Then the break would come.
And when he came, he had to be ready.
The night was as heavy as a sack of stones. No moon hung over the city, only smoke rising from the fires burning in the alleys. The barricades glowed like teeth in the darkness. The people stood there, densely packed, restless, silent or murmuring, their eyes all fixed on the same point: the palace.
Inside, madness reigned. The governor sat alone in the great hall, the table before him covered with empty jars, broken seals, and papers no one would ever read again. He stared into the void, sweating, whispering. "I am the Lord... the Lord..." Over and over, like a prayer unanswered.
The last men he had left were arguing somewhere in the halls. Some wanted to escape, others wanted to betray him, still others wanted to kill each other to steal the last silver. Voices echoed, screams, then silence. One by one, they disappeared, in blood or in the shadows. The palace was no longer a seat of power. It was a tomb waiting to be closed.
The people knew. They heard the screams, they saw that there were no more patrols, no orders, no wagons. They smelled the decay behind the walls. They stood there, night after night, and their numbers grew. Hundreds, then thousands. Farmers, traders, women, men, children. They had no banners, no drums except the barrels they beat, no flags except the Zs they painted on walls. But they had perseverance. And they knew they could no longer go back.
Zorro stood between them, in the shadows, his mask dark, his eyes heavy. His body was a wreck, every wound burned, every breath a blow. But he stood. Because he knew: It was almost over.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent, but his eyes said it all. "The time has come," they said. "Hold them back or lead them. But the break is coming."
Zorro felt it too. The governor had nothing left: no soldiers, no officers, no friends. Only wine, fear, and madness. Every day, every night was a nail in his coffin. The conspiracy, spun over years, was now nothing more than a trembling man behind stone walls.
The crowd began to shout. First quietly, then louder. "Zorro! Zorro!" Then other voices: "To the palace! Down with him!" Stones flew, bounced against the gate, and rolled back. Children screamed, women held torches aloft. The air was electric, charged, as if the city itself were waiting for someone to strike the first blow.
Zorro raised his hand. The crowd fell silent, so silent that the crackle of the torches could be heard. His voice was rough, hoarse, but clear. "He's already defeated," he said. "He just doesn't know it yet. Every day we stand here takes his breath away. But if you storm him today, if you run blindly into it, many of you will die. Do you want his blood, or do you want your freedom?"
The crowd was silent. A heavy, wavering silence. Some wanted to storm, wanted to see the end, wanted blood. Others nodded, understanding that he was right.
"We'll take him," Zoro continued. "But we'll take him in our time, not his. Let him rot. Let him suffocate in his fear. The palace is no longer his. It's ours."
A murmur went through the crowd, then a cheer. Not as wild as before, but deeper. An understanding. They would wait. A little longer. And every day made the palace weaker.
Inside, behind the walls, the governor raged. He heard the voices, the cheers. Each one echoed through the stones, piercing his skull. He roared, banged on doors, threw furniture. He saw himself in the mirror and smashed the glass. His own face, shattered and bloody, smiled at him.
"I am the Lord," he whispered. But no one believed it anymore, not even himself.
And outside stood Zorro, his hand on his sword, his eyes heavy, and knew: The conspiracy was over. It hadn't fallen by blade or fire. It had been destroyed by itself.
The night dragged on, heavy, loud, and restless. But in the heart of the city, everyone knew: the end was only a matter of hours.
 
The fire in the slum
Hope had flowed through the city like a new breath, but hope alone did not make walls indestructible. It did not feed stomachs, it did not extinguish fires. And the fire came. It came in the darkest hour of the night, not from heaven, but from human hands.
A few of the last soldados who had still served in the palace fled. They didn't run into the open fields; they ran into the alleys, into the slums, where the people were strongest. They no longer carried flags; they carried torches. Hatred was all they had left. If they were going to perish, they wanted to take something with them.
They set fire to houses: miserable huts, wooden shacks, thatched roofs. The fire devoured greedily, leaping from one roof to the next. Within minutes, an entire block was ablaze. Children screamed, women ran, men cursed, grabbed for buckets, blankets, anything that held water.
Zorro was still on the rooftops when he saw the smoke. Black columns, thick and heavy, piercing the sky. His heart sank. "Not now," he murmured, but he knew the fire wouldn't wait. Tornado stomped restlessly, already feeling the heat from afar.
Bernardo was with him, his eyes wide, filled with alarm. He pointed, and Zorro nodded. They rode off through the narrow streets, the stench of smoke and burnt wood growing stronger. By the time they arrived, hell had already been unleashed.
The slum was an inferno. Tongues of fire licked at the roofs, boards cracked, sparks flew like a storm through the night. People screamed, ran, carried water, and tore doors off their hinges to ignite flames. Children stumbled, women dragged them away by their hair, men threw wet cloths over the shacks. But the fire was faster.
And amidst the chaos, in the flickering light, Zorro saw the men with the torches. Soldados, or what was left of them. Their faces black with soot, their eyes filled with madness. They laughed as they lit them. "Burn!" they shouted. "Burn, all of you with us!"
Zorro's blade flashed. He plunged into it, a tornado like a shadow, cutting through the smoke. Steel sang, blood spurted. The first fell, their torches rolling into the fire. But others were still laughing, still screaming, still setting more huts ablaze.
The crowd roared, screamed, and cried. "Zorro! Help us!" they cried, and he did what he could. But he was only one man, and the fire was a monster.
He jumped from his horse, grabbed a soldier, ripped the torch from his hand, and struck him down. Another charged, Zorro dodged, his blade cutting through flesh. He coughed, his lungs burned from the smoke, his eyes watered, but he kept striking.
Bernardo helped as best he could, pulling children from the flames, dragging women away, carrying water. They were everywhere and nowhere, fighting men and fire simultaneously.
The people of the neighborhood didn't stand idly by. Men jumped on the attackers, hitting them with sticks, stones, and their bare fists. Women screamed, threw water, and covered children with blankets. They weren't just fighting the soldados; they were fighting for survival.
But the fire was greedy. It devoured the streets, through planks, through roofs. Entire rows of huts collapsed, burning, crashing. The night was a howl of flames and voices.
Zorro knew he couldn't extinguish the flames. But he could stop the madness. He sought out the men with the torches, hunting them like animals. His blade flashed, his scream echoed. One by one they fell. Some fled, vanishing in the smoke. Others died laughing.
When the last ones lay, sweating, bloody, and gasping, Zorro stood gasping amidst the flames. His body burned, his lungs screamed. But he knew: the fire was not defeated.
People formed chains, poured water, and beat themselves with blankets. They fought against the impossible. Some fell, burned, swallowed by the flames. But most stood. Hour after hour, until the sky turned gray and the flames finally died down.
By morning, the slum was a field of rubble. Black beams, scorched earth, charred corpses. Children wept, women held ashes in their hands, men stared into the void.
Zorro stood among them, soot-blackened, bloody, exhausted. He had fought, but he knew he couldn't save everything. Hope was strong, yes. But fire was stronger.
Bernardo placed a hand on his shoulder. His eyes said, "You're still alive." And Zorro nodded, even though his heart was heavy. Because he knew: the fire was more than just flames. It was the final blow of a dying regime. A blow to the heart of hope.
And yet, the people still stood. Sooty, injured, but they stood. And that alone was a victory.
The morning after the fire wasn't a morning; it was a shroud. The sky was gray, the air heavy, the streets still filled with smoke that smelled of burnt wood, flesh, and hope. Where huts had stood yesterday, there were only charred beams and ash. The slum was no longer a neighborhood; it was a grave.
People stood like statues among the rubble. Men with soot-blackened faces, women with burned clothes, children with empty eyes. Some wept, others didn't. Some just stared at the charred remains that might once have been their home, their bed, their mother, their child.
Zorro stood among them. His cloak was torn, his face covered in soot, his mask no longer black but gray. His body screamed in pain, but he said nothing. What could he have said? That he couldn't stop it? That he wasn't strong enough to conquer a fire made not only of flames, but also of hatred?
Bernardo stood by his side, silent as always, but his eyes filled with tears. He helped wherever he could, lifting beams, pulling out corpses, carrying children who were no longer breathing. But he didn't speak a word. Words would have meant nothing.
The people began to gather the dead. Women spread blankets on the ground, men laid bodies on them. Children held hands, their faces pale, their eyes empty. One by one, they laid the cremated bodies in a row until the alley looked like a cemetery without crosses.
The silence was heavy, oppressive, and it lasted a long time. Then came the first scream. A woman fell over her son's body, screaming like an animal, scratching her face until it bled. Her scream ripped through the air, and it didn't stop. Others followed: men, women, children. A chorus of pain, raw, honest, ugly.
Zorro stood there, and every scream was a knife. He had fought against soldiers, against Ortega, against the governor, but he couldn't fight what those flames had wreaked. He was a sword, but here something else was needed.
People turned to him. Their eyes burned, not with hope, but with rage. "You are Zorro," one shouted. "You protect us!" Another screamed, "Where were you when they burned our houses?" Voices grew louder, harsher.
Zorro raised his hand, but hesitated. He wanted to say, "I did what I could." But he knew it wasn't enough. For those who had lost their children, it was never enough.
But then an old man raised his voice. His hands trembled, his back was bent, but his eyes were clear. "Stop," he said. "He did what he could. It wasn't the flames that burned down our houses. It was the hatred of the palace. Fire was merely their tool."
The crowd fell silent. The words were difficult to speak, but they struck home. For deep down they knew: Zorro was not the fire. He was the man who came when others fled.
A murmur ran through the alley. The voices softened, and soon the rage transformed into something else: revenge. "They wanted to break us," a woman said. "But we're still standing." A man roared, "We're not burning—they'll burn!" The crowd took up the words, raw and impetuous. "They'll burn!"
Zorro saw it, and he knew: grief had turned into a new fire. Not a fire of flames, but one of rage.
In the evening, they erected a makeshift memorial. No statues, no crosses. Just charred beams that they set up and torches that they placed around them. Women sang softly, men swore loudly, children held hands. It was crude, it was ugly, but it was real.
Zorro stood in the shadows, his mask flickering in the light. He didn't speak; he didn't need to. Bernardo placed a hand on his shoulder, and that was enough.
In the palace, the governor heard about the fire. He laughed, a hoarse, broken laugh. "Good," he hissed. "Let them suffer. Let them burn." But deep down, he knew he hadn't won. For he also heard that the people were still standing. That they swore not to break.
And Zorro knew: The slum was burned, yes. But the people were burning now, too—and no water could extinguish this fire.
On the second day after the fire, the city still smelled of ash. The wind carried the smell through every alley, and no matter where you went, it reminded everyone of what had happened. But the slum was no longer quiet. It was no longer just a place of pain. It was a place where hands began to work.
The men who were still standing lifted beams, carried stones, and tore apart charred remains. The women gathered what remained: pots, cloth, boards, anything that hadn't been consumed by the fire. Children ran, screamed, brought water, and kept the little ones away from the rubble.
Zorro walked through the alleys, Tornado on the reins, Bernardo at his side. He saw how they didn't give up. They cried, yes. But they also worked. Every blow of a hammer was a response to the palace. Every beam they raised was a "no" to the governor.
A man with a burned face came to him. "We'll rebuild," he said harshly. "But this time we'll build stronger." Zorro nodded. He said nothing, but the man understood. Words were unnecessary at this time.
A gathering had formed at the edge of the neighborhood. Men and women shouted together, their voices filled with anger. "We can't just build!" one shouted. "We have to fight back!" A woman yelled, "They burned our children!" Another screamed, "Tonight we tear down the walls!"
The crowd roared, their voices a storm. Zorro stepped forward, his mask covered in soot, his eyes dark. He raised his hand, and slowly silence fell.
"You're right," he said harshly. "They burned you. They wanted to break you. But look at you: you're still standing. You're working, you're building, you're living. This is your victory. Every beam you erect is a blow against them. But if you charge blindly, more of you will die than necessary. Let him rot within his walls. His days are numbered."
The crowd murmured. Some nodded, others shook their heads. One shouted, "Words don't make a roof!" Zorro nodded. "No. But your hands do. Build, and build with fury. If the walls fall, it won't be because he tears them down—but because you are stronger."
It wasn't a speech that brought cheers. It was difficult, raw, honest. But they listened.
Bernardo stepped forward, lifted a beam, and carried it with the men. The people saw it, and it made more of an impression than any speech. Zorro followed, helping as best he could. Soon they were no longer just leaders, but workers among workers.
By evening, as the sun was setting, the first new walls were already standing. Rough, crooked, but they stood. Children painted Zs on them, large and defiant. Women were cooking in pots, men were drinking water, sitting in a circle, vowing to keep going.
Zorro stood in the shadows, watching them. His body was tired, his heart heavy, but he felt something he hadn't felt in a long time. Pride. Not in himself, but in them.
But he also knew that the palace would not stand idly by. The fire in the slum was no accident; it was a blow. And an animal that strikes back often strikes again.
The governor sat in the palace, listening to reports from the last men who still dared to serve him. "They're building again," they said. "They're still standing." The governor laughed, a dry, broken laugh. "Then let them build," he hissed. "So we can burn them down once more."
His voice was weak, but his eyes burned. He was no longer a lord, no longer a king. He was just a man lurking in the shadows, full of hatred.
And outside, in the slums, men and women swore: "Never again. Never again shall they burn us down."
Zorro knew the fight wasn't over yet. But he had seen that even from ashes something could grow. And that was more dangerous to the governor than any sword.
The days became as heavy as wet blankets. No one slept well. Those who could sleep slept with one eye open, their hands clasped around the stick, as if that could drive the flickering fire from their heads. People continued to build. Building became a ritual, a small answer: Those who build haven't given up. Those who build are carving a piece of the future into the planks.
Zorro ran between the new walls, through rows of crooked beams and newly nailed boards. He could still smell the burning in his clothes, but the people's hands now smelled of clay and hard work, not just soot. Women who had sat whimpering on the ground yesterday were now carrying beams on their shoulders. Men with fresh scars on their faces were shoveling, stamping earth, laying foundations. Children played among the logs, tearing little Zs into every door until the wood was covered with symbols, as if the scars could be translated into cuts that were no longer meant to hurt.
It wasn't a neat order. It wasn't a military plan. It was improvised belongings, thrown together in a crazy way, and yet it stood. And in this standing lay a kind of anarchy that was good. Anarchy that doesn't destroy. Anarchy that builds.
Zorro spoke little. Why talk when the hands do the talking? He created no lists or committees. He moved boards, lifted stones, tied a rope here, a cloth there. Bernardo cut beams, as quietly as only he could be. Two men who had never really used many words, and yet: their presence spoke. Their hands demonstrated a leadership that didn't unite, but participated.
But in the heat of reconstruction, something else was also growing. Rumors ran like rats in sewers: the governor was planning something, they said. Not just sending more soldados, not just a nightly massacre. They spoke of mercenaries from the mountains, of burning ships at the city gates, of a blow so cold that people shivered at the thought of it. There were whispers that he was prepared to fill the city with poison if he saw no other means. There were whispers that he would take children hostage. The rumors looked good in the eyes of those who wanted revenge. They were like gasoline poured on a fire.
Zorro heard this, and it ate at him. He was tired. He was exhausted. His body was a puzzle of pain. But the ear of a man who has learned to listen is dangerous. He knew that rumors could easily turn into panic. And panic is a poor defense; it makes the brightest ideas stupid and the bravest hearts deadly.
So he began to organize things. Not with orders. Not with grand speeches. But with small, idiotic, concrete tasks. One man was in charge of the water supply, one woman collected medicine, two boys were designated errand boys because no one else wanted to walk so much. Whoever had a pair of pliers became a carpenter; whoever had a knife became a cook. People laughed, sometimes they screamed, because they didn't want to work, they wanted to burn. But work is the guide of anger. Work transforms anger into something that isn't blind.
Zorro posted guards. Not military guards, no one in uniforms. Men who knew their neighbors. Women who called their children's names. Small teams that took turns patrolling, monitoring the gates, listening for fires at night. No military orders, just simple logic: we look out for each other because no one else is looking out for us. This form of protection, crude and improvised, often worked better than commando daughters and steel companies.
In the corners, some men whispered: "Let's go, storm the walls, get his head." The desire for blood is always louder in one's stomach when one is hungry, whether for bread or for revenge. Zorro smelled the old instincts; he knew them. He also knew the bills that would have to be paid later, often with one's life. "Not blindly," he said. "We won't drive our children to the cannons just because someone wants a head." Some glared at him, others nodded because someone was giving voice, and they liked the voice, even if they didn't always agree.
And the governor? He sat in the palace, chewing on the last sinews of power he had left. He sent messengers who ventured into the city at dusk, bearing counterfeit money and promises. Few returned. Most lay down in small sheds and remained silent. One messenger was picked up by the river. He carried paper and emptiness in his pocket. He told of men in the mountains who laughed when he showed them silver. "Gold? What good is that in a burning city?" they said. Zorro knew this. He knew that the system that supported the governor was bankrupt—not because of a battle, but because no one was feeding it anymore.
The city was organizing itself, and that was a problem for him. Church bells no longer rang to appease, but as a signal. People began to make simple rules: no looting of hospitals, no stealing from one's neighbors, justice in the simple court of the street. They didn't elect rulers; they sought administrators. Men and women who knew something: a blacksmith who knew how to sharpen a sword; a woman who knew herbs; a teacher who could still read. They were small fragments of administration, but they helped, and in times of need the truth becomes clear: those who help, stay.
But the rumors persisted. There were nightly cries that came from outside, like tests. Once a smoke torch on the city wall that no one had lit; once shouts in a dark language to unsettle the guards. Someone had paid money to keep the fear simmering. Zorro saw the patterns. Those who sow fear create new instruments of domination. And so he ordered the streets, issued silent instructions, taught young men how to read scouts, the signs on the ground. He took the time to teach them truth: how to ignite hell in the mind, and how to extinguish it. That was his work that week.
There were moments when Zorro stood on the edge and thought: Why do I do this, again and again? Why do I walk into fires, bump myself into pillars, save what others have ruined? And then a child came along, whose parents Zorro had saved the night before. The child stepped forward, dirty, his eyes wide, and handed Zorro a piece of bread. No thanks, no hymns. A piece of bread. And Zorro took it, folded it in his bloody hands, and in that moment everything was clear: this wasn't about heroism or honor. It was about bread. It was about a child having something to chew on tomorrow.
Reconstruction continued. Not perfect. Not enough. But it was honest. The people didn't just build, they also resolved: never again should the rich decide who burns. Never again should fire be a tool of the palace. These words, spoken so crudely at the bottom of a gully, began to take root. They weren't written on parchment. They were burned into people's faces.
And at night, when the Zs glittered in tar on the walls, when the guards patrolled the gates, Zorro sometimes sat alone on a roof, his legs dangling, and thought about the nights before Ortega fell. He thought of daggers, of agreements, of the letters, of Bernie, of all the blood. He thought of what was still to come. And although fatigue crushed him, he knew: the true test was yet to come. Reconstruction is work; resistance is war; and the human condition is that you must do one because you are fighting for the other.
The next morning, he gathered the people together. He didn't lead them, just asked questions. "Who can forge nails? Who knows a well?" They named names, experts, men who knew. Zorro dealt out tasks like cards in a game where everyone had a single card. Everyone took their card and went. And the city kept turning, a great, poorly oiled clockwork, but turning it did.
And somewhere, in a palace, an old man gnashed his nails, trying to nail back time. He couldn't. Time nailed itself to the planks Zorro and the others set. The city healed in small, misshapen steps. Not completely. Never completely. But enough that hope was no longer just a word, but things: beams, sweat, bread.
The fire in the slum had left scars. But it had also released something. The people who were still breathing breathed differently now. They breathed as if they had decided to no longer be victims. And Zorro? He looked at them and thought that maybe, just maybe, from this ruin something could arise that would last longer than any tyranny. He pulled his mask tighter, rubbed his hands together, and moved on, from one task to the next, from one wound to the next. The work waited. The audience didn't wait. The city waited.
The days following the fire were like a rush of fatigue. It was no longer possible to distinguish where work ended and pain began. Men carried beams with shoulders long since covered in bruises, women stirred pots with hands that still smelled of ash, children filled buckets of water that were heavier than their thin arms. But no one stayed seated. Those who sat died in the eyes of others. Those who stood lived.
