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Santafé de Bogotá, December 1793

Somewhere in the city, a man translates in secret.

The candle flickers. The ink dries too quickly in the cold of the Andean night. Antonio Nariño dips his quill once more and continues writing the words that will change his life and, with it, the history of a continent:

Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.

Outside, Santafé sleeps beneath three centuries of Spanish rule. The indigenous pay tribute on the encomiendas. The enslaved work the fields with no horizon but death. The mestizos navigate a world that does not entirely belong to them. And the criollos—-Spaniards born in America, educated in the Enlightenment but excluded from power—-are beginning to ask why.

Nariño does not yet know it, but this clandestine translation of the Rights of Man will cost him everything: his fortune, his freedom, his health, years of prison on two continents, the exile of his children, the death of his wife. It will also give him everything: a place in history, the title of Precursor, the certainty of having lit a flame that others would continue to feed.

This novel tells his story. But not only his.

Because independence was not made only by the men whose names adorn plazas and banknotes. It was also made by those who carried the printing press, hid the pamphlets, healed the wounds, sang at the funerals. Those who do not appear in the official portraits.

Through five voices—-some historical, others invented—-these pages attempt to recover the echoes of a freedom that still resonates, two hundred years later, in the streets of Colombia.

Villa de Leyva, 2023
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​Chapter 1 Nariño's Birth and Youth
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April 1765

Santafé slept beneath a blanket of mist that dawn of April 9, 1765. In a house on Calle del Sol, a cry pierced the silence, followed by the vigorous wail of a newborn. Antonio Nariño had just arrived into the world.

"It's a boy," whispered the midwife as she cleaned the infant.

Doña Catalina Álvarez del Casal, exhausted yet radiant, cradled her firstborn against her chest. Don Vicente Nariño, official accountant of the royal treasury of the viceroyalty, crossed the room from the threshold where he had waited. His hands, stained with ink from the previous day's work, trembled slightly as he took his son's tiny hand.

"Antonio," he pronounced in a soft voice, testing the name like one tasting wine. "May God bless and guide you."

The infant opened his eyes at that precise moment. His gaze, still clouded, seemed to fix on his father's face.

Santafé was awakening. A bread vendor called out his wares while a group of indigenous people carried bundles of firewood. On the outskirts of the city, a young Muisca woman named Wayra gathered medicinal herbs. She stopped suddenly, raised her head, and listened to the wind as one who perceives a secret message.

"Something has changed," she murmured, looking toward the city. "The wind brings new songs."

"Wayra, daughter, hurry," Aymara's voice pulled the young Muisca woman from her contemplation.

The Santafé market bustled around her, a living tapestry of smells, colors, and sounds she had known since childhood. At fifteen, Wayra already showed the gifts that flowed through the blood of the women in her lineage. From her village, where a small group of Muisca families kept ancestral traditions alive, she had learned from her grandmother Yacuara the secrets of healing plants.

The aroma of cinnamon and brown sugar intermingled with the smell of leather and sweat. Wayra observed the vendors calling out in a mixture of Spanish and Chibcha, while her gaze rested on a group of Creole ladies examining imported silks.

"Look," she whispered to her mother, discreetly pointing toward a corner. "Those men are different."

A group of young Creoles conversed animatedly, their French-cut coats and powdered wigs standing out like exotic flowers in the mestizo market.

"They are sons of Spaniards," Aymara explained in a low voice. "Born here, but with their eyes fixed on other lands."

Wayra noticed how some looked with barely disguised contempt at those who crossed their path, while others observed everything with a curiosity that mirrored her own. In their eyes was an uneasiness she recognized, like that of animals that sense a storm.

Suddenly, a strange sensation invaded her. The voices of the market became distant, as if coming from the bottom of a well. The images blurred before her eyes, and in their place appeared a fragmentary vision: white papers flying, men whispering in rooms full of shadows, a seed falling on fertile ground.

"Wayra? Daughter?" Her mother's alarmed voice brought her back to the present.

She found herself holding a bundle of herbs so tightly that she had crushed the leaves between her fingers.

"I'm fine, mother," Wayra said, though her heart still beat like a drum. "I just... just felt something strange."

Aymara nodded understandingly.

"The spirits speak when there are important changes. Your grandmother always said our people are connected to the heartbeat of the earth."

