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Chapter I: The Caged Lion
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Panama City – La Joya Prison

Eight years later

Mateo was no longer the naive-eyed teenager who had arrived handcuffed, head bowed, and heart shattered. Eight years had passed. Eight years of confinement, silence, and resistance. He was only two months away from regaining his freedom, but the streets found him again even behind the walls.

It was a fight. Brutal, unexpected. A group of rival gang members from Los del Chorrillo tried to corner him in the yard. Sticks, fists, makeshift knives. But Mateo did not bend. He was a Martínez by blood.

The first one who touched him flew backward from a sharp elbow to the chin. The second received a kick that left him breathless. The third tried to stab him, but Mateo disarmed him and made him kiss the concrete. One by one, he took them down. He was untouchable.

Only the intervention of the guards prevented a massacre.

The consequence was not long in coming.

A cold, bureaucratic judge sentenced him: three more years for “prison violence.”

Mateo did not cry. He did not scream. He just clenched his fists.

—They’re going to see who I am —he whispered.

His younger sister, sweet-faced and indomitable, was submitting an essay on criminal justice and inequality in Latin America. She was 18, in her first year of Law. She studied during the day and worked at a café at night.

She lived with their grandmother and visited her brother every Sunday. She brought him books, words of encouragement, and promises.

—You’re going to get out. And this time, the system won’t break you. I swear it.
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