Zorro moved through the neighborhood like a sooty ghost. He was there, helping, lifting people up, pulling children from half-collapsed shacks. He spoke little; he didn't have to. People had learned to read his eyes. One look, and they knew what to do. Bernardo was always with him, silent, but his hands were like machines. Wherever he got involved, the work was done twice as fast.
But while the reconstruction was underway, so too were the rumors. They hung in the air like smoke that just wouldn't go away. "The governor is preparing something," they said. "Not just soldados. Something bigger." Some said he had bought mercenaries from the mountains, men who knew no language except gold. Others whispered he wanted to throw poison into the well water. Still others said he had bribed priests to preach that Zorro was a devil, and whoever followed him would damn their souls.
The rumors were like rats. They ate through everything: through work, through hope, through courage. You could hear them at night, when the hammers fell silent and only the crackling of the new fires remained. "Did you hear? They're coming tomorrow." - "They already have scouts in the city." - "They want to tear down the neighborhood with cannons."
Zorro heard it all, and he knew: fear can destroy faster than fire. He began to gather the people. Not for speeches, but for order. "You think they're coming?" he asked. "Then we'll keep watch. You think they're poisoning the water? Then we'll check the wells. You think they're sending scouts? Then we'll look for clues." He turned rumors into work. Because work is the only cure for fear.
Some men grumbled. "We want to fight, not dig." Zorro looked at them, his gaze sharp, and they remained silent. Because they knew he was right.
The women organized kitchens, cooked for everyone, not just their families. They shared, and this sharing was more powerful than any sermon. The men built, the children brought news. A little boy, no older than ten, ran barefoot through the streets, shouting: "The fountain at the market is clean! No poison!" The crowd laughed, breathed a sigh of relief, and for the first time in days, it sounded like joy.
But the fear remained. Every night there were screams, noises, shadows. Once, a shed burned, no one knew how. Another time, a dead horse was found on the outskirts of town, its skin ripped open, a Z carved into its flesh—but not by Zorro. It was a sign that someone was trying to turn its form against him.
Zorro saw the dead animal, saw the people's faces. "They want you to believe it was me," he said harshly. "But you know my mark. I don't cut into the skin of animals. I cut into the skin of tyranny." The people nodded, but doubt still gnawed.
In the palace, the governor laughed. He heard the rumors, and he fed them. "Send messengers, let them whisper. Tell them Zorro is burning their children. Tell them he's poisoning their wells." He had hardly any soldiers, hardly any silver, but he still had words. Words like daggers.
But the people had become harder. The fire had shown them that they could endure more than they had believed. Yes, they doubted, yes, they whispered. But they kept building. Every beam they erected was a middle finger against the lies.
One evening, Zorro stood in front of the new huts. The sun burned red on the horizon, the neighborhood a patchwork of wood, clay, and sweat. Children ran, women cooked, men sat exhausted, but with eyes that were no longer just empty. Zorro sensed it: They had transformed pain into strength.
Bernardo placed a hand on his shoulder. Not a word, just a look: "It's coming. Prepare them." Zorro nodded. He knew the palace wouldn't remain silent. The fire had only been the beginning. The next blow would be greater, more cruel. But he also knew: This time the people were no longer defenseless.
And as night fell and the torches were lit, he vowed to himself: When the next fire comes, it won't just burn. It will strike back.
The nights grew longer, heavier. They tasted of smoke, fear, and anger. The fire in the slum was extinguished, but the real fire burned on—in people's heads, in their stomachs, in the conversations that began in whispers and ended in screams.
"The governor is preparing something," they said. "He has spies among us." - "He threw poison into the well." - "He'll set up cannons and flatten everything." The rumors ran through the streets like rabid dogs; no one could catch them, no one wanted to tame them.
Zorro listened, silently. He heard the panic eating into their voices. He knew that if he didn't control them, their rage would blind them. And blindness was exactly what the palace wanted.
On the third evening after the fire, he stood on a makeshift platform made of planks. Before him was the crowd: men with fists, women with red eyes, children listening as if it were a matter of life and death. He pulled his mask tighter, looked at them all, and spoke.
"You hear a lot," he said harshly. "They say he threw poison into the wells. Which of you drank it?" Silence. A few men murmured, shaking their heads. "No one," Zorro continued. "Then they're lies."
He paused, letting the words sink in. "They say he has spies among us. Perhaps that's true. But what can spies do? Eavesdrop? Whisper? But we act. We build. We fight. The people are stronger than any whisper."
The crowd murmured. Some nodded, others looked suspicious. Zorro knew words alone weren't enough. He had to show them that order was stronger than fear.
He called out names. Men and women who had proven themselves. "You guard the well. You check the supplies. You lead the night watches." He distributed responsibility so bluntly, so directly, that no one objected. Work was better than fear.
Bernardo stood beside him, handing out boards, drawing lines in the dust, showing the crowd how to reinforce simple barricades. He didn't speak, but his actions were an order. The crowd saw it, and they obeyed.
But not all of them. In the corners, men whispered, their eyes more hungry for blood than bread. "He's holding us back," they said. "He doesn't want us to storm the palace. Perhaps he himself is part of them." These words were dangerous. Hope could be shared, but mistrust multiplied more quickly.
One night, they caught a man at the edge of the neighborhood. He had parchments with him, letters bearing the governor's seal. They brought him to Zorro; the crowd went wild. "A spy!" they shouted. "Kill him!"
The man knelt, trembling, sweating. He wasn't a soldier, just a lowly clerk who had played messenger. "I had to," he stammered. "He threatened to kill my family." The crowd didn't listen. Stones flew, fists struck.
Zorro stepped in, his blade flashing in the torchlight. "Enough!" he roared. The crowd fell silent. "Do you want his blood? Do you think that will extinguish your fire? No. It makes you what they are. He is a tool, not an enemy. The enemy is in the palace."
The crowd murmured, angry and dissatisfied. Some wanted to continue shouting, but Zoro's gaze cut sharper than any blade. Finally, they retreated, grumbling and cursing.
He released the man. "Go," he said. "And tell your master that the people are still standing." The man ran, stumbled, and disappeared into the darkness. Bernardo looked at Zorro, and Zorro knew what he was thinking: "Was that wise?" Maybe not. But Zorro also knew: If the people drank blood, they would never stop.
In the palace, the governor sat, reading the scribe's report, and laughed. "He lets him live? Fool." But deep down, he knew this wasn't a sign of weakness, but of strength. For strength is holding back the dagger even though you could wield it.
The days turned into nights, the nights into days. The slum slowly grew again, raw, crooked, but it stood. And with every new beam, every new roof, so did the determination.
But beneath it all, beneath every hammer blow, beneath every bucket of water, lay the premonition: The next blow is coming. It will be greater than fire. And when it falls, the people must be prepared not only to survive, but to strike back.
Zorro stood on a rooftop, looking at the palace, its walls still looming darkly against the sky. "It's still holding out," he murmured. "But soon it won't. Soon it'll break."
Bernardo nodded. Not a word, just a look that said, "And if it breaks, we must be stronger than the fire it leaves behind."
The nights were no longer peaceful. Even if no scream was heard, the air was filled with the expectation that one was about to come. People no longer slept like people; they slept like animals, huddled together, ready to wake at any noise. The fire in the slum had burned their skin, but even more so, it had burned their nerves.
And yet: they built. They swore that no fire would drive them away. Every new beam they erected was like a sign to the palace: Look, you can burn us, but you can't make us disappear. Children who were crying yesterday were carrying boards today. Women who had lost their husbands were cooking for the guards. Men who were burying their children were placing Zs on the new doors.
Zorro walked through the streets, a shadow beneath soot and blood. He felt their eyes, felt their anger. They loved him, they hated him, they expected him to have the answer. But he didn't. He had only his blade, his horse, and the knowledge that he had to keep going, no matter what.
Bernardo was always by his side, silent, but with burning eyes. He pitched in, helped, pulled children from the rubble, built barricades. His silence was more than words. It was reliability.
But beneath it all lingered the question: What is the palace planning? The fire wasn't the end; it was merely a harbinger. Everyone knew it, even if no one said it out loud.
Rumors grew louder. "He's hired mercenaries in the mountains." - "He wants to pour poison into the wells." - "He's ordered cannons." Everyone knew that much of this could be lies, but everyone also knew that something had to happen. A dying animal bites, and the governor was a dying animal.
At night, the people gathered in the plaza. Torches burned, faces gleamed in the light. Men cried for vengeance, women for safety, children clung to one another. Zorro stepped forward, his mask gray with soot, his body tired, but his voice sharp.
"You survived," he said. "You saw what he wanted to take from you. Your homes. Your children. Your hope. But you live. You build. You are stronger than his flames."
The crowd roared, stamped, and shouted his name. But Zorro raised his hand. "But hear me: He will try again. And when he does, you must not be blind. Your anger is righteous, but if you are blind, it will kill you. We need guards, we need supplies, we need eyes in the night. Each of you is a weapon, but only together are you an army."
The crowd was silent. Some nodded, others growled. But they heard. And that was more than he could have expected.
An old man stood at the edge of the plaza. He raised his voice, rough, shaky, but clear. "We lost, yes. But we also won. They wanted us dead. But we stand here. They wanted us to be silent. But we scream. They wanted to turn us to ash. But we build. And as long as we build, we have already won."
A murmur went through the crowd, then a cheer. Not a frenzy, but a deep, heavy, honest roar. They understood: their victory lay not in the walls of the palace, but in the huts that had once again been built.
In the palace, the governor heard about it. He laughed, a hoarse, insane laugh. "They're building? Good. Then I'll burn them down again." But his servants looked at him like he was mad. They knew he had hardly any men left, hardly any power. But madness doesn't need an army. Madness only needs a spark.
Zorro knew this too. He stood on a rooftop, looking at the palace looming darkly against the sky. He knew the next blow would come, and it would be harder than fire. But he also knew the people were no longer the same. They were burned, yes. But they were also hardened.
Bernardo stepped beside him, looking at the torches burning in the streets. His eyes said, "It will come. But this time we are not alone."
Zorro nodded. "Yes. Not this time."
The night dragged on, heavy but full of breath. And every breath was a promise: the fire in the slum hadn't broken her. It had transformed her.
 
Hunting over the rooftops
The night was black as tar, the city silent but not peaceful. Everyone knew something was in the air. You could smell it, you could feel it in your bones. Dogs barked for no reason, children slept restlessly, men lay awake with their hands around their knives. And Zorro stood on a roof, his mask tight, his eyes alert, like an animal sensing the storm before it strikes.
The rumors had reached him. Spies. Assassins. Men the governor had sent, not to fight, but to kill him. They wouldn't come in battle; they would come in shadows. Daggers, not swords. Secretly, not openly. It was logical. The palace no longer had an army, only poison and shadows.
And the shadows moved. Zorro saw them, black on black, little more than flickering outlines, scurrying across rooftops. Men, skilled, quiet, trained. Not soldados—mercenaries, perhaps murderers from the mountains, perhaps street rats fed on silver. They didn't come through the alleys, they came from above. Across the rooftops.
Zorro gave a small smile. "So that's what you want," he murmured. Tornado pawed the ground below in the alley, restless but silent. Bernardo stood in the shadows, a gesture that said only, "Watch out."
The first one jumped. A dagger flashed in the moonlight, aimed directly at Zoro's neck. But Zoro was faster. He ducked; the dagger cut only cloth, not flesh. His blade answered, a metallic twang, a blow, a scream. The man fell back, slid off the roof, and crashed into an alley. A dull thud. Silence.
But there were more. Two, three, four figures, moving like shadow cats, light, dangerous. Zorro ran, his boots clattering softly on the tiles. Behind him, the breathing of his pursuers, in front of him, the labyrinth of rooftops.
The city was different from above. No alleys, no gates, just lines of bricks, gaps, cracks. One false step, and you'd fall into darkness. Zorro knew them, these roofs. He'd been up here many times. But his pursuers knew them too, and they were young, fast, and hungry.
He leaped from one rooftop to the next. Behind him, the scraping of boots, the metallic clang of weapons. One threw a dagger. It whizzed through the air, narrowly slicing past his face, striking sparks from the chimney. Zorro grinned narrowly. "You need to aim better."
He didn't stop. He ran, jumped, ducked. His pursuers did the same. One came closer, his footsteps hard, his breath short. Zorro waited, then stopped abruptly, turned, and struck. The blade flashed, struck flesh. A scream, a body fell, rolled across the bricks, and disappeared into the darkness.
But the others didn't give up. One came from the right, one from the left, trying to surround him. Zorro ducked, slid over bricks, felt the sharpness of the stone on his hands. He jumped, pulled himself up, and stood again. His muscles burned, his body screamed, but he kept going.
Bernardo below heard the noise, saw the shadows above the rooftops. He grabbed stones and threw them, hitting one of the men on the head. He fell. A scream, then silence. Zorro nodded to him, a brief signal.
But it wasn't over yet. The last one was persistent, fast, almost as fast as Zoro himself. He ran, jumped, held the dagger low, his eyes blazing like an animal's. Zoro sensed it: This was no ordinary murderer. This was someone who knew what he was doing.
They ran side by side, two shadows in the darkness, until the distance was only a breath. The man jumped, the dagger aimed at Zoro's chest. But Zoro turned, threw up his arm, and blocked. Sparks flew, blood flowed, but not enough to kill.
They fought, on rooftops, over chasms, every step a risk. Zorro struck, the man dodged. The man pushed, Zorro ducked. They were two animals, gnashing for their last breath.
Finally, Zoro's blade struck. Not deep, but enough. The man stumbled, slipped, his hand grabbed at bricks, found purchase, and hung there, panting, sweating. Zoro stood over him, the blade at his throat.
“Who sent you?” he asked roughly.
The man laughed, bloody, hoarse. "You know," he gasped. "He... he wants you dead... and if not him... then someone else."
Zoro pressed the blade deeper. "Tell me his plan."
The man coughed blood. "He... has nothing left. Only madness. But madness... can kill more than armies."
Zorro let go. The man fell, disappearing into the darkness. A crash, then silence.
He stood there, breathing heavily, his mask covered in sweat, his sword red. The roofs below him trembled with footsteps, but there were no enemies left. Only the people cheering below. "Zorro! Zorro!"
He raised his hand and remained silent. His heart raced, his body ached. But he knew: This was only the beginning. The chase across the rooftops was the harbinger. The palace no longer had an army, only shadows. And shadows are most dangerous when they know the light is coming soon.
Night had fallen even deeper over the city. Black velvet, tinged with smoke and the occasional flash of a blade as the moon made its way through the clouds. Zorro stood on a rooftop ridge, breathing heavily, sweat burning in his eyes, the blood on his blade still warm. But it wasn't a pause, it was just a breath. Because he heard it: footsteps. More footsteps.
The hunt wasn't over. They hadn't sent him with a few cheap street rats. They'd brought in a whole handful, men who moved like shadows. Each one was trained to chase across rooftops, to leap, to kill. They weren't here for glory. They were here to rip a mask off the game.
He started running. Below him, the city slept in tatters, the slums still burned in his memories, but on the rooftops, another war raged. Zorro jumped, his boots slipping on bricks, his hands grabbing edges, he pulled himself up, on, on. Behind him, voices, not screams, just hoarse breathing. Professionals. They weren't screaming. They were hunting.
He turned, saw a figure directly behind him. The man's blade flashed, aimed forward. Zoro ducked, let him run past, and kicked. The man stumbled, a scream, then a dull thud in the darkness. Gone. Three remained.
Bernardo below heard the noise, saw the shadows moving across the sky. He followed them like a hunter, silent but ready to intervene at any moment. In one hand a stone, in the other a wooden club. Not a sword, but enough.
Zorro kept running. The rooftops were a labyrinth. Chimneys rose like dark towers, clotheslines fluttered, sparks rose from fireplaces. Every leap could be his last. The men behind him knew it, but they knew no fear. They hunted as if they were dogs, and he was the stag.
One caught up, leaped forward. Zorro heard the crunch of his boots, felt his breath on his neck. He dropped, slipped under a rope, and rolled over the bricks. The man stumbled, got caught, landed hard, his ribs cracking like dry wood. He didn't scream, he just breathed heavily, gasping. Zorro didn't look at him again. Two remained.
The city seemed to wake up. Windows opened, faces appeared. "Zorro!" someone shouted. "Zorro is running!" Children screamed, women held torches high. The hunt was no longer in the shadows. It was visible, loud, like a theater on the rooftops.
The two pursuers weren't bothered. They were fixated, their eyes fixed on him. One threw a dagger. The steel hissed through the air, landing just beside Zoro's head, tearing a brick from the wall. Splinters flew. Zoro leaped forward, hearing the gasp behind him.
He knew he couldn't run forever. His body was exhausted, his lungs burned, every scar inside him screamed. He had to end it.
He leaped onto a wide rooftop that stretched across an entire city block. Here he could stand, fight, not just run. He turned, blade raised, eyes hard. "Come," he shouted, his voice a growl. "Come and take what you seek."
The two didn't hesitate. They advanced on him, swiftly, silently, deadly. The first thrust, his blade aimed low. Zoro parried, sparks flying, steel on steel. They pressed, the second came from the side, trying to cut him like a piece of meat. Zoro ducked, rolled, struck back. His blade struck his leg, blood spurted. A scream, but the man still stood.
It wasn't a beautiful fight. Not a heroic ballet. It was dirt, sweat, blood. Blows that stumbled more than flew, kicks that hurt more than landed. Zorro felt his muscles burning, his hands shaking, but he didn't stop.
A blow, a kick, a scream. One of the men fell, rolled over the edge, and hung there, his fingers gripping the bricks. Zorro kicked, and the fingers slipped away. The man fell, silently, disappearing into nothingness.
The last one was still standing. He was taller, broader, his breathing steady, his eyes dark. He swung the blade, hard, fast. Zorro dodged, blocked, felt the blow all the way to his arm. They fought, back and forth, across the entire length of the roof.
Below, the crowd cheered, calling his name as if it were a game. But it wasn't a game. It was death, up here, between two men who knew only one would see the morning.
Finally, Zoro's blade found the gap. A stab, deep, right in the gut. The man gasped, his eyes widened, then went blank. He slumped, fell onto the bricks, and remained motionless.
Zorro stood there, breathing heavily, his sword bloody, his body trembling. The crowd below cheered, shouted, and wept. He raised his hand, a brief gesture. Not a triumph, just a signal: I still stand.
Bernardo stepped out of the shadows, looked down at him. Their eyes met, and Zorro knew: This wasn't over. This was just a foretaste. The palace no longer had an army, but it still had shadows. And shadows kept coming.
He wiped the blade, sheathed it, and continued across the rooftops, into the night, into the smoke. The hunt was over. But the next one would come. And he would be ready.
Zorro had cleaned the blade, but it still smelled of blood. He knew it wasn't the last blood. The men who had chased him across the rooftops hadn't been there by chance. They weren't the last. They were just the first. Shadows have brothers, and brothers have fathers who pay them. The governor might no longer have an army, but he had gold. And gold was enough to buy men who killed in the dark.
He sat on a rooftop, the city below him, and thought: If he keeps waiting, if he only reacts, eventually he won't be able to react anymore. One night, the dagger comes, and he's too deeply asleep to feel it. So he had to reverse the roles. The prey becomes the hunter.
Bernardo came, quietly, as always. He brought bread, water, and a hand on his shoulder. Zorro nodded. "Tonight," he said. "We're not waiting any longer. Tonight we're going to look for her." Bernardo responded with a look that said: Finally.
The city was full of whispers. Everyone knew something was lurking. In dark alleys, on silent rooftops. Men who weren't from the city but now lived there, with cold eyes and daggers in their boots. They weren't soldados. They wore no uniform, no flag. They were foreign, and that was precisely what made them dangerous.
Zorro began the chase. He knew the roofs, every gap, every spot where a tile was missing. He moved silently, accompanied only by the wind. Bernardo was down in the alleys, a shadow among shadows, his eyes everywhere.
They found the first ones quickly. Two men crouching on a roof, whispering, waiting. Zorro jumped, his blade flashing, two blows, two screams, then silence. He left the bodies lying there, visible for the others to find. Fear was a weapon, and now it belonged to him.