At sunset, while they gathered their belongings, Wayra contemplated the plaza one last time. The setting sun tinted the buildings gold and crimson, but the shadows stretched like omens.

"Mother," she said as they walked through increasingly deserted streets, "something is awakening in Santafé. I feel it in my bones."

Aymara looked at her daughter with pride mixed with concern. She recognized in those eyes the same gaze of her own grandmother.

"The spirits have given you the gift of seeing beyond," she replied. "Use it wisely."

1773

The pendulum clock marked three o'clock with a deep sound that reverberated through the hallway. Antonio, who had just turned eight, took advantage of the siesta's quiet to slip toward his father's library. His bare feet made no sound on the tiles.

The smell of leather, paper, and ink enveloped him as he opened the heavy door. Multicolored light filtered through the stained glass, drawing changing patterns on the shelves. Antonio breathed deeply, intoxicated by the aroma.

He moved among the shelves like an explorer, caressing the spines with reverence. Titles in Latin, French, and Spanish looked down from the upper shelves.

"One day," he thought, "I'll decipher them all."

A particularly imposing volume caught his attention. "Novísima Recopilación de las Leyes de España," he read with effort. He extracted it from the shelf, almost staggering under its weight.

"What are you doing here, Antonio?"

His father's voice startled him. Don Vicente observed him from the doorway with an indecipherable expression.

The blood fled from Antonio's face.

"I just... just wanted to read," he murmured, hunching his shoulders.

To his surprise, Don Vicente smiled and approached, taking the book from his hands.

"Do you know what these pages contain?"

The boy shook his head.

"The laws that govern our empire," Don Vicente explained solemnly. "Every word here has the power to change destinies, to establish what is just and unjust, to protect the weak and punish the guilty."

Antonio looked at the book with fresh wonder.

"How can words have so much power?"

Don Vicente settled into his armchair and invited his son to approach.

"Words, Antonio," he said leaning toward him, "are seeds that germinate in the mind. And from those seeds are born ideas capable of transforming the world."

The boy nodded, processing that revelation.

"And you work with these laws every day?"

"It's my duty to know them and apply them with justice," his father replied.

Antonio frowned, a premature wrinkle on his childish forehead.

"But what happens if a law isn't just?"

Don Vicente was momentarily speechless, surprised by the depth of the question.

"That, my son, is a question that has troubled men since we began writing laws. Laws are human work, and humans make mistakes. That's why it's so important to study, think, and question."

He crossed to another shelf and pulled out an illustrated volume.

"But now, you'd better start with something more appropriate. 'El ingenioso hidalgo don Quijote de la Mancha.' Here too there is wisdom, though disguised as adventure."

Antonio took it reverently.

"What's it about?"

"About a man who decides to fight against the world's injustices," his father explained, settling again. "And discovers that reality is more complex than he imagined."

While Don Vicente read aloud, Antonio listened, fascinated. In his imagination, the Castilian plains merged with the streets of Santafé, and he began to dream of his own battles against Toledans incapable of seeing Dulcinea's beauty.

"Father," he interrupted, "could I be like Don Quixote someday?"

Don Vicente looked at his son with a mixture of pride and apprehension that would become familiar over the years.

"The world needs those who fight for what's just, Antonio. But remember that the true battle begins here," he pointed to his forehead gently. "With knowledge and reason."

They continued reading until the amber light of late afternoon announced the end of their refuge.

"It's time to return," said Don Vicente, closing the book. "Your mother will wonder where we are."

"Will we continue tomorrow?" asked Antonio, reluctant to abandon the adventures of the Knight of the Woeful Countenance.

"Of course," his father promised. "But don't forget: with knowledge comes responsibility. What we learn must serve the good."

April 1765

The cry of a newborn broke the silence in a modest home in the Las Aguas neighborhood. María, a young Muisca indigenous woman, held her son against her chest while her eyes shone with love and concern. Beside her, Eduardo de Mendoza, a Spanish merchant who had left his profession for his true passion—-the violin—-gazed at his family.

"It's a boy," Eduardo said. "We'll call him Carlos, like my grandfather."

María nodded.

"May the spirits of my ancestors guide his steps."