The hunt continued. Through narrow streets, across rooftops, through windows long since broken. Zorro was an animal who no longer knew peace. He smelled them, he heard them, he felt them. Once, he found a dagger rammed into a door, a sign that they were looking for him. He laughed quietly, pulled the dagger out, and instead rammed it into the table of a tavern where they were about to drink. A message: I'm closer than you think.
The people of the city saw him, heard the fighting on the rooftops, saw shadows falling. They began to whisper: "Zorro is chasing them." It was no longer the palace that spread fear. It was Zorro, and this time the fear worked for him.
In one night, he caught three. They were barricaded in a garret, daggers ready, patient as spiders. He entered, calmly, like a guest. They leaped, but he was faster. Steel flashed, blood spurted, screams filled the garret. When it was over, he stood there, bloodstained, his mask dark. "Go back to your master," he murmured. "Tell him his shadows have no place here." But no one lived to tell the tale.
Bernardo dragged the bodies out and left them lying in the streets. People saw them in the morning, and they knew: the city didn't belong to the shadows. It belonged to them again.
But the more he hunted, the more Zorro realized: The governor was playing a different game. Every assassin was not just a dagger, he was also a messenger. A messenger that showed: I can reach you at any time. The message was clear: No one was safe. Not Zorro, not the people.
So Zorro sharpened his message. He carved Zs into doors where he had killed a shadow. He left masks on the bodies, masks of cloth, crudely cut. An army of masks, even if it was just him. People saw it, laughed, whispered. "He's not alone." They believed it, and belief was a weapon.
In the palace, the governor heard about it. He shouted, threw cups, and beat servants. "He's chasing my men? He's making a fool of me?" His face was red, his hands shaking. "Then get more! Get me every bastard who kills for gold! Get me men who know no fear!" But the servants looked at him, and they knew: There weren't many left. Gold could buy killing, yes. But gold couldn't kill hope. And hope lived on the rooftops.
Zorro knew things couldn't go on like this forever. He couldn't hunt every night, couldn't fend off every dagger. His body was tired, his scars more numerous. But he also knew: every night he hunted was a night the people believed the governor was growing weaker. And that was the truth.
He stood on a roof, his mask wet from the rain, the blade heavy in his hand. Below him, the people whispered that the shadows were dying. Behind him, Bernardo, silent, but with eyes that said: "One more night. Then perhaps peace."
Zorro nodded. One more night. And if not, then one more. Because as long as he breathed, the palace couldn't breathe.
The hunt was no longer a flight. It was war. War above people's heads, war in the shadows. And Zorro knew: In this war, there were no winners. Only survivors.
The roofs were no longer just roofs. They were a second floor above the city, a battlefield that most people never looked at because they lived with their eyes fixed on the alleys below. But now they looked up. Every glance was upwards. Because up above, shadows were running, fighting, dying. Because Zorro was up there.
Word had spread like fire in dry grass: At night, the city no longer belonged to the streets, but to the rooftops. And the rooftops belonged to Zorro. Children stood at windows, looking up at the sky, hoping to see the black shadow leap. Old men whispered prayers as they heard the sounds: metal on metal, dull thuds, screams that quickly cut off. Women held their children tight, pointing at the Zs carved into the chimneys that morning. Signs that Zorro had been there. Signs that he was awake.
But Zorro knew: the rooftops weren't a theater. They were war. And war was ugly. He stumbled, he bled, he ran, even though his legs no longer wanted to run. Every night, one came, sometimes two, sometimes three. Men with daggers, men with bows, men crawling from the walls like insects. He hunted them, yes. But they also hunted him.
Bernardo guarded the alleys below, warned him with signs, and threw stones whenever he saw a shadow coming too close. Sometimes he ran with him, climbing as fast as his mute hands would allow. But Zorro was mostly alone up there, and the solitude on the bricks was difficult. He had only his breath, his sword, and his rage.
One night, as the rain made the roofs slippery, the greatest hunt came. Not two, not three—six. They moved like wolves, from different directions, faster, quieter, more determined. It was no longer a chase; it was an attempt to encircle him, to devour him.
Zorro felt it. His heart beat faster, but not out of fear. It was the rhythm of survival. He ran, jumped, slid over wet bricks, his boots thumping, his breath smoke in the cold wind. Behind him, beside him, above him: shadows.
The city heard it. Screams, blades, the rain washing away blood. Men and women looked out windows, holding their breath. Children called his name. But above, there was no hero, just a man fighting for his life.
The first one came head-on, a dagger in the light. Zorro blocked, kicked, the man slipped, fell. A dull thud. Gone. But five remained.
The second one leaped from the side, too fast, too close. Zorro felt the blade on his shoulder, blood running, warm in the rain. He growled, struck back, hit. The man screamed, toppled backward, disappeared. Four remained.
They circled him. A circle of shadows, a dance of death. Zorro turned, searching for a gap. Bernardo below threw a stone, hitting one man in the head. The man staggered, and Zorro took advantage. One blow, deep, brutal. Three remained.
The roofs trembled beneath his footsteps. Tiles came loose, fell, and crashed into the alleys. The people below screamed and fled, but they still looked up. The fight belonged to them as much as it did to him.
The third came from behind. Zoro turned, narrowly blocked. Steel clanged, sparks flew. He kicked, the man stumbled, almost fell, but caught himself. Zoro grabbed him, pulled him up, and pushed him back. A scream, then silence. Two remained.
They were better. Tougher. Their blades were faster, their eyes calmer. They fought not like mercenaries, but like men with nothing to lose. One thrust, the other blocked, they worked together, a dance of steel. Zorro dodged, parried, felt his muscles burning, his lungs on fire.
The rain made everything harder. Every step was a risk. Every grip could mean slipping. One of them took advantage, kicked, Zorro slipped, knelt, the blade came. He raised his sword, blocked, the blow was so hard his arms trembled. But he held. He rolled, jumped up, struck. The man gasped, blood spurted, he fell. One man remained.
The last one stood before him. Tall, broad, with a scar across his face. His eyes were black and empty. No hatred, no anger, just emptiness. Men like him don't die easily.
They fought for a long time. Blades clashed, footsteps treaded on bricks, blood in the rain. Zorro felt every scar, every old wound. But he also heard the voices below calling. "Zorro! Zorro!" He sensed he wasn't alone.
One final blow. A stab, deep, right in the heart. The man gasped, fell, and lay there.
Zorro stood there, breathing heavily, the rain washing away the blood. He looked at the crowd below. They were screaming, cheering, crying. He raised his hand. Not in triumph, just a sign: I'm still here.
But he knew: It wasn't over. The rooftops were a battlefield, yes. But the war was bigger. The governor had even more madness in him, and madness was harder to kill than men.
Zorro saw the palace in the distance. Dark, silent, like a corpse not yet buried. "Soon," he murmured. "Soon I'll come."
Bernardo stood below, looked at him, and nodded. And Zorro nodded back. They both knew: the hunt continued. But not forever. At some point, there would be no more shadow, only the heart of madness. And he had to strike that heart.
The night was no longer silent. It was a chorus of voices, shouts, footsteps on bricks, the screech of steel. What had begun as a chase between Zorro and the shadows had grown into something else. Something greater. The roofs no longer belonged only to the killers; they now also belonged to the people.
It started with the children. The ones who always stood at the window, curious, their eyes wide open, their hearts filled with adrenaline as they watched shadows flitting across the rooftops. At some point, just watching was no longer enough for them. They climbed themselves. At first, a few of them, barefoot, nimble as cats. They ran along the rooftops, shouting: "Zorro is here! There! There!" They weren't fighters, they were eyes. Eyes that saw everything in the night.
Then the men followed. Not the young ones out for blood, but the old ones who had seen enough to know that they couldn't wait. They climbed, slowly, clumsily, with sticks, with knives, with the courage of desperation. They stood at the edges of the roofs, threw stones at the shadows that chased Zorro.
The women didn't stay behind. Some climbed high, carrying burning torches, illuminating the rooftops so that the murderers had no cover. Others shouted up the path, warning, guiding. The rooftops became a network, a living, breathing network in which everyone knew that Zorro wasn't alone.
Zorro felt it as he ran. The city breathed with him. Every jump, every punch, every turn—he was no longer just a man; he was part of something greater. The people were above, not just below. They were Shadowhunters, even if they didn't wear masks.
The killers didn't understand. They had thought they were hunting one man. But now they were hunting an entire city. Every step became harder, every leap riskier. Because there was always a stone, a torch, a scream that would betray them.
That night, Zorro wasn't fighting alone. He heard the shouts, the commands, the calls. "Left, Zorro! Up!" Children shouted, women shouted, men screamed. He heard, and he reacted. His blade flashed, his steps were faster, harder.
A killer leaped at him, dagger raised. But before he could land, a stone, thrown by a boy, flew. It struck the man in the temple, and the man stumbled. Zoro's blade did the rest.
Another hid in the shadow of a chimney. But a woman held up a torch, and the light fell on him. He hissed, blinded, and Zorro cut him down.
The people cheered. They shouted his name, but they also shouted their own. "We! We're here!" It was no longer just Zoro's fight. It was theirs.
Bernardo climbed onto a roof himself, panting but determined. He didn't look back. He stood ready next to Zorro, club in hand. Together they fought, side by side, two shadows against many.
The city below saw it. They saw men and women on the rooftops, children with torches, Zorro with his sword. And they understood: This was no longer a spectacle. It was revolution. Not in the streets. On the rooftops.
The killers fought fiercely, but they were isolated. Every step brought them closer to the people who didn't understand them. They were professionals, yes. But professionals also die when the world itself is fighting against them.
One fell, hit by stones, slid across the bricks, and crashed to the ground. Cheers. Another was cornered by a group of men, clubs against blades, blood against courage. He fell, screaming.
Zorro continued to fight. His muscles burned, his blood dripped, but he didn't stop. Because he knew: This night would decide more than just his survival. This night would decide whether the people could believe they themselves were a weapon.
Hours passed like minutes. The rain stopped, the sky cleared, the moon broke through. Bodies lay everywhere, on rooftops, in alleys, in shadows. Some wore masks, others didn't. But the message was clear: The city had hunted. And it had won.
In the morning, it was quiet. No scream, no clatter. Only the whisper of the wind over the chimneys. The roofs were empty except for the marks Zorro had left behind. Capital Zs, carved into bricks, written in blood, painted in smoke.
The people stood below, looking up. They saw that their roofs were no longer just roofs. They were symbols. They were a second floor on which they stood when the first was taken from them.
In the palace, the governor heard about it. He raged, screamed, and hit. "The roofs! The roofs belong to me! Everything belongs to me!" But he knew it was a lie. The roofs were lost. And whoever loses the roofs loses the city.
Zorro stood high above everything, on one of the highest roofs. His cloak fluttered in the morning breeze, his mask gray with blood and sweat. He saw the city slowly awakening, the rubble, the new beams, the faces full of exhaustion and hope.
Bernardo stood next to him, also watching. Not a word, just a look: "It was her night." Zorro nodded. Yes, it had been her night. Not just his.
And he knew: This was more dangerous for the palace than any blade. For a city that has learned to fight above its own heads is invincible.
The morning after the hunt was quiet, too quiet. No shout, no clang, no dog barking. Only the dripping of rainwater from the gutters and the heavy breathing of the city, unsure whether it had won or simply survived.
The roofs were empty, but people still stared upwards, as if new shadows might appear at any moment. Women held children by the hand, men shoved knives into their belts, even if they were just fetching water. No one trusted the calm. It wasn't calm, it was a silence before something.
Zorro stood on a rooftop, his legs heavy, his sword still at his side. He had fought, he had survived, he had seen the people fight with him. But he knew the palace wouldn't stop. The governor was like an old dog with rotten teeth—too weak to bite properly, but full of hatred that made him dangerous nonetheless.
Bernardo brought water and bread, silently placing it beside him. Zorro took a piece and chewed, but it tasted of ash. His body cried out for rest, but his mind was awake, too awake. Every moving shadow, every gust of wind that made the laundry flutter, made him raise his hand to the blade.
People began to tell their stories. They sat in the alleys, on broken staircases, in the ruins of the slum. Everyone had seen the roofs come alive. Children boasted that they had thrown stones, women swore that their torches had chased away the shadows. Men spoke of Zorro, but also of themselves. It was no longer just his story. It was theirs.
That made them proud. But it also made them nervous. Because if they were so strong, if they truly controlled the rooftops, what would the palace do? No one believed the governor would quietly rot in his chair. Everyone knew he was planning something. Something that cut deeper than daggers.
Rumors came like flies to carrion. "He's gathering his last men." - "He's prepared an ambush." ​​- "He's going to set a fire bigger than the one in the slum." No one knew what was true, but everyone believed something of it was true. Because madness never sleeps.
Zorro heard it all. He walked through the alleys, saw their faces. Tired but alert. Strong, but full of fear. He knew that if he didn't guide them, the fear would take over again. But this time he kept his mouth shut. He knew that words weren't enough now. They had to feel for themselves that they were strong enough.
At night, silence returned. No scream, no fight, no daggers on the rooftops. Only the crackling of fires, the murmur of voices. Zorro lay on a rooftop, his mask off, looking up at the sky. Stars, clear, cold. He thought of all the nights before, of blood, of fire, of Ortega, of the soldiers he had defeated. And he thought of the governor. A man sitting alone in a palace, still believing he was master, while the city had long since turned away.
Bernardo sat down next to him. Not a word, just silence. Sometimes silence was all one needed. But Zorro knew: the silence wasn't real. It was just a breath before something broke.
In the palace, the governor raged. He had heard reports: his men dead, his shadows fallen, and Zorro still lived. He screamed, threw chairs, and smashed walls. "Then I'll kill them all!" he roared. "All of them! Let the city burn! Let no one be left!" His servants didn't dare look at him. They knew he had long since lost his mind.
He was planning an ambush. It wasn't a plan full of strategy, not a military masterpiece. It was madness, raw, bloody. He wanted to lure the people into a trap, burn them all down when they gathered. He was waiting for the moment when hope was greatest, and he wanted to tear it apart with a single blow.
Zorro didn't know the details. But he felt it. He felt the madness hanging in the air. Every night that was too quiet was a clue. Every night without a shadow meant something greater was waiting.
He stood on a rooftop, the city below, his heart heavy. Bernardo beside him, his eyes hard. "It will come soon," Zorro murmured. Bernardo nodded. Not a word, just a look: Yes. Soon.
The roofs were silent. But in the silence lurked the final ambush.
The city held its breath. No one said it out loud, but everyone felt it: something was coming. It hung in the air, like electricity before a storm, like smoke that doesn't dissipate even though the fire is no longer burning. The rooftops were silent, too silent. No killers, no shadows, no pursuers. Only the emptiness, which was heavier than any battle.
Zorro walked the rooftops, night after night. His boots on the tiles, his sword at his side, his eyes alert. But he found nothing. No figures, no footsteps. He could have been happy, but it made him uneasy. For when the enemy is silent, it's not because he has given up, but because he is waiting.
Down in the alleys, the people told stories. Of the night they themselves had climbed onto the rooftops, of stones, torches, and courage. They told them with pride, but also with fear. For everyone knew that the palace would not hold still. Everyone knew that a final blow had to come.
Children played Zorro, ran through the streets, swung sticks like swords, and leaped from walls. Women sewed masks from old cloths, tied them around their husbands, and laughed, even though their eyes were full of tiredness. Men sat by the fire, sharpening knives, no longer secretly, but openly. They were all preparing, even if they didn't know what for.
Zorro saw it. He saw their determination, but he also saw their vulnerability. One false step, one ambush, and everything they had built could return to ashes. He felt it in his bones: The Governor wasn't waiting for him to grow stronger. The Governor was waiting for them to become careless.
Bernardo was quieter than usual. His eyes were darker, his movements heavier. He felt it too. They stood together on a rooftop, looking at the city bathed in the pale moonlight. No smoke, no fire, just this oppressive silence. "It's too quiet," Zorro murmured. Bernardo nodded, his hand on his knife.
It was different in the palace. There was no peace. There was madness. The governor screamed, raged, and shouted orders no one understood. He spoke of traps, of ambushes, of fire that would engulf the entire city. His men listened, but they no longer believed him. They looked at him, this old, sweating man, whose eyes wandered, whose hands trembled, and they knew: He was no longer a ruler. He was a madman plotting his own downfall. But a madman with enough hatred to sweep many more along with him.
Zorro sensed the madness, even without seeing it. He sensed that the governor was prepared to destroy everything just to avoid falling alone. And he knew: Soon it would happen. Soon the final blow would come.
People felt it too. They no longer went out into the night unarmed. They no longer left their children alone. They kept vigil, more intensely than before. But they couldn't prevent the moment, only wait.
The roofs were his domain, but they were silent. He walked them, searching, lurking. But he found nothing. No dagger, no killer. Only silence. And silence is worse than a sword. Silence makes the head sick.
One night he sat on a high roof, Tornado down in the alley, Bernardo beside him. He saw the palace, black, silent, a shadow on the horizon. He saw the city, full of people, full of hope, full of fear. And he knew: soon these two shadows would collide.
"It's the final ambush," he murmured. Bernardo nodded. They both knew: the next fight wouldn't be in the alleys, or on the rooftops. It would be bigger. One blow that would decide everything.
The city waited. Zorro waited. The governor waited. Everything was taut like a rope about to break.
And in this stillness, in this silence, in this waiting, everyone knew: the next scream would be the last.
 
The last ambush
The palace was silent, but it wasn't a peaceful standstill. It was the calm of a predator crouching, muscles tensed, ready to pounce. Every servant who hadn't yet fled felt it. The governor was no longer a ruler; he was a prisoner of his own madness. But a prisoner who still held the key to a powder keg in his hands.
Zorro knew it was true. He saw the silence that lasted too long, the silence that weighed more heavily than screams. The rooftops were empty, no more assassins, no more shadows. It was as if the palace had surrendered. But Zorro knew his enemy. Men like him don't give up. They retreat to prepare the final blow.
The people felt it too. They built, they laughed, they sang – but it sounded forced. Everyone knew it was only a thin veneer covering their fear. They looked toward the palace when they thought no one was looking. Children asked their mothers when the fire would return. The mothers remained silent because they had no answer.
Bernardo collected signs. He walked silently through the alleys, observing. A wagon rolling into the palace at night. Large, heavy crates, shod with iron. Men with faces like stone, meeting in dark corners. Women who said the governor had summoned priests to preach that Zorro was the Antichrist. A web of rumors, but Zorro saw the patterns. And the pattern said: Trap.
The only question was: where and when.
Zorro was tired, but his tiredness had grown old, a second skin. He rode Tornado through the streets, slowly, visibly. He wanted them to see him. He wanted the palace to think he was careless. Because only then would the enemy reveal the final ambush.
The people cheered him, but there was concern in their eyes. They knew he was challenging them. They knew he was calling for the blow that had long been in the air. But they remained silent because they understood there was no other way.
At night, he sat with Bernardo by the fire, somewhere between ruins and newly built huts. The smoke rose into the stars, the faces of the people around him were hard, tired, determined. Zorro spoke little. But when he spoke, they listened. "He will come. Perhaps with fire. Perhaps with steel. Perhaps with both. But when he comes, you must not retreat. For this is our city. Not his."
A murmur went through the crowd. No cheers, no euphoria. Just a quiet, heavy yes.
In the palace, the governor paced back and forth. His eyes were red, his hands trembling. "They think they've won," he murmured. "They think the roofs belong to them, the streets, the night. But they're wrong. I'll show them who owns the city. I'll burn them all in one fell swoop." His generals—that's what he called the last desperate men still with him—looked at him, and they knew his plan was madness. But they also knew that madness was dangerous when he still had power.
Zorro didn't know what the blow would look like, but he knew it was coming. Every fiber of his being screamed for it. Every shadow that was too still was a clue. Every wind that blew the smoke from the palace over was an omen.
The city held its breath.
And when the bell rang, deep in the night, everyone knew: the final ambush had begun.
The bell had barely rung when night fell. Not the gentle darkness one is used to, but a darkness like oil, heavy and smooth, flowing through the alleys, wanting to swallow everything. From the palace came sounds that were not good omens: doors slamming, footsteps that were not rhythmic but hurried, as if someone were trying to hide something or start digging. Men were preparing, but it wasn't a proper preparation; it was hasty, desperate, like putting a noose around the neck of an entire city.
Then came the first torch. It flickered on the edge of the palace gate, a small dot that suddenly became a signal. Soon, more followed. Not just soldiers with torches, but wagons slid belly down over the cobblestones, laden with crates, with iron, with something that couldn't be said aloud. Men dismounted, tied things down, muttered, laughed in a tone that would raise hell. It was organized, yes, but in an ugly, primitive way: they wanted to force the city to assemble, under some pretext, and then strike. One final spectacle, a trap, a feast of light and fire.
Zorro heard the rumors the way one hears rumors that swarm through the alleys like rats: "They're calling for a feast," someone said. "They promise bread, wine, amnesty." Others whispered, "They have priests who will preach, they say the Lord must be honored." And still others, who seemed even colder, simply said, "It's a trap. They want to burn us." No one knew exactly which part was true, and that was intentional. When you no longer believe anyone, when you no longer know whether bread is a gift or a snare, you can pass off any cry of panic as the truth.
He rode through the streets because he wanted to show that he was visible. Not out of vanity or ambition—those weren't the words for what he did—but because he wanted to know how they would react. People saw him coming, their faces open like wounds. Some ran to him and said, "Tell us if we should go." Others said, "If they give us bread, we'll go. Our children are starving." And still others looked at him with eyes like knives: "Do you promise us that you'll save us if they betray us?" He promised nothing. He only had the mind and the mask. He was good enough with the mind, and the mask helped keep hope from shattering.
They had bought a voice among the people, a priest, soft-spoken, hard-eyed, who climbed onto the platform that had been set up between the old plane tree and the fountain. He spoke of order, of forgiveness, of "the Lord who administers justice." Hungry people hung on his every word. It's a fundamental law of the world: hunger makes you receptive to words. Some wept, some clasped their hands. The priest's hymn sounded like silk, like promises. But Zorro stood in the crowd, behind a man with a raspy voice, and saw the priest's eyes. The gaze was cold. Too cold, and therein lay a reckoning.
Then, as the assembly filled, as the palace chandeliers—not real chandeliers, just torches in men's hands—twinkled like a web of sparks above the crowd, it began. Not with cannons, not with drums. It began with smoke, thick and sweet, settling like flannel across the field. People coughed, held their eyes, not immediately finding the reason. Some fell to their knees, thinking they might pray. Others fell because they staggered, their legs soft as bread.
Zorro pulled people aside, grabbed a child, pulled a man out of the circle, and pushed a young father in front of him, who gasped for air. Bernardo, as always without making much noise, threw burning torches into the sewer, knocked them out, tore at ceilings, and smashed them over flames. The first ones were dead, brutally, as only fire and planned madness can kill. The stuff in the air wasn't wood smoke. It smelled of oil, of something that wasn't burning but suffocating. People screamed, fell, and perished like dehydrated houseplants.
That was the plan: They wanted to paralyze the crowd, corral them, then cut off the entrances, close the gates, and keep the flames at the edges so the city couldn't spread. They were afraid people would run away. So they turned the assembly into a cage. And anyone who's in a cage spends their last hours not in prayer, but in repentance.
Zorro ran through the chaos. The square was a picture of ash and screams, adults staggered like drunks, children stepped on each other, struggling for breath. He cut with his blade, but more so he cut through the crowds with his bare hands, tore away blankets, smashed burning remains, smashed flickering oil cans that the palace men had scattered in the shadows so they would burst into flames like tinder. It was a fight for minutes, for seconds. Every breath he stole was a life.
The men of the palace had thought they were being clever: they had positioned snipers in the alleys, on rooftops, eyes aimed at escape routes. They had expected arrows, bolts, even poisoned spears. They thought the city would scatter in panic, and then thieves, cowards, and murderers would intercept them. Instead, the people stood like cattle in an arena. Their rage, fueled by scorched air, transformed into something terribly metaphysical: they didn't want to run; they wanted those men's heads.
Zorro knew they couldn't win this, not without order. He shouted, he drummed, he led. He wasn't a general, but in those hours, he was. He ordered people to open gates, he instructed men to fetch ladders to crawl over walls, he brought water from the canals, which ran fast and smelled foul, but it cooled the flames. People who had previously been bent over suddenly pitched in, carrying buckets, hauling wood, stamping embers. It was dirty and holy at the same time. A man who owned nothing yesterday suddenly became a hero because he held his bucket correctly.
And then came the decision. As the governor in the palace yelled about the incident, how everything was still going according to plan, that only a few madmen were wrecking it, the gates opened wide. Not by the palace, but because Bernardo had ripped the barriers off their hinges at the other end of the square. Men in draped cloaks who had previously mocked him now ran away with torches in their hands, confused, struck by their own force of events. The city hadn't split; it had come together. That was the moment a trap was reversed.
But complacency is a dangerous friend. Just because the first layers of their trap had been blown, not everyone believed the war was over. Zorro saw men with blood on their hands, heard the voices suddenly calling for heads: "Let's get them! Tear down the palace!" He slammed his hand on the table of a servile ghost and said: "Not blindly. Not today. We'll save the people, then we'll take what we need." Some listened, others roared. That's the nature of the crowd: it wants blood, and blood is a revenge that always demands far more than it pays.
By night's end, the square was no longer a place for celebration. It was a battlefield. Men who had laid the trap lay scattered, captured, or killed. Others fled into the palace, only to stumble upon shouts, upon voices that once begged for bread and now cry out for justice. It was a strange sight: the powerful retreated into their narrow spaces, and the people stood in the open, exhausted, with soot on their faces, their eyes still wide open.
Zorro stood on a crate, blood and ash on his boots, and looked at the crowd. He wasn't happy. He was exhausted. He knew this wasn't the end. There was still madness in the palace, and madness has the strange habit of clinging to the smallest things. But the trap had been broken, at least for this night. And that was enough to bring a silence to the city, which this time wasn't a deathly silence, but a sigh of relief.
He stepped down into the crowd, helping where he could. Children were saved, women supported. Bernardo bandaged wounds, his hands quick, relentless, and steady. And as they worked, as they extinguished the flames, they knew: the last ambush hadn't disappeared. It would return. But this time they were no longer standing in lines with bowed heads. They stood together, and that made a difference.
The city still smelled of burnt oil and cold blood as dawn broke. Smoke hung in the alleys, clinging to the walls like a bad dream that couldn't be shaken off. Men sat silently on the stones, their faces black with soot, their hands sore from shoveling, carrying, and fighting. Women bandaged wounds, washed children with water that itself tasted of ash. No one spoke of victory. No one dared to utter the word. It hadn't been a victory, just survival.
Zorro walked through the alleys, step by step, Tornado beside him, Bernardo in the shadow. He heard their voices, quiet, broken but not broken. "We're still alive." "We survived the fire." "We didn't fall." Words driven like nails into old wood. Durable, rough, but they held.
But he knew it was only the beginning. The ambush had failed, yes. But he had seen how chaotic, how insane, how brutal the governor had become. A man so deep in his hatred wouldn't give up. He would only dig deeper, strike deeper. A wounded animal, tearing itself apart, but still possessing enough strength to drag anyone who came too close into the depths with it.
People began to hate the palace like never before. Before, it was fear; now it was rage. Real, burning rage. Men clenched their fists, women spoke of storming the gates, children drew Zs in the dust. It was as if the trap had not only harmed, but also unleashed something. A hunger, no longer just for bread, but for justice.
Bernardo saw it, and his gaze was heavy. He knew the danger. A people that awakens is strong, but also unpredictable. Rage is a fire that consumes everything, not just the enemy. Zorro felt the same. He stood on the edge of a well, saw the faces around him, hundreds of eyes fixed on him. They wanted a sign. They wanted to hear that the palace would fall. That he would lead them.
He spoke quietly, but the words carried. "You survived because you didn't separate. You fought because you stood together. But the trap shows us what he wants: not just me, but you. Every single one of you. He wants to suffocate you, burn you, break you. But you're still standing. So he will lose. But we mustn't be blind. Rage without reason kills us all."
A murmur, heavy and contradictory. Some nodded, others growled. But they heard. And sometimes hearing was more than enough.
In the palace, the governor raged. His face was red, his lips chapping as he screamed. "Why are they still alive? Why isn't the city burning? Why are they cheering for that bastard?" His men barely dared to raise their heads. They knew he was no longer plotting, but simply roaring until his heart burst. But even madness can be deadly when fed with fire and steel.
Zorro knew the next blow wouldn't be long in coming. Perhaps cannons, perhaps poison, perhaps something no one expected. The final ambush wasn't the end, but merely the overture.
He stood on the rooftops again at night, alone, his mask damp from the rain. He saw the palace, dark, silent, a tomb that hadn't been opened yet. And he whispered, so quietly that only the wind heard: "Come. Try again. This time I'll wait."
Bernardo stepped beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder. Not a word, just warmth. And sometimes that was worth more than any speech.
The city slept restlessly, but it slept. For it knew: the last ambush was not over. It still lurked. And when it came, it would come for the last time.
The governor sat in his hall, alone between cold walls covered in gold yet seemingly empty. He had hardly any men left. Most were dead, had fled, or had exchanged their uniforms for peasant shirts to avoid being recognized. But he had something else that was stronger than gold and weapons: hatred. Hatred that kept him awake, that made saliva run from his mouth when he spoke of Zorro.
"They think they've won," he murmured, his hands clutching a glass long since empty. "But they're wrong. I'll take them all. In one fell swoop. In one night. They won't forget me." His laugh echoed, sharp, brittle, a laugh that made even his servants shiver.
And so he began to forge the final plan. No calculation, no tactics, just madness. But sometimes madness is more deadly than any strategy. He had explosives assembled: powder kegs, oil jugs, poison in small ampoules. Everything that remained was collected, stacked, and mixed. The palace itself became a bomb, a grave that he intended to blow up with him when the hour came.
Zorro heard of carts disappearing at night, of secret camps, of men standing guard on the walls who wore no uniforms. It wasn't a secret; it was a rumbling underground. And he knew: the governor was no longer preparing a blow, he was preparing the end. For himself, for the city, for everyone.
The people felt it too. They worked, they built, they kept watch. But everyone sensed that it was like the last throes of a dying animal. Some wanted to end it, storm it, tear down the palace, drown it in their own blood. Others wanted to wait, be cautious, not provoke the madness. The voices grew louder, harsher, against each other.
Zorro walked through the crowd, saw their faces. Tough, determined, but torn. He knew they were on the verge of losing control. And if they lost it, if they ran blindly with rage against the palace, then they would do exactly what the governor wanted: walk into his trap.
He stood on a wall, speaking into the night. "He wants to lure you into a cage, like last time. But this time he wants to explode the cage. If you run blindly, you die. If you stand together, you live. Listen to me: He doesn't determine the hour, we determine it."
People murmured, looked at each other, heavy-hearted, doubtful. But they listened. And that was enough.
Bernardo stepped beside him, his eyes dark, his hands heavy with work. He pointed to the palace, looming black in the distance. His gaze said, "Soon. We must act soon." Zorro nodded. But he knew: Not too soon, not too late. Only at the right moment.
The nights were filled with tension. No more shadows on the rooftops, no more assassins in the alleys. Only the silence of a monster baring its teeth. Children cried in their sleep, men held their hands to their knives, women whispered prayers. Everyone knew: Soon.
In the palace, the governor gathered his last men. He spoke to them in a voice trembling with fury. "We will burn them! We will tear them to pieces! If the city falls, it falls with me! No one survives! No one!" Some nodded, some lowered their eyes. But no one dared to contradict him. They were trapped by his madness, just as he was.
Zorro saw the palace every night, from the rooftops, from the alleys. He sensed it wouldn't last much longer. He sensed that the final ambush would not just be a fight, but an end. An end to something that had lasted too long.
He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. Bernardo looked at him and nodded. They both knew: soon they would wait no longer. Soon they would walk into the heart of madness. And then there were only two options: victory or ashes.
The city held its breath. The governor lurked. Zorro waited. Everything hung by a thread.
And in this silence, in this stillness, everyone knew: the next step would be the last.
Zorro no longer just walked the streets; he glided through them like a thought on the tongue of a drunk: sharp, bitter, uncontrollable. Bernardo was with him, as always, not with words, but with hands that knew what to do. They heard the city breathing, the growling of the roofs, the rustling of the walls. The preparations didn't begin with drums or grand speeches. They began with small things, with rusty nails and crooked boards, with people moving in a way that formed an order without calling it that.
They called it planning, but it was more like improvising with a sense of duty. Zorro and Bernardo went from house to house, speaking quietly, pointing out places where ladders could be placed, where blankets could be hung for shelter, how to secure water pipes so they wouldn't be lost in an emergency. There were no large banners, no standards. There were only lists in people's heads: who had a horse, who had an axe, who could stand guard at night and not fall asleep. They were simple questions, and the answers were the things from which a city emerges when it no longer obeys but acts.
The men who were nothing yesterday were being sought. "You there," Zorro said to a black man busy at the fountain, "can you whistle?" The man nodded, irritated. "Then whistle without stopping. When you whistle, we'll know the gates are supposed to close." It was stupid, it was primitive, but it worked. A city that changes its language, a city that needs new words, invents signals. Whistling became a word. One look, one push, one whistle—and everyone knew what to do.
Bernardo gathered the young men who weren't yet scarred. He showed them how to block doors, how to lie and wait in a narrow alley, how to strike at very close range. The boys learned quickly. They were raw, they were scared, but their hands were ready. Zorro took over the old men, those with a life in their bones. They tinkered, nailed, lifted. It wasn't glamorous. It wasn't poetic. It was work. And work made rage manageable. Rage became boards that were nailed together.
At night, Zorro crept toward the palace, not alone, but like a man who wants to be alone so as not to burden himself with stares. He lurked along the outer walls, watching the servants who still remained: limp figures, living shadows. They carried buckets, boxes, strange barrels. A smell of oil filled the air, and Zorro knew that madness not only roars, but also mixes. He heard voices, the clacking of keys, the whispering of names that would have been like knives if spoken.
He wouldn't let himself be caught. He wasn't stupid. He went back to the people waiting for him. He let his eyes do the talking, not his lips. Bernardo had drawn maps, simple lines in the dust. "If they strike there," Bernardo pointed, "then we'll break out here." It sounded like a game, but it wasn't a game. It was a recipe against death.
The city prepared itself. Old women, who had previously only prayed, filled buckets of water and laid out cloths. Young men made traps from old iron as best they could. A blacksmith who had never made anything but horseshoes fashioned spears and hinges that were attached to narrow passageways. People who previously had nothing became indispensable. It was strange, Zorro sometimes thought about how few things were needed to overthrow an empire: courage, a knife, a man who didn't run away.
Then came the day the first palace scouts appeared. They didn't come in a line, but in small groups, as if testing how much fear remained in people's minds. A boy spotted one before he could even speak. He ran with a scream, and that scream was the signal that ignited everything. The guards took their places, the barricades closed, men and women who had just been cooking put down their pots and grabbed sticks.
It wasn't pretty. It was dirty. People who didn't want to fight clashed with those who did. There were no more medals, only curses and fists. Zorro was in the middle, not with the aspiration of being a hero, but with the duty of a doctor who reaches into the blood to extract a life. He tore, he bound, he directed like a man who knows that every order can cost a life if given incorrectly.
They separated the scouts, caught them, and brought them to the square. The people cried out for justice, but Zorro called for restraint. "You bring them here so they can speak. Not so we can burn them." He wanted information. He was given respite. From the captured scouts, they heard that the palace was planning more, that the barrels full of oil and the gunpowder were in crates in the east wing, and that the doors expected to be exits were carefully locked so no one could escape.
The realization struck like a fist. A man shouted, "They're trying to lure us into their own trap!" It might have been considered poetry, but it was stark reality. Zoro felt the weight of the decision. If they ran, if they charged first, they would be surrendering to the plan. If they waited, they risked time working against them and the palace striking the first blow. There was no right answer, only the necessity to choose necessity.
Zorro chose. Not out of wisdom, not out of planning, but out of a feeling you only have when you've lost enough times to know the price of fear. He ordered the controls. "We won't let anyone through without being checked. No carriages will be allowed through. No bread, no wine if it comes from the palace without us having seen it. We'll strike back if they light." It sounded harsh, but it calmed the people. It gave them something to do, and doing is the cure in times when talking would be too much.
In the evening, as the sky hung over the city like a dirty rag, Zorro saw the palace soldiers gathering. They didn't come in large numbers, but they came with grim determination. Men with eyes that asked no questions, only commands. The governor wasn't a man who gave up. He was a man playing his last hand. And this final game reeked of fire.
The first salvo didn't come from cannons. It came in the form of smaller explosions, detonated along the walls to weaken the barricades. Oil canisters flew, fire splashed into the air, people screamed, but they had prepared. Water ran, blankets were thrown over flames, ladders were used to climb over burning spots. It was chaos, and in chaos lay the beginning of order. The city learned that its anger also had tools: buckets, chains, human chains that beat out fire.
Zorro stood in the center, blade in hand, not to kill, but to close the gaps. Sometimes he swung, and the swinging wasn't elegant. It was necessary. Men fell, yes. Some died. The scent of burnt flesh and shattered fears hung in the air. Zorro thought of the children, and every time a child cried, he cursed softly. Cursing didn't help, but it kept him standing.
At the end of the night, the first men of the palace lay bound. Their faces were pale, their eyes empty. The governor himself remained hidden in his chambers, a sick king in an empty house. His trap had missed its target because the people had learned to use their own hands. And that was the real catastrophe for him: These people, victims yesterday, had hands today. Hands are difficult to control.
Zorro sat down on an overturned cart and breathed deeply. Bernardo was beside him, and they were silent. Words were useless now. The city had a pulse again. It was shaky, full of fractures, but more essential than any orders. The people had decided to no longer obey. And in that moment, Zorro knew that the final ambush would not bring the end. It was just another sip from the cup of history they had to learn to drink.
He stood up, stepped through the crowd, and let the people shout. No one was proud. No one was jubilant. They were tired, worn out, but they breathed. And that, more than any sword, was their weapon. When you breathe, you can build something new. When you remain silent, you fall apart. Zorro walked on, the city behind him, knowing: tomorrow a new war will come, and tomorrow they will stand again, because they had learned how not to fall.
The night that followed smelled of lack of sleep and tar. People didn't go home; they no longer had a home, not really. They squatted on the barricades, by the ruins, smoking cigarettes they shared, and gazing in the direction of the palace, as if a mere glance could change anything. No one smiled. Laughter was now a delicacy, rarely indulged in. The city was breathing scarcely, like someone catching their breath for the first time after suffocating.
Zorro went from group to group, from one fire to the next. He spoke little. Words carried weight; he didn't want to waste them. Instead, he did things: he tied up a man whose arm was crushed, wrapped a blanket around a shivering child, gulped water like an animal after a long drought, and passed it on. Small gestures, louder than speeches. The city clung to them like drunks to a railing in the night.
Bernardo was there, as always, a factory of patience. He washed hands, cut cloth, pulled out splinters of wood and blood. People came to them not just for help, but to see what two men who simply didn't break looked like. It's strange how hope clings to people like moisture on a wall. Zorro knew this and acted in such a way that hope wouldn't slip away. He wasn't a prophet. He was a surgeon, a man who knew how to apply bandages.
The governor growled in the palace, but his voice was less loud than before. He barked orders into empty corridors. Men heard him, yes, but they did nothing. Everyone knew that the night had been taken from him. He tried to save himself with petty intrigues, with letters to allied traders, with promises to priests, with the old poem that says: He who screams still has strength. But screams are only air; air can be breathed or used against oneself. Zorro felt that the air was different now—no longer his enemy.
The city changed. Not immediately, not cleanly, not orderly. It wasn't a revolutionary play with clear scenes and clean direction. It was more like a drunk who suddenly stands up and says: I'm going home now. He stumbles, hits corners, crashes into doors, but he goes. People began to form groups: who could patrol, who would fetch water, who would be on night watch. These were decisions, not slogans. Decisions are work—dirty hands, sober minds.
At the edge of the square stood a woman who had lost her hut yesterday. She held a piece of bread, as scarce as a thought. She handed it to a stranger, who accepted it, and he said nothing. The silence was a contract. Zorro saw this and thought: if the bread is shared, we are not completely lost. This wasn't romance; it was misericordia in action—the cruel, honest compassion of the survivors.
But the heart of the city was still angry, oh yes. Anger is a wet stone; you pick it up and adjust it, or you drop it, and it crushes you. Many wanted to drop. Revenge smelled good and smelled of blood, as sweet and rotten as fruit left in the sun too long. Men whispered snatches of words, they planned, they painted scenarios in which they would tear open the gate and rush in, and Zorro listened like a merchant hearing prices. Some plans were good, others stupid. He decided little, sometimes he paused, sometimes he nodded. He knew what the result could be: heroes in haste often end up with more corpses than sense.
Then came the news: during the night, another wagon had been discovered, hidden by the riverbank. It was crammed with barrels, and a smell of oil and metal crept from it. Some said it was ammunition, some said it was gunpowder. The men who discovered it weren't the ones celebrated in stories; they were peasants with hands like hammers, who, with a serious expression, asked Zorro what to do. Zorro went to the wagon, saw the barrels, smelled the sticky air. He knew the palace prison needed a spark to finally ruin the night.
They could set the barrels on fire immediately—an act of retaliation that, regardless of whether they were right, would leave the city ablaze. Or they could take it away, piece by piece, somewhere where no one would use it. Both were difficult. Both were a choice. The governor hoped they chose the wrong one.
Zorro decided. "We'll carry it away," he said crisply. "Not now, not tonight. We'll take it away, and we'll bury it if we have to." The men looked at him. A few nodded, their angry minds shutting down like appliances. The word "bury" sounded like a prayer. Another word: responsibility.
They lifted the barrels. It was pure labor. Sweat poured, backs bent. It was the work that made each day more rebellious—you do things, and through doing, your courage grows. They carried the oil, the powder, the poison, to an abandoned stable on the outskirts of the city. There they closed the doors, stuffed clay into the cracks, and placed heavy stones over them. It was brutal logistics: nothing poetic, just sense. Zorro stood by, and as one of the barrels glinted glassy under the sun, he thought, "If we survive this, it will be because we've learned to carry." It was a sober thought, but an important one.
That same day, a priest came to him who didn't seem bought. Someone from the church, an old man with a drum in his stomach, who had said things that not everyone had liked. He tapped Zorro's arm as if he were a messenger from another time and said, "They want to divide us, as they always have. Bread for submission. Fire for obedience. But you and those people have shown that sharing is stronger." His breathing was labored, his voice weak, but the words pressed into Zorro's head like nails, firm, uncomfortable.
Time passed, and with it, tiredness. People began to sleep when they could. Tiredness is a powerful lubricant; it makes mistakes, but it also heals. The governor nested deeper in his rooms, painting images of enemies on the wall that no one wanted to share. His hands vibrated when he murmured Zorro's name. It was the childish way of biting into the guards' words: I'll get them yet. And it was as it always is: a man's madness is often greater than his power.
One night, when the moon was as thin as an old coin, Zorro heard noises on the city wall. He climbed because he always did, because from above you see things you can't see on the ground. There were men—not many—trying to make a small opening. A gate, barely larger than a door, led inside. The men were drilling, beating, working as if in a trance. Zorro nodded; he knew this kind of work; he could tell whether it was professionalism or desperation. It was desperation. The tools were blunt, the movements hasty. They would have needed hours more.
He awoke the guards, not loudly. A hand on the shoulder, a quiet signal. And then: no war, no great drumming, only what he hated so much—the secret, "dirty" intervention that no one wanted to hear, yet belonged to Zorro. They stood up, covered the men, pulled them out, tied them up, and brought them to the square. No revenge. No severity. An interrogation, simple questions, clear answers. The palace had tried to dig, had tried to tear a hole in the fabric, but the city had grown, and roots hold more than plans on parchment.
The captured men said things like, "We had no choice" or "We were paid." These are phrases you might hear in a court of law, and in this city, they made the decisions alone. There was no high tribunal, only neighbors who asked questions and Zorro, who listened with a heavy gaze. One by one, they were sentenced, not by law, but by the feelings of the masses. Some were sent away, others escorted to the outskirts of the city, as cruel as that sounds. And some—a few—got what was the right of those days: work until sunrise, and the eyes of the people who saw everything.
In the morning, Zorro stood in front of the stable, his hands sooty from his intervention, and watched the men burying the oil. It was no end, no triumph, just a pause. He knew the governor still had plans. Madness is tough. But the city breathed, and in its breath was something money couldn't buy: resilience. Not the heroic kind you find in poems, but the ugly, real kind you see in hands that are still working.
He walked on, not as a ruler, not as a hero, but as a worker, as one of them. And as he walked, he felt the small, painful certainty: the final ambush would come, yes, but it wouldn't come to kill the city. It would come to show if it was alive. And Zorro took that as a challenge. He didn't smile, but his jaws tightened. Tomorrow they would continue standing. Tomorrow they would carry on. Tomorrow was all they had, and that was enough, however meager and untidy it was.
Night came slowly, as if afraid of destroying something that wasn't quite dead yet. The city was tired but awake; it slept in short bursts, with one eye open, the other fixed on the palace. Zorro had grown accustomed to people looking at him as if he were something tangible, a solution in a cloak. He wasn't a solution. He was a messy answer. But on this night, any messy answer would have to do.
The morning was gray and heavy, like an empty stomach. Men and women gathered, cleared, bandaged wounds, covered the places where the fire had struck. Children collected bricks, carrying them like soldiers. It was work, and work healed anger better than talk. Zorro went from square to square, placing his hands on shoulders, pulling nails, cleaning wounds. He had scars, not myths. People placed their hands on his mask as if it were a relic, and didn't ask if they should celebrate. No one celebrated. There was no occasion.
In the afternoon, the news came that no one really wanted to hear, yet everyone had expected: the men of the palace were moving. Not in a grand, open way, but secretly, in waves, like rats who think the night belongs to them. Zorro saw the faces as the news spread through the alleys; it wasn't terror, more a weary acceptance. They expected an attack, because the governor could never do anything else; he was a man who would rather see the world in flames than no longer rule it.
Zorro called those gathered in the plaza. He stood on a barrel, worn as he was, and spoke in a voice that wasn't loud, but people heard because they knew his every word was a knife that either cut through fear or drove it deeper into the flesh. "They'll come," he said. "They'll come and try to teach us one last lesson. They think they can set us on fire, make us panic, and then clean up. They're counting on our terror. We won't give them a bill."
The crowd murmured. Not because they didn't believe him, but because they suddenly felt a sense of responsibility. Zorro assigned tasks. No grand speeches, no grand plans. Those who had warmth brought blankets; those who had water filled buckets; those who were strong lay down ready. The children were not to fight; they were to stay down and protect the older women. That was his order, not out of mercy, but because the women had more eyes, the men fewer.
At the edge stood Bernardo, still and watchful, like a stone that doesn't show that it's cold. His eyes searched the shadows. When you look at Bernardo, you realize he doesn't do anything useless. He doesn't walk with big words. He takes a stone, sets it in the right place, and the world changes the direction of a single step. He set the pace in Zorro's chaos.
The first sounds came not as drums, but as whispers: doors opening, the faint movement of cloth and leather. Then came the rumble of footsteps on a road farther away, short, staccato steps, no cavalry, no long lines. They approached in small groups, stealthily, like someone who doesn't want the night to hear them. It was the kind of attack that sought no glory; it sought only death.
When the men of the palace first climbed over the barricades, they were surprised. Not by the strength of the defenders—that was there, raw, perhaps chaotic, but there—but by the way everyone moved. A man who had sold his bread yesterday was now a barricade with hands. A woman who had wept yesterday led a small troop with a calm voice that transformed every step into a tool. It wasn't military. It was more effective.
The fight was short, brutal, and not noble. There was no parade of heroes. There were hands grasping knives, buckets being poured over flames, blankets being torn across burning beams. Zorro was in the thick of it, punching, kicking, grabbing, saving. Sometimes someone fell, sometimes someone came around another's neck and held them until the shortness of breath subsided. It was a dog's work—yapping, biting, unvarnished.
Then, in the blackness of the afternoon, what they had all feared happened: a dull thunder, like a heart that suddenly stops beating. An explosion, from somewhere, so powerful that windows vibrated, dust fell from the ceilings. A corner of the wall, old and desolate, cracked. Through the opening poured smoke, hot and smoldering, and within it, sparks. The palace trap had more material than they could comprehend.
Panic? No, no panicked escapes this time. Just the precise hecticness of a world that stands against fire. People grabbed buckets of water, dragged children behind them, formed chains, poured, and stamped. Men with axes fell over the wood, slashed away beams, and tore up rubble. Every movement was a prayer. Every grab for the bucket was an oath.
Zorro ran through the clouds of smoke, the world blurring like an old painting. He heard screams, but the screams weren't just fear; they were commands, directions. He saw Bernardo grabbing a burning log with his bare hands and throwing it away, ruthless. Bernardo was burning, and his face bore no scars, only determination.
The explosion wasn't the end of the fighting; it was the beginning of a new phase. The governor had hoped to tear the city apart, but he hadn't counted the hands, the lines of work, and the fury that reacted faster than planned. In the hours that followed, the air smelled of damp smoke and hot metal. It was damaged, but not yet lost.
As the sun set, the city stood still. The barricades smoked, but they held. The people who had fallen lay covered with blankets. It was sad, ugly, but it was true. They had counted, and some numbers added up not to heroic songs, but to simple names. Names that could be carved on flat stones for someone to find later.
Zorro stood at the edge, his mask covered in soot, his hands empty. A boy approached him, barefoot, his eyes full of questions he couldn't articulate. He extended a hand, and Zorro placed one on his shoulder. No words. Not now. There were no speeches, only the silence of two people who knew that tomorrow wasn't promised.
Late that night, the news came: the governor was gone. Not killed, not captured—just gone. The remaining palace guards sighted their boots by the fire, gazing into the emptiness he had left behind. A man who had accumulated so much hatred that he was stolen was probably looking for a place to die. Perhaps a man like him should disappear. Perhaps this was good. Perhaps this wasn't the end.
The people didn't cheer. Cheering is something that the initiated celebrate, not the people who have just rebuilt their homes. Instead, they drank small sips of bitter wine and ate dry bread. They sang soft songs, not of victories, but of survival. It was music that danced not in celebration, but in remembrance.
Zorro stood on a rooftop, the amber light of the fire in his eyes. He saw the city that had created him and simultaneously condemned him. He hadn't won any great victories, only nights of standing up. His mask was ruined, his sword blunt, his thoughts heavy. But he knew: the time of ambushes was over. Not because the enemy had died, but because the city had learned to use its own hands.
Bernardo stepped beside him, and together they gazed into the darkness, toward the distant direction where the palace stood. It was not the calm of victory, but the calm of a breath before the next step. They knew that tomorrow would bring new problems. There would be avengers, there would be men who would seek to fill the governor's position. There would be decisions that were not consistent with freedom. Revolution is not automatically just; it is merely a possibility.
But for the moment, the opportunity was enough. People crouched around fires, shared bread, laid hands on wounds, and quietly recited names. Zorro walked through these circles, sometimes helping, sometimes just standing there, hands in his pockets, eyes aging. It was a strange feeling: he was tired, yet not broken. He was a shadow, but a shadow with many hands supporting him.
The city would change. It wouldn't immediately do justice. It had scars, and scars are rigid, sometimes ugly. But scars also remember. And that is the only hope one can plant in ruins: memory. Memory of those nights when one didn't flee, but stood firm. Memory of blankets people pulled, of hands carrying heavy barrels, of children painting Zs on doors.
The last ambush was over—not because a single man had been stopped, but because the city had ceased to fear the blow alone. It had struck back, with its own hands, with work, with fury, with certainty. Zorro stood there, mask in his pocket, blade steady. He didn't know what tomorrow would bring. But he knew they had survived one day, and sometimes one day is enough to move on.
He turned away, walked from rooftop to rooftop, not looking back. The city behind him breathed, heavily, unevenly, alive. And Zorro thought only one thing, in a voice that would never become poetry: We're still here.
Masks fall
The city was no longer the same. You could see it in their faces. Where fear had once sat, there was now something else: a harshness, a knowledge. But knowledge also brings hunger. Hunger for more. And when people go hungry for too long, they don't just want bread, they want answers.
People began to ask questions, louder than before. "Who is he?" - "Who is behind the mask?" Children painted Zs on walls, but this time they asked who wrote the sign. Women who had given him bread wanted to know whose hand they had touched. Men who had fought alongside him wanted a face, not a legend.
Zorro felt it. He heard it in the alleys, he saw it in the eyes. The mask that had protected him, that had made him taller than he was, began to feel heavy. There was a weight on his face, no longer just leather and cloth, but anticipation. And expectations can be deadlier than bullets.
In the palace—or what was left of it—the governor's last men were also whispering. They had seen how the city fought back, how it didn't collapse. They had seen how Zorro kept reappearing, at the right time, in the right place. Some said he was a demon, others a traitor from within their own ranks who knew too much. And still others whispered that he would soon fall, because every mask falls eventually.
Zorro walked through the streets, and it was strange. Before, people had only seen his mask, but now they were looking through it. A boy stopped in front of him, his hands clasped, his eyes wide. "Are you even real?" he asked. Zorro knelt down and placed a hand on his shoulder. "More real than you'd like," he said roughly. The boy nodded, but his expression remained full of doubt.
Bernardo watched all this in silence. He saw the crowd pushing, demanding answers. He knew that masks are powerful, but only as long as people are willing not to pull them up. Now, that point had almost been reached.
That night, Zorro sat on a roof, the mask in his hand. He looked at it, turned it over, saw the cracks in the leather, the salt of his sweat. How often had he worn it? How many faces had he frightened, inspired, lied to with it? It had been a tool, nothing more. But for people, it had become more—a symbol, a lie they all needed. He wondered how long a lie can live before it dies.
The mood in the city shifted. There were no celebrations, no grand speeches. But questions were growing louder. Who is in charge? Who will lead us now? Who will remain when the night is over? Some called for Zorro, but others whispered that he should leave before he became a king like the one they had just chased away.
The masks fell, and not just for him. Among the people, too. Men who had presented themselves as victims suddenly revealed their desire for power. Merchants who had remained neutral during the fighting now stepped forward, speaking of new rules, of order, of markets. Priests who had remained silent suddenly gave speeches about morality. Everyone pulled a mask from their faces—and underneath, there wasn't always something beautiful.
Zorro watched it, and it disgusted him. Not because he was surprised, but because he knew it was inevitable. When people survive, they want more than survival. They want possessions, power, control. They want to see faces that can hold them accountable.
He went to the slums, where the shacks stood again, raw, crooked, but alive. There, the atmosphere was different. There, no one asked about his face. There, they gave him water, bread, a blanket. There, it didn't matter whether he was Don Diego or a nameless rider. There, what mattered was that he came, that he helped. There, he felt less like a lie.
But the city as a whole was bigger, louder, hungrier. And he knew: Soon he would have to make a decision. Would he remain a mask, or would he become a face? Both had their price.
One evening, he stood on a wall, the crowd before him, hundreds of eyes looking at him. They didn't shout, they didn't cheer. They waited. For words, for truth. He lifted the mask, slowly, and the crowd held its breath. But he didn't take it off. Not yet. "You want to see my face," he said harshly. "But this is my face. It's not important what's underneath. What matters is that you look at yourself in the mirror. That you know who you are. That you are no longer slaves."
A murmur, mixed and restless. Some nodded, others hissed. One shouted: "A man without a face is a lie!" Zorro looked at him, long and hard. "Perhaps," he said. "But a lie that saved your lives."
The crowd was silent, heavy, dissatisfied, but not rebellious. Not yet.
Bernardo stood beside him, his hand firmly on his arm. His gaze said: Soon. Soon the mask will fall, whether you like it or not. And Zorro knew he was right.
The governor barely slept anymore. He lay in his palace, among barrels full of powder, wine bottles that smelled of vinegar, and mirrors he had covered because he could no longer bear his face. Once, he had been a man of splendor, proud, clean-shaven, and perfumed. Now he was an animal, thinking only of the night Zorro glided across the rooftops. He roared in the faces of his servants if they dared to look at him. "Off with your eyes! You have no right to see my face!" Yet there was no face anymore, only skin full of bursting veins and eyes that gleamed with madness.
His mask fell away, too. Not one of leather, but of lies. Everyone saw it. He was no longer the governor giving orders. He was just an old man, screaming like a child in the dark. The last soldiers who remained loyal to him drank more than they kept watch. They knew they weren't fighting for a crown, but for a ghost.
The city was seething. The people had smoke in their throats, dust in their eyes, and questions in their minds. A hero, they said, must show his face at some point. A hero without a face is a shadow, and shadows cannot be followed forever.
Zorro felt the pressure like a hand constricting his throat. He rode through the alleys, heard the shouts. "Who are you?" "Are you afraid?" "Are you hiding because you're one of them?" He remained silent, but silence was no longer enough. People want stories, not silence. Stories need faces.
Bernardo walked beside him, his gaze heavy. He pointed at the children fighting with sticks as if they were swords. At the women tending wounds as if they were doctors. At the men holding the barricades as if they were soldiers. "They are ready," his eyes said. "But they are no longer satisfied with masks."
One night, Zorro stood by the fire, the flames casting shadows across his mask. Men and women crouched around him. They no longer wanted to remain silent. One stood up, the blacksmith with the rough hands. "We fought with you," he said. "We bled. But we don't know who we're following. Are you one of us? Or are you just another lord?"
The words were harsh, but honest. Zorro breathed heavily, gripping the mask that lay like lead on his face. He thought about taking it off, revealing the truth, leaving everything behind. But he knew that faces can divide people. A face makes you someone you can hate or love. A mask turns you into a mirror in which everyone sees what they want.
"You don't need my face," he said harshly. "You need your own. You fought, you survived. You're not here because I have a face. You're here because you finally know who you are."
The crowd murmured, restless, divided. Some nodded, others shook their heads. But no one left the square. They listened, even if they weren't satisfied.
And somewhere in the palace, the governor laughed, his bald face in the darkness. "Masks fall," he murmured. "And when they fall, nothing remains."
Zorro didn't hear the laughter, but he felt it in the night. Soon, very soon, not just one mask would fall. But all of them.
The city was like a theater without a director. Everyone played their part, but no one knew where the play was headed. And masks were falling everywhere.
The baker, who had been giving away bread during the fighting, suddenly charged double the price. "I have to feed my family," he said, and no one could really blame him. But people looked at him, and there was betrayal in their eyes. A priest who, just a week ago, had been praying silently in the shadows, suddenly preached in the streets that God himself had sent Zorro. But upon closer inspection, one could see that he was just looking for a new pulpit from which to exercise power.
The merchants who had locked their doors during the uprising now set up tables in the alleys, offering fabrics and wine, and talking of hope. But hope wasn't cheap. They traded it like salt or sugar. Everyone knew their masks had fallen. They had never been neutral, only cautious. Now they acted generously in order to line their own pockets at the end.
And the people? The people also removed their masks. Men who had been friends accused each other of being absent during the fighting. Women who had fought side by side whispered to each other of betrayal. Everyone was looking for someone to blame. Everyone wanted a face to hold accountable.
And again and again the gaze fell on Zorro.
He had become a projection screen. One saw him as a liberator. Another saw him as a new tyrant. Some adored him, others hated him. And they all had one thing in common: They wanted to know who he really was.
"Show yourself," shouted a man in the plaza, fists raised. "If you are one of us, then step forward." Others shouted with him. "Show your face!" "No man without a name shall rule over us!" It wasn't open rebellion, not yet, but it was a rumbling, deep, dangerous.
Zorro stood there, his mask on, his cloak heavy with dust. He looked at the crowd. Hundreds of eyes fixed on him. He raised his hand, and silence fell, heavy, tense.
"You want a face," he said harshly. "But faces are weak. Faces can be killed, burned, forgotten. But a mask lives on, even if the man underneath dies. Don't ask who I am. Ask yourselves who you are. Because if you put another name on yourselves, you're lost."
It wasn't an answer they wanted to hear. Some nodded, understanding. Others growled and spat on the ground. One threw a stone, which landed just beside Zorro. Bernardo immediately stepped forward, drawing his knife, but Zorro held him back. He knew that violence against the people at this moment would be more deadly than any bullet.
He retreated, jumped over a wall, and disappeared into the shadows. The crowd remained behind, restless, loud, divided. Some shouted after him, others vowed to expose him soon.
Bernardo looked at him later, as they sat on a rooftop. His gaze was heavy. He didn't ask with words, but Zorro heard the question nonetheless: How long? How long can you hide your face without them tearing you apart?
Zorro didn't answer. He stared at the mask in his hand. A piece of leather that had become heavier than any sword.
And deep in the palace, the governor laughed, sick, decayed, but awake. "They'll take him apart themselves," he hissed. "I just have to wait. Masks fall. Always."
The greatest danger no longer came from the palace, but from the alleys. The governor was a shadow of himself, locked in his madness, an old dog that barks without being able to bite properly. But the city, which had been enslaved for so long, was now beginning to break its own bones.
It started small. A man who had bravely stood at the barricade during the fighting was caught the next day hoarding supplies. Bread, water, a sack of beans, all buried in a box behind his house. The neighbors dragged him to the plaza, screaming betrayal in his face. "He's not fighting for us, he's fighting for himself!" they cried. The man swore it was for his children. But no one listened. His mask had fallen: no longer a hero, but a thief.
Another, a priest who first spoke of faith and sacrifice, secretly took gold from a palace chest before the guards fled. When the people found out, he was no longer the man of God, but a raven stealing shining metal. He, too, fell.
And so it went on. Every day brought new faces to light, faces that, beneath their masks, were no better than the governor. It was as if the rebellion had set a fire that consumed not only houses but also people's facades.
Zorro saw all this and knew that the real battle was here. No longer against soldiers, but against the disintegration of the people. If they ate each other, no palace would be needed to overthrow them.
The first open argument broke out in the plaza. Two men shouted at each other, one accusing the other of fleeing the last ambush. The other hit back, and before anyone could react, one of them lay in the dust with a bloody face. Women screamed, children cried. Zorro stepped in, grabbed both of them, and pulled them apart.
"Enough!" he roared. "You fought against the palace, and now you want to kill each other? Is this your freedom? That you tear each other apart like dogs?" His voice was harsh, raw. But it worked. The crowd fell silent, ashamed. But Zorro knew: It was only a delay. The rift was there, and it was growing.
Bernardo saw it too. His gaze was heavy, his silence even heavier. He pointed at the crowd, murmuring restlessly, their eyes filled with suspicion, and then at Zorro's mask. He didn't have to say anything. The message was clear: people no longer wanted to follow a shadow. They wanted flesh, blood, a name. They wanted someone they could hold accountable.
Zoro felt the trap slowly closing around him. The governor no longer needed to strike. He only had to wait. Wait until the city disintegrated. Wait until Zoro's own men tore off the mask.
That night, he sat on a rooftop with Bernardo. Fires flickered below, voices echoed through the alleys, arguments, laughter, tears. A chorus of inner conflict. Zorro took off his mask and looked at it for a long time. "Perhaps they're right," he murmured. "Perhaps I'm just a man in hiding."
Bernardo placed a hand on his shoulder. His gaze said: No. You are more. But even his gaze couldn't erase the doubts that hammered into Zorro's head like nails.
And somewhere in the palace, in a dark hall, the governor grinned. "The masks are falling," he whispered. "And when they fall, I don't have to do anything anymore. They'll take care of themselves."
The pressure didn't come in a wave, but in drops. Drops that fell until the barrel overflowed. Every day brought new voices demanding to see his face. "We have a right to know." - "We no longer follow shadows." - "If he's one of us, let him show it." It was like a knife penetrating his skin ever deeper, not quickly, but slowly, agonizingly.
Zorro felt it. Every alley he rode through was filled with eyes that no longer just adored him, but scrutinized him. Eyes that bored, that wanted to know if he was a peasant or a señor, a brother or a traitor. His mask was no longer a protection; it was a target.
In the evening, the people gathered in the plaza. It was no celebration, no battle, just a dull hunger for truth. They didn't shout, they didn't beg. They stared. Men with crossed arms, women with children by their hands, old people with tired faces. Silence, heavy, oppressive. Zorro stood before them, Bernardo beside him. He felt the anticipation like a rope around his neck.
He lifted the mask a little, just a little, until his lips were visible. A murmur rippled through the crowd. Breaths quickened, hands clenched. He could have taken it off. He could have ended it. But he didn't. He let it fall back over his face. "You want to see who I am," he said harshly. "But if I give you a face, you take away my freedom to be what you need me to be. I am not one of you—I am all of you."
Some nodded, understanding. Others shouted, "Coward!" One spat in the dust. A child cried. Bernardo grabbed his arm, pulling him back before the crowd got too close. They escaped across the rooftops, pursued by voices that were no longer cheers, but doubts.
That night, something happened that was worse than the shouts of the crowd. One of them, a man from the ranks of the people, secretly entered the palace. A merchant who had always spoken in two directions, who had remained silent during the rebellion but had survived. Now he sought the governor. He knelt in the dark halls, before the mad old man, and whispered: "I will bring you the horseman. I know how to get him. Give me protection, give me gold, and I will break him for you."
The governor laughed, a dry, brittle laugh. "Masks are falling," he gasped. "Yes, bring me his face. Then I'll breathe again."
Zorro knew nothing of this. He sat on a rooftop, the mask beside him, his head in his hands. "Perhaps he's right," he murmured to Bernardo. "Perhaps it's time they saw who I am." Bernardo shook his head, hard, decisive. But there was concern in his eyes. He knew the mask wouldn't last forever. And he knew the first traitor was already creeping in the darkness.
The traitor was a spineless man, but with a face people trusted. That was precisely what made him dangerous. By day, he stood by the well, helping women lift buckets, laughing with the children, nodding to the men who worked their hands to the bone. He was one of them. But at night, he crept to the palace, whispered through the bars, left messages, and took small bags of silver, which he hid beneath the boards of his hut.
His plan was simple: lure Zorro into a trap. Not through violence, but through betrayal from within. There would be a meeting, he said, a secret gathering of those willing to openly support Zorro. He spread the word skillfully, word of mouth, never directly, always through others. Soon, Zorro himself heard about it.
"They want to speak to you," said an old man with barely any teeth left in his mouth. "They want to know who you are, what you are." Zorro nodded, even though his heart grew heavy. Bernardo was suspicious, his eyes gleaming darkly. He made a sign that meant: Trap. But Zorro knew he couldn't run away forever. Every night he heard the voices grow louder: Mask, mask, mask.
The meeting place was a warehouse on the outskirts of the city, half-collapsed but large enough to hold many people. When Zorro opened the heavy doors, he could already see them: dozens of men and women, faces hard, eyes straining. They stood in a semicircle, waiting. The traitor was among them, his hands clasped, his gaze so innocent it was almost stench-like.
"We fought with you," one said. "We bled. But we know only a sign, not a face. Is that justice? Is that trust?" Voices rose, shouting, demanding. "Show yourself!" - "If you are one of us, then step forward!"
Zorro felt the rope around his neck again. He stood there, the mask heavy on his skin, and felt the crowd approaching, pushing and pressing. Bernardo stood beside him, his hand on his knife, his eyes watchful. He knew all he needed was a spark to set everything ablaze.
Zorro raised his hand, and the crowd paused. "You want my face," he said harshly. "But if you see it, what then? Am I worth more or less? Am I a hero or an enemy? You make me a man you can hate or love. But the mask—the mask belongs to all of you. Each of you is Zorro. Each of you is the mark. Do you want to lose that?"
Some nodded, their faces soft and moved. But others growled, shouting, "Coward!" One shouted, "He's afraid!" Another, "He's a señor, a rich man who's lying to us!" The traitor stoked the flames, adding fuel to the fire with his words: "He doesn't want to show us who he is because he's not one of us!"
It became louder, wilder, dangerous. Bernardo urged him toward the exit, but the doors were blocked – men stood in front of them, faces hard, fists clenched. Zorro felt the trap snap shut. This was what the traitor had wanted: to turn the crowd against him, to drive them so far that they would even tear off his mask.
But Zorro was faster. He drew his sword, not against her, but against the darkness. With one blow, he slashed a beam in two, sparks flew, dust rained down. The sound echoed through the warehouse like thunder. Silence. Only his breathing, heavy, ragged.
"If you want my face," he said, "then take it. But remember: once it falls, so does your mark. You kill more than one man. You kill what protected you."
Silence. Some lowered their eyes, others murmured. The traitor was sweating, his mask of innocence cracking, though no one noticed yet. Only Bernardo saw it, his eyes narrowed, his grip tightening on the knife.
Zorro took advantage of the silence, pushing through the crowd, which suddenly receded. He and Bernardo disappeared into the night, leaving the murmuring, the wrestling, the doubts behind them.
And as they leaped over the rooftops, Zorro looked down and whispered: "The masks are falling. Soon, not just mine."
The traitor thought he had won. He walked lightly through the alleys, his pockets full of silver the governor had slipped him. He thought no one would suspect him. After all, he had been one of them, a man who laughed, helped, and cared. But masks break faster than you think when the people are hungry for the truth.
A boy had seen him sneaking through a side door of the palace at night. An old man had heard him speaking in the dark with voices that weren't the voices of the people. And a woman who always asked too many questions once followed him and saw the bag of silver in his hand. Three pairs of eyes, enough to make a mask fall off.
In the morning, the traitor stood in the plaza, the crowd surrounding him. "Lies!" he shouted, "All lies!" He was sweating, talking fast, muttering misunderstandings. But the crowd remained silent. The silence was more deadly than any scream. Someone ripped the purse from under his jacket, the silver clattering onto the stones. There was nowhere to hide.
"He's selling us," cried the woman. "He's selling us to the palace!" The crowd roared, not like an orderly mass, but like a pack of dogs smelling blood. Hands grabbed, fists struck. The traitor fell to the ground, screaming, fighting back. Zorro stepped in, Bernardo at his side.
"Stop!" roared Zoro, his voice as sharp as his sword. "You want justice? Or do you want revenge?" The crowd stared at him, breathing heavily, their faces filled with rage. "If you tear him apart," Zoro continued, "you'll be no better than the one from whom you took the palace. Masks fall—and what lies beneath will decide all of you."
The crowd hesitated. Some shouted "Death!" others murmured in assent. Finally, they drew back, but not without hatred in their eyes. The traitor lay on the ground, bleeding, trembling. Zoro grabbed him, pulled him up. "You wanted my face," he said quietly. "Now you've lost yours."
They bound him and led him away, not to the palace, not to death, but to a stable where he had to wait until the people made their decision. It was not mercy. It was a mirror. Everyone could see what betrayal means when the masks fall.
But Zorro himself stood on the sidelines. The voices hadn't died down. Some saw him as the judge, others as the next traitor. His mask was no longer just a form of protection; it was a symbol of conflict. A symbol that divided the city. Some wanted him to take it off so they could finally have a man they could love or hate. Others wanted him to keep it on because the mask was greater than any human being.
That night, Zorro sat on a rooftop, mask in hand, face in shadow. Bernardo beside him, silent as always. "They'll force me," Zorro murmured. "They'll take my mask whether I want it or not." Bernardo looked at him, hard, calm. His gaze said: Perhaps it's better if it falls.
Zorro pressed the mask against his face so hard the leather burned. "No," he whispered. "Not yet. If she falls, it will be in my time, not hers."
Down in the alleys, he heard voices. Some called his name, others spat on the Z. Masks were falling, everywhere. And he knew the next one to fall would have to be his own.
 
Triumph of Justice
The night the traitor was unmasked reverberated like an echo that seemed never to end. The city was divided, but at the same time, something had become clearer: betrayal had a face, and it wasn't Zorro. This gave the people breath, gave them a spark, but not yet victory. The palace still stood, even if it was nothing more than a rotten skeleton, crammed with powder kegs, rubble, and the shadow of the governor.
Zorro knew: the moment of decision was near. Not an ambush, not another skirmish in the streets. No, this time everything had to fall at once. The governor could no longer snigger in the background while the city devoured itself. He had to be overthrown—visibly, definitively, in front of everyone.
In the morning, he called the people to the plaza. He stood not on a horse, not on a pedestal, but on the stones, among them. The mask was still on his face, but his voice was raw, raw, unprotected. "We have fought," he began, "we have bled. We have seen masks fall—those of traitors, of priests, of merchants. Today, the last mask must fall. The mask of the palace."
A murmur went through the crowd. Hundreds of faces, exhausted, scarred, but awake. They wanted to hear what he was planning. They wanted more than words. Zoro raised his hand. "Tonight we storm the palace. No more ambushes, no more tricks. Tonight we take what was taken from us."
A cry arose, raw, from many throats simultaneously. No fine chant, no practiced chorus. It was a primal scream, a sound from the depths of the throat, full of hunger, full of rage. The people were ready.
Bernardo stepped to Zorro's side, his gaze dark and serious. He gestured toward the men sharpening their weapons, the women tying blankets, and the children filling water jugs. Everyone was preparing. No more talk, just hands-on work. Work that led to war.
The palace reeked of fear. The governor paced through his halls, muttering words no one understood. He tore cloths from the mirrors, looked at his face, laughed, screamed, wept. "They're coming," he whispered. "They want to take me. But they will die with me. They will all die." His servants cowered, his last soldiers stared straight ahead. They knew they were following a madman. But it was too late to leave him.
The sun set, and with it the tension rose. Torches were lit, swords were tested, horses were saddled. The city breathed heavily, as if it were a single body before a final blow. Zorro stood in the center, his mask on, his sword at his side. He was no longer a man; he was a symbol, and he knew it.
"Tonight," he murmured to Bernardo, "it ends. One of us will be left lying there. Maybe him. Maybe me." Bernardo placed his hand on his shoulder, a brief, firm sign. No words, just certainty.
The bells rang. Not for prayer, but as a signal. And the city rose, like a storm that had waited too long. They marched toward the palace, torches high, voices loud, hearts burning.
It was no longer just an uprising. It was the end of a reign. It was the beginning of something new, still nameless, but inevitable.
The crowd surged through the streets like a torrent, a single body of voices, footsteps, and torches. The pavement trembled under the weight, and the night was no longer silent, but filled with the howling of a city finally baring its teeth. Children ran beside the adults, holding hands; women carried torches; men carried axes, old rifles, and kitchen knives. Anything that could cut, strike, or burn became a weapon.
Zorro and Bernardo walked in front, not elevated, not on a pedestal, but between them. It was important that he didn't look like a ruler, but like part of the storm. His mask gleamed in the torchlight, his sword at his side, but his steps were calm, measured. He knew: the crowd needed a focal point, and he was that focal point, whether he wanted it or not.
When they first saw the palace, they froze for a moment. The building rose like a black tooth against the sky. Windows were boarded up, and a few torches burned on the walls. It was no longer a palace; it was a fortress, a tomb full of gunpowder. The governor had prepared it, and everyone knew he wouldn't receive them without fire.
But the crowd screamed, pressed, and wanted to move forward. Zorro raised his hand. A silence, heavy and uneasy, fell over the people. "Listen," he said harshly. "This is not a parade. This is a fight, and it will cost us. Some of you will fall. But if we don't stand tonight, we'll kneel again tomorrow. Will you kneel?"
“No!” it roared back, a scream that made walls shake.
“Then march,” said Zorro.
The first guards on the walls fired. Bullets flew, men and women fell. Screams mingled with the commotion. But the torrent didn't stop. It flowed on, louder, more furious. Ladders were brought forward, stones were thrown against the gates, axes were driven into wood. Smoke and dust mingled, the air burned with gunpowder.
Bernardo was everywhere at once. He helped the wounded, pulled people out of the way, and pushed new ones forward. His hands were black with blood, but his face remained impassive. The crowd followed him almost as closely as Zorro.
Zorro himself climbed a barricade, raising his sword. "Forward!" he roared. "No mercy!" His cry echoed like a signal; the crowd pressed on, stronger, inexorably. The gates creaked and splintered. Sparks flew as axes struck iron.
Inside the palace, the governor stood at the window, saw the flames, heard the screams. His hands trembled, but his eyes glowed. "Come on," he murmured. "Come into my grave. I'll take you all with me." Behind him stood barrels, stacked, soaked with oil; a single spark would have been enough.
The crowd knew nothing of this. They only saw the wall, the gate, the wood that would soon give way. And they sensed the nearness of victory, tasted it on their tongues, bitter and sweet.
Zorro knew that the real battle wasn't the fight at the gate, but the madness within. But he couldn't stop the crowd. It was an animal, unleashed, unstoppable. And perhaps it had to be that way.
A shot rang out, Zoro's cloak fluttered, a splinter ripped through the fabric. But he stood firm, unmoving, his blade raised. He was the storm within the storm, and the crowd roared his name as if he were no longer just a man, but an entire city.
The gates trembled. They were about to fall. And with them, the last mask would fall: that of the palace, that of the governor, perhaps even his own.
The gate lasted another heartbeat, maybe two, then splintered like a rotten bone under the pressure of the crowd. Wood cracked, iron screeched, hinges flew, and suddenly there was a gap, first small, then wide, wide enough for the first cry of freedom. The masses rushed in, a rolling torrent of torches, blades, voices.
The palace was no longer a palace. It was a carcass, and the stench of smoke, sweat, and old blood hung in every corridor. People pushed forward, stumbling over dust-covered carpets, kicking mirrors to pieces, tearing down curtains as if they were trying to skin the building itself.
Zorro was in the thick of it. His sword didn't flash like a hero's song—it hacked, stabbed, and blocked. No elegance, just survival. Bernardo fought close beside him, with a knife and bare fists when necessary. They pushed through the narrow corridor, which filled under the pressure of the crowd like a barrel underwater.
Shots rang out. Guards darted from the stairs, their faces pale, their hands shaking. A man beside Zorro was hit and fell, his face ablaze from the torchlight. Another screamed as a bullet tore through his shoulder. But the crowd didn't stop. Each shot only brought more anger, more violence.
The governor had prepared everything. Jars of oil lay along the stairs, ropes spun like nooses through the halls. It was a trap, and Zorro knew it. He smelled the powder, saw the barrels at the end of the corridor. One spark would have been enough, and they would all have burned.
He roared, "Back! Not into the fire!" But the crowd didn't hear. They heard only the thunder of their own anger. They wanted the governor, his face, his blood. They pressed on, blind, furious, unstoppable.
Zorro pulled one of the torchbearers back, hurled the burning pole to the ground, and stomped on it. "You're killing yourselves!" he shouted. But words were weak against the pull of revenge.
Bernardo pulled him by the shoulder. His gaze said: We have to move forward, or everyone will die. Zorro nodded, reluctantly. They ran, pushing through, stepping over fallen bodies. Every step was a struggle.
Then they reached the great hall. Here the governor had once held receptions, poured wine, and made dancers laugh. Now it was a tomb of darkness. At the end of the hall stood he. No longer the man in brocade and gold, but a madman in rags, his eyes wide, his mouth full of saliva. Behind him, barrels were piled high, the smell of gunpowder hung heavy in the air.
"Come!" he shouted, his voice hoarse. "Come, you fools! I'll take you all with me!" In his hand, a burning splinter swayed dangerously close to the barrels.
The crowd paused, uncertain for a breath. This wasn't a victory, this was suicide. But Zorro stepped forward, blade raised, mask black. His voice was a command: "Governor! Your game is over."
The old man laughed, a sound that didn't sound human. "My game? No, no—your lives! All ashes!" He waved the kindling, sparks falling and crackling. A cry went through the crowd.
Zorro rushed forward, faster than the spark could fall. His blade knocked the kindling from his hand, the flame extinguished in the dust. A gasp, a cry, a storm of voices. But the governor was not yet defeated. He screamed, lunged at Zorro, hands like claws, teeth bared. No longer a ruler, just an animal that refused to die.
They wrestled in the middle of the hall, surrounded by people who screamed, pushed, and smelled blood. Zoro held him back, feeling the stench of his breath, the trembling of his muscles. The governor screamed, "Mask! Mask! Show your face!" and tore at Zoro's mask, tugged, and scratched.
For a moment, the mask was half-torn off, revealing the face beneath—shadows of skin, a hint of truth. The crowd gasped, wanting to see more. But Zorro swatted the governor's hands away, ripping the mask back over his face. "Not today," he growled.
Bernardo was there, grabbed the governor, and struck him down with such force that he gasped like a broken animal. The crowd roared, wanting to tear him apart, burn him, tear him to pieces. But Zorro raised his sword and cried: "No! He will fall, but not in fire. He will fall in shame."
The hall trembled with voices, with the weight of the decision. And Zorro knew: This was the moment when everything would be decided. Triumph or ashes. Justice or vengeance. Mask or face.
The governor lay on the stones of the hall, blood on his lips, his breath labored. He seemed smaller than he was, slumped, pathetic, like a broken chair. But madness still flickered in his eyes, and that made him dangerous. The crowd pressed on, everyone wanting to get closer, everyone wanting to see the tyrant finally fall.
"Kill him!" someone shouted. "Burn him!" another cried. Voices mingled, a chorus of anger and lust. Hands reached forward, fists clenched. They wanted blood. Not a sentence, not a word—just blood.
Zorro stood between the governor and the crowd. His sword gleamed, aimed not at the old man, but at the people. "No!" he roared. "You want justice, and you call for vengeance. That's not the same thing. If you tear him apart, you're no better than he is."
The crowd growled, restless. Some shouted, "He deserves it!" Others murmured their approval of Zorro. There was a rift right through the people, through their voices, through their hearts. Bernardo stood at Zorro's side, his knife ready, his gaze hard. He knew the crowd could tip at any moment.
The governor laughed hoarsely, coughing up blood. "You see?" he wheezed. "You're like me. You want to kill. You want to burn. You're not heroes. You're animals." He spat, a red stain on the stones. "Mask or no mask—in the end, you're all like me."
A cry went through the hall. People pressed forward, wanting to strike him, wanting to crush him. Zorro spread his arms and faced them. "If you judge him," he said, "then judge him like men. Not like beasts." His voice was hard, raw, but clear.
For a moment there was silence. Then an old man stepped forward, one who had already spoken at the beginning of the uprising. His back was bent, his hands trembled, but his voice was firm. "He took what was ours. He starved us, tortured our children. We want him to fall. But not like a thief in the night. We want him to fall before our eyes, so everyone can see."
Zorro nodded. "Then he shall stand before you. Not in the shadows, not in the fire. Before you."
They dragged the governor out onto the plaza, where the entire city was waiting. Men, women, children—everyone wanted to see it. The sky was black, the torches cast long shadows. The governor stumbled, fell, and was picked up again. His face was pale, his eyes still glowing with hatred.
"Here he is," cried Zorro. "The man who made you slaves. The man who starved you. Today he falls. Not in the dark, not in secret. Here, where everyone can see."
The crowd roared. Screams, chants, anger. But Zorro raised his hand, and silence fell. "You decide," he said. "Not me. Not him. You. Do you want to kill him, or do you want to judge him?"
The voices mingled, loud, wild. Some cried for death, others for punishment. But slowly, heavily, something prevailed. They didn't want quick bloodshed. They wanted an end that everyone could see, an end that would be seared into their memory. They wanted him to crumble like a symbol, not like a dog in the dust.
Bernardo stood close to Zorro, his gaze searching. He knew this moment would decide everything: triumph or chaos.
The governor spat at the crowd and laughed hoarsely. "You are fools! Even if you judge me, one of you will take my place. Masks fall, and underneath you are like me!"
But this time no one laughed with him. The crowd was silent. And in that silence lay more power than in any scream.
Zorro saw it, felt it. This was the moment. Justice was no longer in his hands, but in the hands of the people. And perhaps that was precisely the victory.
The governor knelt on the stones of the plaza, bound, sweating, coughing, a shadow of what he once was. The crowd stood in a circle, dense, tense, the fire of the torches casting long faces that seemed like masks, masks of anger, masks of hope. It was no orderly tribunal, no courtroom. It was the street, it was the people, and today it was the judge.
Zorro stood aside, sword at his side, mask on his face. He wasn't here to pass judgment. He had said so. He was here to see if the city was even capable of justice—or only revenge. He felt how heavy the leather of the mask had become. Every second it weighed more, as if it were crushing his skin.
The old man, who had spoken earlier, stepped forward. His voice was shaky, but it cut like a knife. "We have been enslaved for a long time. This man has starved us, tortured our children, and burned our homes. Many are calling for his death. But death is swift. It doesn't deserve swiftness."
A murmur of agreement, restless. Women nodded, men clenched their fists, children clenched skirts.
A woman stepped forward who had lost her child, who had died of starvation. Her voice trembled. "My son lies in the earth, and he lies there because of him. I want his blood. I want him to scream like my child screamed." The crowd cheered, the circle swelled, hands raised.
Zorro looked at her, saw the pain, saw the anger. He understood her. But he knew that anger alone could tear the city apart again. He took a step forward. "If you kill him like he killed you, then you'll be his mirror. Is that what you want?" His voice echoed, rough and heavy. Some were silent, others murmured.
Bernardo stood motionless, his eyes like fire, his hand on his knife. He was ready to protect Zorro if the crowd turned against him. Because it was possible. They were only one decision away from choosing the law of the beast.
Then a boy stepped forward, no older than twelve. He was thin, his shirt torn, his eyes dark. He stood before the governor, raising his voice, which was not yet that of a man, but sounded brighter than anything that had been said so far. "We are not like him," he cried. "We are not like those who starved us. If we kill him like an animal, then we are animals. But we are human."
Silence. Only the crackling of the torches. The crowd looked at the boy, at his thin face, his hands, which trembled but did not flinch.
Zorro felt something change. Not through him, not through the sword, not through the mask. But through the courage of a child who wasn't a hero, but simply spoke what was true.
The voices rose again, but different. Quieter, heavier. "No fire." – "No revenge." – "He shall fall, but not like this." Slowly, step by step, the mood changed. They didn't want to see him in pieces. They wanted to see him led in chains from the palace, out, away, gone. Not like a king, not like a martyr, but as what he was: a broken man.
The governor laughed, spat blood, his eyes flickering. "You fools," he gasped. "You think you're better. But you're just as weak. You want to let me breathe, and I'll take you all. Your children, your children's children..."
But his words echoed empty. No one was listening anymore. His voice was no longer a command, but merely a murmur. He had fallen, even if he was still alive.
The crowd decided. No fire, no stones, no sword. They would drive him through the city, in chains, so that everyone could see him, so that everyone would know that he was no longer their master, but a prisoner. And then, they decided, he would be thrown into the deepest dungeons, where he would be nothing but a memory.
Zorro saw it, and something stirred within him that he hadn't felt in a long time: relief. Not because the governor fell—that had been inevitable. But because the city didn't fall. Because it stood. Because it chose to be human.
But he also knew: every triumph demands sacrifice. And he sensed that his own sacrifice was about to be made. His mask burned on his skin, heavy as a judgment.
Bernardo stepped next to him, looked at him, and in his eyes was the question that no one else had spoken: When will your mask fall?
The chains rattled through the night as they led the governor out. No triumphal procession, no music, no flags—just bare iron grinding against stone. The crowd followed, close, silent, like a pack that doesn't eat its prey but displays it. Torches cast jagged lines of light and shadow across his face. He was no longer the man of power, just a stumbling body, a prisoner whose breath gasped like an animal hunted for too long.
The children ran ahead, calling his name, but not like before, when it was spoken with fear. Now they spat it into the dust. Women showed their hands, scarred by work and hunger, men pushed him ahead of them, not a raised fist, just pressure, unstoppable. It wasn't an execution. It was humiliation.
Zorro walked on the sidelines, his mask pulled low, his sword at his belt. He didn't speak. He watched as the people found their own roles. One carried a torch, another supported an old woman who desperately wanted to see the man who had let her son starve to death fall. No one asked Zorro for orders. They didn't need him, not at this moment. And perhaps that was precisely the victory.
Bernardo walked close beside him, his eyes alert. He wasn't watching the governor, but the crowd. He knew how quickly triumph could turn to blood. He was ready to pull Zorro out if the mood changed. But it didn't. It remained silent, heavy, threatening, but controlled.
The procession stopped in the square in front of the palace, where the barricades were still smoking. The governor fell to his knees, the chains digging into his skin. His gaze was confused, but still full of hatred. "You think you've won," he gasped. "But you're already lost. Without me, you'll fall apart. Without me, you're nothing."
A cry went through the crowd, but Zorro raised his hand, and silence fell. He stepped forward, standing over the governor. "Without you," he said harshly, "we are free. And that's more than you ever were."
The crowd roared, not like a mob, but like a heartbeat beating freely for the first time. Voices, screams, tears. Some laughed, others cried. It wasn't an orderly triumph, but a chaotic, raw, real one.
They dragged the governor further, out, through the streets, to the dungeons on the outskirts of the city. There he was thrown down, the chains still on his wrists. The door closed, dully, definitively. No blood, no fire. Only darkness.
The crowd stopped, listening to the echo of the closing. Then a scream erupted, so loud that the walls shook. It wasn't a cry for blood, but for life. They had survived. They had triumphed.
Zorro stood there, his mask on, and felt the force of that scream hit him. It wasn't his triumph. It was the city's triumph. He had only been a part of it, a spark, not the fire.
Bernardo placed his hand on his shoulder. His gaze said: They need you less than they think. And less than you believe. Zorro nodded. It was true.
But while people celebrated, he knew his own fight wasn't over yet. Because every mask falls, and his would soon be the next.
The night was filled with a noise that hadn't been heard in this city for years. No cries of hunger, no tears of despair, but jubilation, raw, loud, boisterous. People hugged each other, sang old songs they had almost forgotten, and drank from skins that suddenly wandered through the streets again. Fires burned in the squares, no longer as a threat, but as a sign of life.
The children painted capital Zs on the walls, not surreptitiously this time, but in the middle of the bright fire, while the adults laughed and cheered them on. Women danced, barefoot, their skirts dusty, men pounded the rhythm into the ground. It was no well-groomed festival, no orderly celebration. It was chaos, sweat, breath—it was life that had returned.
Zorro stood aside, in the shadow of a wall. His mask was still on, but it felt heavier than ever. He saw the people laughing, finally becoming something other than victims. He knew this was the true triumph. Not his sword, not his mask—but that they had learned to be human again.
Bernardo stood beside him, silent as always. He looked not at the revelers, but at Zorro. His gaze was hard, knowing. He said without words:You feel it too. Your time here is running out.
Zorro nodded almost imperceptibly. Yes, he felt it. The fight against the governor was over. But the fight against the expectations, against the questions about his face, had only just begun. He already heard the voices calling: "Who is he?" - "Show yourself at last." - "A hero without a face is a shadow."
He knew the rush of freedom wouldn't last forever. Soon they would want more: security, order, faces. And then he would have to decide: stay a mask or become a man?
He took a step forward into the torchlight. Some recognized him, shouted his name, and ran toward him. "Zorro! Zorro!" Children jumped, men raised their fists, women stretched out their hands toward him. He raised his hand, greeted, nodded. But he didn't speak. He knew that any word might be too much now.
The crowd wanted to celebrate him, but he refused to be drawn into the circle. He remained at the edge, the shadow that had led them there. Bernardo helped him step back into the darkness, where only the two of them stood.
From there, he saw people dancing, singing, crying, and laughing. He felt warmth in his chest, but also a chill on the back of his neck. The triumph was there—but he knew he couldn't sustain it for long.
"The triumph belongs to them," he murmured. "Not mine." Bernardo nodded seriously.
And as the city awoke that night, Zorro silently swore to himself: Soon, he would wear the mask one last time. After that, it would have to fall.
 
The Legacy of the Black Rider
The city didn't sleep that night. It staggered, wavered, burned with a fever sweet as wine and bitter as blood. Everywhere one heard voices, laughter, sobs, singing. But Zorro knew: This wasn't the end. This was only a pause. A breath between storm and calm.
He stood on a rooftop, his mask on, his cloak heavy, his sword at his side. From up here, he saw everything: the fires in the squares, the people hugging each other, the children climbing walls to shout signs to the sky. It was a picture of victory. And yet, he felt not triumph in his chest, but a heaviness that pulled him down.
"They think they're free," he murmured. Bernardo stood beside him, silent, his eyes black against the flickering torches. Zorro nodded, as if he'd heard the answer. "They are. But freedom is heavier than chains. And soon they'll be looking for someone to bear the burden."
He thought of the masks that had fallen: the merchants, the priests, the traitors. And he thought of his own, still holding, but cracking. Every glance, every whisper in the crowd tugged at it. He knew he couldn't wear it forever.
In the darkness, he pulled out a small piece of cloth, old, torn. It was the first piece of the mask he had ever worn. Not strong enough to withstand bullets, not beautiful enough to be a symbol. Just a rag that had hidden his face on a night that had been the beginning. He held it in the light of the torches, looked at it for a long time.
"This is my legacy," he murmured. "Not me, not my face. Only what remains when I go: a sign. A black rider, whom no one knows, whom everyone knows."
Bernardo placed his hand on his shoulder and squeezed it firmly. His gaze said: You're right. But his gaze also said: Soon you'll have to choose. Either you stay the mask, or you become a man.
Down in the streets, people began to tell stories. That very night. "I saw him strike down the governor with his bare hands." - "He flew over the rooftops like a shadow." - "He spoke, and the guards threw down their weapons." Every voice made Zorro greater than he was. Every voice made him less human, more legendary.
And Zorro knew: This was his true legacy. Not who he was, but what they made of him.
He took off the mask, just for a moment, feeling the night air on his skin. Then he put it back on. "Not yet," he whispered. "Not yet."
The city's bells suddenly rang, wildly and incoherently. No enemies, no danger—only joy. But there was no laughter in Zorro's heart. Only the knowledge that his path wouldn't end when the governor disappeared into the dungeon. His path would only end when his mask fell.
That night, Zorro walked through the streets like a ghost no one could grasp. People were still cheering, drinking, singing, swaying—and again and again, his name resurfaced in their voices. "Zorro! The Black Rider! Our savior!" Some called out as if they were conjuring him; others whispered, as if afraid to speak the legend too loudly.
He passed them, silent, his mask drawn low, his cloak fluttering. No one dared to speak to him. It was as if he were no longer one of them, but something else, a shadow hanging over them. He saw children drawing the letter Z in the dust. Old people praying as if they had seen a saint. Women singing into the night, their voices simultaneously expressing hope and pain.
He felt his legacy growing, not through him, but through them. Every story they told each other made him bigger, more untouchable. He heard one man boast, "I was there when he struck down the governor." Another swore, "He rode right beside me." Everyone wanted a piece of him, and yet no one wanted the man—only the legend.
Bernardo followed him, wordlessly, his footsteps quiet in the dust. Zorro knew he saw this too: how a fighter became a symbol. And he knew that symbols last longer than men.
At the well, he saw a woman drawing water, her face hard, marked by hunger. She paused briefly when she saw him and whispered, "May he stay." Not to him, but into the night, as if he were already an apparition that could vanish.
Zorro continued on, through alleys covered with symbols. The Z was everywhere, in chalk, in blood, in charcoal. He saw it on doors, on walls, on the pavement. It was bigger than him. He knew: Even if he fell today, the symbols would remain. Children would draw them, old people would remember them.
He thought of his life before the mask—a life full of faces, full of names. A life no one would know anymore. All that remained was this: a rider in black, who came and went in the night. And perhaps that was precisely the meaning. Not who he was, but that he was.
He stopped on a bridge and looked down into the water. The torches reflected, the black of his cloak mingling with the flames. "This is my legacy," he murmured. "Not my name. Not my face. But that they believe it is possible to fight."
Bernardo stood beside him, silent, his hand light on the hilt of his knife, his eyes watchful. He knew that Zorro was saying goodbye, bit by bit. Not to him, but to the city. To the role he had played.
Zorro briefly removed the mask and held it in his hands. "You believe in the leather," he said roughly. "Not in the flesh beneath." Then he put it back on. "Perhaps that's enough."
Down in the water, the reflection of a man wearing a mask flickered. No name, no face. Just a legacy that weighed more heavily than any weapon.
And that night, as the city celebrated, Zorro knew he would soon leave. Not because he wanted to, but because the legend was greater than the man.
The night continued to eat its way through the streets, but to Zorro, it felt heavy, like a cloak of stone. He saw the faces searching for him, and he knew: they weren't searching for him, they were searching for the sign. No human, no blood, no weakness. Only that which was stronger than them all—a myth.
He felt the distance growing, step by step. A few days ago, he had been one of them, a man with a sword and a mask, fighting in the middle of the alleys, shoulder to shoulder, in the smoke and blood. Now he was almost intangible to them. He heard it in the way they spoke of him: "He is invulnerable." - "He doesn't sleep." - "He is not a human, he is a shadow."
Zorro knew they were lies, yet he felt them crushing him. Because the bigger the lie, the smaller the man beneath it became.
At the edge of the plaza stood a group of men drinking wine from a jug. One of them said, "If he were truly one of us, he would take off his mask." Another laughed. "If he takes off his mask, he loses his power. Then he's just a man." And the third nodded, seriously. "And we don't need a man. We need Zorro."
That was the rift. The city didn't want Diego, not a name, not a face. It wanted the mask, the Z, the myth. And Zorro sensed that the man beneath it would soon suffocate.
He continued walking, through narrow alleys, past women distributing bread, men laying down weapons. Everyone lived in this triumph, as if it were indestructible. But he knew it was fragile. One wrong face, one wrong word, and everything they believed would collapse.
He stopped on a rooftop, the city at his feet. Bernardo stepped beside him and looked at him for a long time. His gaze was serious, like a question he wasn't asking.
"Yes," murmured Zorro. "I know. Soon I'll be leaving. Not because I want to, but because they don't need me anymore. Or because they need me too much."
Bernardo nodded, slowly, as if he had known it for a long time.
Zorro took off the mask and held it up to the sky. The wind ripped through the leather as if it wanted to tear it apart. He felt how light it was—and how heavy at the same time. "This is the legacy," he said harshly. "Not the man, not the name. Only what remains when the man is gone."
Below him, the city danced, roared, and burned with life. She didn't see the man on the roof. She saw only the shadow, the sign, the legend.
And Zorro knew: The mask had grown bigger than him. And perhaps it was time for him to become smaller so it could continue to live.
The days following the governor's overthrow were a rush, but like every rush, it left a bitter aftertaste. At first, they danced, shouted Zorro's name, and painted the letter Z on every wall they could find. But soon the questions arose. Who will lead us now? Who will provide us with bread? Who will prevent the next tyrant from ascending the throne?
Zorro heard the voices as he walked through the alleys. First admiration, then doubt. "He has freed us," they said. "But what now?" He felt them trying to force him into roles he could never play: ruler, judge, king. But he was none of them. He was merely the mask, the sign, the fire they had ignited.
At night, he sat with Bernardo in an abandoned stable, far from the fires of the city. There he spoke what he usually kept quiet. "If I stay, they'll eat me," he said. "They don't want the man, they want the symbol. But if I stay, the symbol will break. Sooner or later, I'll make a mistake, a wrong word, a wrong face—and then everything we fought for will be dust."
Bernardo didn't answer, but his eyes said enough. He understood. Zorro had to go. Not because he was a coward, not because he was broken, but because the legend could only survive without the man.
He began preparing his departure. No letter, no will, no speech. Only traces he left behind. A Z carved into the door of a poorhouse. A sack of flour left anonymously in front of a widow's hut. A knife he gave to a boy with the words: "Protect what you love." Small gestures, quiet, inconspicuous, yet more powerful than any public act.
The city noticed it without knowing it. They sensed that the Black Rider was retreating, that he no longer appeared in every alley, no longer led every gathering. But instead of panic, something else spread: the feeling that they could carry on on their own.
At the well, a woman said, "He may be gone, but his mark remains." An old man nodded. "Zorro is not one man. We are all Zorro." And children continued to draw their Zs in the dust without anyone telling them to.
Zorro saw this, and pain and pride mingled within him. Pain because he knew he would soon be nothing more than a shadow. Pride because he knew that was precisely his legacy.
One night, as the bells rang and the city finally slept peacefully, Zorro stood again on a rooftop, mask in hand. He looked at her for a long time. "If I leave, you stay," he murmured. "And that's enough."
Bernardo approached him and placed his hand on his shoulder. It was their silent agreement. The Black Rider would disappear. But the legacy would remain.
The night Zorro planned his final farewell was quieter than the nights before. No more cheering, no wild dancing, only isolated voices drifting softly through the alleys. The city was exhausted, but not empty. It breathed heavily, like a body after a long fever.
Zorro sat in a deserted room, his mask on the table in front of him. He looked at it as if it were an alien being. A piece of leather, sewn together, inconspicuous—yet heavier than a kingdom. With this mask, he had led people, saved them, given them courage. And now he knew: that same mask could put them in chains again if he stayed.
"There are two ways," he told Bernardo. "Either I stay and they make me what they will hate. Or I leave and they keep the legend."
Bernardo wrote with his hand in the dust:Go.No hesitation, no explanation. Just that one word. Zorro nodded, even though he felt the lump in his throat.
He began to prepare everything. He distributed what he had: a sword, which he gave to a young man who had already fought at the barricades. An old amulet, which he slipped to a woman whose son had fallen. Small things, not treasures, but signs. Everyone should have something that said:Zorro was here, and he trusts you.
The next day, he wandered through the city like an ordinary man, unrecognized, his mask hidden deep in his cloak. He heard people talking about him as if he had already disappeared. "Perhaps he's ridden away." - "Perhaps he's watching over us from the shadows." - "Perhaps he was never a man, but merely a sign from God."
Zorro smiled bitterly. The human was already gone. Only the legacy remained.
In the evening, he stood in the plaza as the sun set. No one knew he was there. He saw people arguing about markets, drawing water, letting children play in the dust. It was normal, banal—and precisely for that reason, the greatest victory. They could live without constantly needing the Black Horseman.
"This is it," he murmured. "This is the moment."
Bernardo stepped beside him, silent as always. His gaze was serious, but not sad. He, too, knew: heroes don't belong to humans forever. They belong to memory.
Zorro pulled out the mask one last time, holding it against the last light of day. It almost burned in his hand. "This is my legacy," he said quietly. "Not me. Not my face. Only what they believe."
Then he put the mask away, deep down, so that no one could see it anymore.
That night, he planned his farewell. No speeches, no revelations. Just disappearance. Because sometimes the greatest legacy isn't what you give—but what you leave behind when you leave.
The farewell began more quietly than Zorro had imagined. No thunder, no fire, no grand words. Only footsteps in the night, heard by no one except Bernardo. They walked through empty alleys, past houses where people slept, people who had celebrated him during the day and now didn't know he was leaving them.
Zorro no longer wore the mask. It lay deep in his pocket, like a heart that no longer beat. He felt naked without it, but also free. Free and heavy at the same time. Every corner, every door, every window was a memento. Here he had fought, there he had hidden, there he had carved the first Z. Everything was part of the legend that was now greater than him.
They came to the stable where they had often found refuge. Zorro opened the door and looked into the darkness they had shared so often. He placed a bag of coins on the ground, along with a sword that would no longer be his. "For those who come after us," he murmured. "Not for heroes, but for humans."
Bernardo nodded, his eyes gleaming in the dim light. He wrote on the wall with a piece of charcoal:You didn't just leave. You stayed.
Zorro looked at the words for a long time. Yes. That was the secret. He had to leave so he could stay. Not as a man, not with a face, but as a sign that was more powerful than any breath.
They continued walking, out of the city center. The streets became emptier, the houses smaller. At the edge, where the fields began, they stopped. Zorro turned around and looked back. Fires still glowed above the rooftops, voices carried on the wind. He heard children laughing, heard dogs barking, heard life. It was enough.
"Bernardo," he said, "you will stay here." His friend looked at him, surprised, almost defiant. "Yes," Zorro continued, "one of us must stay. Not with a mask, not with a sword. Just to see that they learn to walk on their own."
Bernardo wanted to object, but Zorro's gaze left no room. It wasn't a plea; it was part of the legacy. Bernardo hadn't just been the silent shadow; he was the memory, the witness. And a legacy without witnesses dies.
Bernardo nodded slowly, heavily. He would stay. He would remain silent, as he always did, but his silence would tell the story if necessary.
Zorro stepped back, raised his hand, not like a hero, not like a king, but like a man taking his leave. Then he turned and left. No horse, no thunder, just footsteps in the dust.
Bernardo watched him until he disappeared into the darkness. Then he turned toward the city. He knew they would soon awaken, keep the legend alive, children tell stories, murmur ancient vows. And he knew he was part of it—not as Zorro, but as the friend who stayed.
The legacy of the Black Rider was born, not in triumph, not in blood, but in the silence of his farewell.
In the morning, the city was drunk on its own victory. People awoke in crumpled clothes, their voices hoarse from the night's jubilation. Children ran through the alleys, drawing the letter Z in the dust, on walls, in the air. Old men swore they had seen him disappear into the darkness. Women told of him smiling at them, his eyes like coals in the shadows.
But Zorro was gone. Not a footstep in the dust, not a rustle of his cloak, not a clang of his sword. The town searched for him, but found only traces: a sword leaning against a well, a sack of flour in front of a hut, a carved Z on a piece of wood on the outskirts of town. Small gifts, like breaths, that he had left behind.
People began to talk, and words became legends. One swore he rode across the rooftops that night, faster than the wind. Another claimed he had brought down the governor with a single blow. And still others said he had never been a man, but a ghost, a shadow who stayed only as long as they needed him.
Bernardo walked through the alleys, silently, as he always had. He heard the stories, saw the children playing, saw the women drawing water, the men chopping wood. No one asked him about Zorro. Perhaps they knew he wouldn't say anything. Perhaps they knew that his silence itself was part of the legacy.
One evening, he stood in the plaza where it all had begun. The sun was setting, and the walls glowed red. People gathered, singing a song they had invented themselves—a song about the Black Rider who came when the night was darkest. They sang not for the man they never knew, but for the mark he had left behind.
Bernardo smiled, barely perceptibly. He knew that Zorro was never truly gone. As long as they painted the Z in the dust, as long as children acted out his story, as long as someone whispered in the dark, "He's coming," he was there. Not as flesh, not as blood, but as a legacy.
And somewhere, far away, a man rode through the darkness, his face hidden, his heart heavy and light at the same time. He heard perhaps the echo of their song, perhaps only the beating of his own blood. But he knew: He was no longer needed. He was free.
The city belonged to itself.
The Black Rider's legacy was not the mask, not the sword, not the man. It was the fire he had ignited. A fire that burned on in the darkness, even without him.
 
A new sign
The days following Zorro's disappearance were strange. The city awoke to a new reality, and no one knew quite how to deal with it. They had overthrown the tyrant, they had avoided bloodshed, they had celebrated—and yet an emptiness remained. The alleys were the same, the houses the same, even the faces. But something was missing: the shadow on the roofs, the black cloak, the sign that suddenly appeared when the night grew darkest.
At first, they still searched for him. Children climbed the walls, peered into the night, whispering, "He's coming." Men looked into dark corners, women held their breath as the wind made the roof creak above them. But he didn't come. No hoofbeats, no Z in the wood, no mask in the firelight.
Instead, all that remained was what he had left behind. The Z, carved into doors, painted in dust, struck into the sky with voices calling him. It was no longer his symbol alone. It belonged to them.
One evening, as the sun was low and the shadows grew long, the people gathered in the plaza. No call, no bells—it just happened. They stood there, silent: men, women, children, old people. And then a boy, barely older than twelve, took a piece of chalk and drew a large Z on the stone floor. He said nothing. But the crowd nodded, as if he had proclaimed something great.
A woman stepped forward, placed her hand on the sign, and whispered: "We are Zorro." Others repeated it. First quietly, then louder. "We are Zorro." It grew louder, a murmur, a chant, a roar. No longer a call for a man, but a commitment to a legacy.
Bernardo stood at the edge, his arms crossed, his eyes dark. He said nothing, as always. But in his silence lay agreement. He knew: They had understood. The Black Rider had never been just a man. He had always been what they were saying now:We all.
That night, they painted the Z not only on walls, but on their own doors, on their tools, even on their skin. Some carved it into wood, others wore it in ash on their foreheads. Not to summon a hero, but to remind themselves: the battle wasn't over, it had merely changed its face.
The city had found its new symbol. Not that of a man, but that of a people.
And somewhere, far away, a rider saw the plumes of smoke, heard the wind carrying the voices. He smiled beneath the darkness of his cloak. Not triumphant, not proud—just quiet, knowing. His legacy lived on.
The days following the disappearance of the Black Rider were no longer filled with jubilation, but with work. Freedom was a beautiful word, but a heavy burden. There were no more orders from above, no soldiers collecting taxes, no guards taking the bread. But there was also no hand to maintain order. Suddenly, everything rested with them—with the people who had simply obeyed for years.
In the markets, they argued over who should set the price of flour. In the alleys, they debated who could judge thefts. Old men swore that there must be a council, drawn from all families. Younger men wanted quick decisions and harsher punishments. And again and again, one word was heard:Zorro.
"What would he do?" they asked each other. "How would he decide?" But he was gone, and with him the silence had returned. Then something new began: They no longer looked up at the rooftops, they looked at each other. And that was the real miracle.
One evening, as the sky burned red, the people gathered again in the plaza. Not to celebrate, not to shout. This time, to speak. They sat on stones, on steps, leaned against walls. It wasn't an orderly gathering, but a chaos of voices. But it was their chaos.
A woman stood up and spoke: "We need rules, but not those of the palace. Our own." A man nodded and added: "Everyone should be heard, not just the rich." Another shouted: "Then each of us should be Zorro—not just with the symbol, but with responsibility."
The word "responsibility" hung heavy in the air. The crowd murmured, nodded, and disagreed. But in the end, they understood: The Z wasn't just a cry for rescue. It was a vow. A vow that they would protect themselves.
From that evening on, the city began to change. They formed small groups to watch over the market, the fountains, and the children. No uniforms, no titles—just neighbors taking responsibility. And everywhere they wore the Z, sewn into fabric, carved into leather, and painted in chalk on foreheads.
Bernardo watched from afar. He didn't interfere, didn't give orders. But he saw how the people grew. They no longer waited for a rider in black. They became riders themselves, even without horses, even without swords.
One night, a boy climbed onto a roof and painted a large Z on the tiles with soot. He shouted, "I'm Zorro!" and the children below screamed, "We are too!" It was no longer a game. It was a beginning.
The city had found its new symbol. No longer that of a man, but that of a people who had finally learned to support themselves.
And somewhere out there, perhaps just a shadow in the wind, someone heard this echo and knew: the legacy was complete.
The first trials came sooner than people expected. Freedom was not a shield, but an open field where any arrow could strike. After just a few days, the first robbers appeared, believing that a city without a governor would be easy prey. They crept in at night, looted a warehouse, killed a merchant, and disappeared back into the darkness.
In the past, people would have called for Zorro. They would have screamed into the night, hoping the black rider would leap from the roof, sword and mask. But this time something different happened. The people didn't wait. They took their torches, gathered together, and hunted down the robbers themselves. Men, women, even teenagers – they ran through the alleys, positioned themselves on the outskirts of the city, blocking the roads. In the morning, they dragged the prisoners onto the plaza.
No one asked, "Where is Zorro?" Instead, they asked, "How do we judge?" There was no chaos, no bloodbath. They brought the robbers to their knees, listened to their words, and decided they had to leave the city—forever. No death, no torture. Only a sentence, pronounced by those who once had no say.
Bernardo saw this, standing in the shadows, as always. He sensed that this was what Zorro had hoped for. People no longer bore the mark only on their walls, but in their decisions.
A few days later, a fire broke out in a slum. In the past, they would have run away, screaming, calling for guards or heroes. But this time they grabbed buckets, formed chains, and hauled water from the well. Children handed out bowls, women carried blankets, men tore down boards to quell the flames. They worked until their hands were sore, until the smoke burned their throats. And in the end, a neighborhood remained charred, but the city still stood.
Children painted a large Z in the ashes on the rubble. Not as a cry for help, but as a sign:We made it.
The stories spread quickly. Merchants in the market said the city was defending itself. Foreign travelers heard that soldiers weren't needed there because the people themselves wielded the sword. And everywhere, whispers echoed: "You're Zorro."
Bernardo knew the legend was growing. Not because the Black Rider had returned, but because he hadn't. His silence was louder than any appearance. His disappearance made it stronger.
One evening, Bernardo stood in the Plaza again. Men and women weren't arguing, they were discussing. They weren't calling for a hero, they were calling for each other. And everywhere was the Z—on doors, in dust, on fabric. No longer just a cry for salvation, but a confession.
The city had passed its first test. Without a rider, without a mask. And therein lay the truth: The new symbol wasn't carved from leather. It was burned into its skin.
The city began to transform, not overnight, but bit by bit. From the chaos that had initially seemed like a whirlpool, an order slowly emerged, but not one that came from above. It grew from below, from the alleys, from the hands of the people. Everyone bore a share of responsibility, however small. One watched over the fountain, another kept the children together, a third stood on the corner at night, making sure no one disturbed the peace.
The Z was everywhere. Not just scribbled by children, but as a conscious symbol. On wooden signs, on scraps of fabric hanging from doors, on carts rolling through the market. Some carried it on their arms, carved into their skin, or sewn into their clothing. It was no longer a call; it was a promise:It's us.
Bernardo walked through these streets he knew so well and felt the difference. Before, people had bowed their heads, hunched their voices, and hunched their shoulders. Now they looked each other in the eye. They spoke loudly, sometimes they argued, but it was an argument full of life, not fear.
He often stayed in the shadows, as was his habit. But the children began to look at him. They whispered, "He was with Zorro." Some secretly pointed at him, as if he were a piece of the legend. Bernardo didn't react, he never spoke. But there was a calmness in his eyes that made some people stronger than words ever could.
At night, he often sat on the rooftops where Zorro had once sat. From there, he saw the city breathe. No more tyrant, no more soldiers. Only people who sustained themselves. Sometimes he heard them singing in the alleys. A song they had invented, raw and clumsy, but full of power. A song of the Black Rider who came when the darkness was at its deepest.
Bernardo rarely smiled, but in these moments, a faint, barely noticeable smile spread across his face. He knew: They understood. They hadn't just adopted the symbol, they had recreated it. It belonged to them, not to a man.
And yet, in quiet moments, he looked out into the distance, to where Zorro had disappeared. He wondered if the black rider heard those voices, that new life, that new sign. Perhaps he was riding somewhere, perhaps he had long since become someone else. Perhaps he was nothing but a shadow.
But it didn't matter. Because the city lived. And the legacy lived with it.
One night, a child came to Bernardo and sat down on a step next to him. He drew a Z in the dust and said, "You don't have to say anything. We know." Then he jumped up and ran away, laughing.
Bernardo looked at the sign, blurred in the wind, and nodded. He knew his role wasn't to speak, but to watch. A silent watchman, not a hero. But that was enough.
The city belonged to itself. And the new sign belonged to all of them.
The city began to take its future into its own hands. Not immediately, not perfectly—but step by step. In the plaza, where blood had recently been shed, tables now stood. Men and women met there to talk, negotiate, and decide. It was not a palace, not a throne room. It was the open square, the heart of the city. Anyone could come, anyone could speak.
They didn't call it a council, they didn't call it a court. They simply called itthe voicesAnd everyone who wanted to could raise their voice. Sometimes it was chaotic, sometimes loud, sometimes confused. But it was honest. For the first time in years, people spoke not in fear, but in freedom.
An old blacksmith stood up one evening and said, "We have painted the Z on walls, on doors, on our skin. But it is more than a sign. It is an oath. A oath that none of us will be left alone." The crowd nodded, murmured, and a new word crept through the alleys:The Z is our promise.
Soon, people began carving the symbol in special places. Above the well, so that no one could claim the water for themselves. At the camps, so that the bread could be distributed fairly. Above the doors of the poor, so that everyone knew: No one here could take what belonged to them.
Bernardo walked through the city, observing silently. He saw how people began not only to wear the symbol, but to act accordingly. A man who would have previously remained silent now intervened when someone cheated. A woman who had always been hungry now took a piece of bread and shared it, knowing that the Z on her door meant community.
It wasn't easy. There were still arguments, thefts, and mistrust. But every time something broke, someone painted a new Z, as a reminder, as a warning. And so, not just a symbol grew, but a promise stronger than any chain.
Bernardo knew this was the true legacy. Not the battle in the palace, not the sword, not even the mask. It was the people's decision to wear the Z, not as a call for a savior, but as a commitment to one another.
One evening, he stood on a roof again, as he had often done with Zorro. He saw the city below, heard the hum of voices, the crackling of fires, the laughter of children. And he knew: They would make mistakes, they would stumble, they would argue. But they would also get up. Again and again.
For the new sign was no longer a shadow. It was a light.
News of the liberated city spread like smoke in the wind. Strangers heard of it—traders, adventurers, even scoundrels. Some came to trade, others to see if it was true. And some came to test whether a city without a ruler was truly strong enough to sustain itself.
One morning, a gang appeared: half a dozen men, heavily armed, with faces like knives. They laughed as they marched through the gate. "No governor, no soldiers, no guards," shouted the leader. "Then we'll take what we want." They stormed into the market, pushing aside merchants, grabbing bread and bales of cloth.
In the past, people would have looked away, remained silent, and hoped that Zorro would leap from the shadows. But this time, no one remained silent. The merchants didn't cry for help—they reached for clubs, knives, even stones. Men stood shoulder to shoulder, women fetched water, children threw sand in the intruders' faces.
At first, the strangers laughed and fought back, but then they realized they weren't fighting against individuals, but against an entire city. Everyone confronted them, everyone shouted: "This is our city! This is our symbol!" And everywhere you saw the Z—on doors, on flags, on people's arms.
Bernardo stood in the shadows, as always. He didn't intervene. He watched as the city fought its first real battle alone. He saw them fall, how they rose again, how they didn't give in. And he knew: This was the test.
After an hour, the strangers lay defeated on the pavement. Not killed, not executed—but disarmed, humiliated, thrown out. The city didn't cheer, it didn't celebrate. It just stood still, breathing heavily, and one said: "We did it ourselves."
That evening, they painted a large Z on the wall at the city gate. Not to call Zorro back, but to show the strangers: Here lives a people, not a victim.
Bernardo walked through the alleys that night and saw people standing up. They bore scars, bruises, bloody hands—but their eyes were clear. They knew they no longer needed the Black Rider to be free.
He thought of Zorro, somewhere out in the darkness. Perhaps he already knew. Perhaps he sensed that his legacy was no longer the mask, but what had been created here: a self-sustaining community.
And Bernardo understood that he had to stay. Not to lead them, not to be a hero—but to keep watch, quietly, invisibly, so that no one would forget how it all began.
The new sign was born in battle, in fire, in dust. And this time it was stronger than any sword.
The city was alive. Not perfect, not peaceful, not without flaws—but it lived on its own. No one waited for the shadow of a rider leaping across the rooftops anymore. No one whispered for a savior anymore. Instead, they stood side by side, arguing, working, defending, loving. The Z was no longer a cry in the night. It was a promise in the day.
Large symbols shone on the walls, painted with lime, burned into wood, and carved into stone. In the squares, children carried small flags bearing a cloth Z. Women sewed it into their clothes, men carved it into their tools, and old people painted it with chalk on the thresholds of their doors. It was omnipresent. Not as fear, not as a secret symbol—but as the banner of the community.
One evening, the town gathered again in the plaza. No revolt this time, no fighting. Just a fire in the center, around which they stood. An old man raised his voice: "Zorro showed us that we can support ourselves. We owe him thanks—but we owe ourselves more. The Z is not his, it is ours."
The crowd nodded, murmured, some wept quietly. Then a child shouted, "We are Zorro!" And the crowd answered, first hesitantly, then loudly, then like a storm: "We are Zorro!"
Bernardo stood in the shadows, as always. He heard it, he saw it, and he knew: This was the circle closing. The Black Rider was gone, but his legacy had grown greater than he could ever have borne.
That night, as the people dispersed, Bernardo remained alone. He sat on a step, looked into the smoldering fire, and thought of his friend. Of the man behind the mask, of the nights on the rooftops, of the silence they had shared. He knew that Zorro was out there somewhere, perhaps still alive, perhaps long gone. But it didn't matter.
The city no longer needed him.
And yet, deep in the night, as the wind blew through the empty streets, a shadow flickered across the rooftops. No horse, no sword, just a play of light and darkness. But the children who saw it ran away laughing, shouting, "He's back! He's still awake!"
Maybe it was just the wind. Maybe more. But the legend had become immortal.
For the new symbol lived not in a mask, not in a sword, not in a single man. It lived in every breath of the city.
And so the circle was closed.
The legacy of the Black Rider was not his name, not his face – but a people who had learned to bear their own destiny.
A new sign was born.
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