As Carlos grew, his home became a unique cultural crucible. Mornings resonated with the melodies of Eduardo's violin, who practiced pieces he would later perform in the cathedral. At sunset, María sang lullabies in the Muisca language while weaving blankets with designs that told stories of mountains and sacred lagoons.

At five years old, Carlos already showed insatiable curiosity and a prodigious ear. One afternoon, while Eduardo tuned his instrument, the little boy approached with bright eyes.

"Papa, can I try?"

Eduardo smiled, remembering his own childhood in Seville.

"Come here, son. I'll show you the secrets of the strings."

With patience, he guided Carlos's small hands, teaching him to hold the bow and place his fingers. The first sounds were harsh and discordant, but Eduardo perceived something in those attempts that went beyond simple learning.

"He has the gift," he commented that night to María. "His fingers find the notes as if he'd always known them."

María observed these lessons from a distance, with a bittersweet smile. Music might open doors for her son, but she knew many others would remain closed because of the color of his skin and his mixed blood.

As Carlos grew toward adolescence, his musical identity began to reflect his divided heritage. From his father Eduardo he had inherited European technique, the discipline of the staff, and the elegance of classical forms. From his mother María came the ancestral rhythms that beat in his blood: the bambuco that was born from the soul, melodies that imitated the wind in the moors.

When he played in churches with his father, his music was impeccably European. He had mastered Bach's minuets, Händel's fugues, and the sonatas that Spanish masters had brought from the peninsula.

But at night, when the city sank into silence and he believed no one heard him, his violin transformed. It wept with voices that came from the sacred mountains, sang with melodies that priests would have considered pagan. In those moments, Carlos didn't try to play Spanish or indigenous music; he simply played from his mestizo heart.

Her fears soon proved founded. In the streets, other children pointed at Carlos with cruel mockery.

"Neither Spanish nor Indian!" they shouted at him. "You don't belong anywhere!"

One day, Carlos returned with a split lip and an evasive gaze. Eduardo cleaned the blood from his face with a damp cloth, while containing his own rage.

"Listen to me well," he said, taking his son's face in his hands. "What those children see as weakness is your greatest strength. You carry two worlds within you, two ways of seeing, two forms of feeling. Someday, that will allow you to create music they could never imagine."

María knelt beside them.

"Your blood is ancient and noble," she added, running her fingers through Carlos's hair. "When your ancestors were already building temples to the moon, theirs were barely discovering fire."

That night, while Carlos slept exhausted by tears, Eduardo played a piece he had composed years ago, when he fell in love with María against all convention. The sad but hopeful notes floated through the small house.

"Our son will find his place," he promised his wife. "Even if we have to create it for him."

This musical duality would come to define him: the mestizo who could move Creoles to tears with a perfect minuet, and indigenous people with a tune that carried the memory of their mountains.

The echoes of the choir rose toward the vaults of the Primate Cathedral. Carlos, now sixteen, meticulously polished a silver candelabrum, while his gaze drifted toward the group of musicians rehearsing. His father, Eduardo, directed the violinists with passionate precision.

"Carlos," a soft voice startled him.

It was Father Julián, a young priest with penetrating eyes.

"Have you finished with the candelabra?"

"Almost, Father," Carlos replied, hastily returning to his work.

The priest watched him for a moment.

"Tell me, do you know how to read?"

Carlos lowered his gaze, ashamed.

"My father has taught me music, but letters..."

"I understand," interrupted Father Julián with a spark of determination in his eyes. "Come to the sacristy when you finish."

Later, in the penumbra of the small room, the priest extracted a book hidden behind a panel.

"This," he said showing it to Carlos, "is 'Emilio, or On Education,' a work by a French thinker named Rousseau."

Carlos looked at the volume with curiosity and confusion.

"But I can't decipher it, Father."

"Not yet," smiled the priest. "I'll teach you in secret."

Thus began the clandestine lessons. Each afternoon, when his tasks were done, Carlos would slip to the sacristy. Father Julián taught him first the alphabet, then simple words, finally complete sentences.

One afternoon, absorbed in a text on natural rights, the sacristy door opened without warning. Carlos barely had time to hide the book under his shirt before the head sacristan appeared.

"What are you doing here?" the man growled.

"I was arranging the... the hymnals, sir," Carlos stammered, feeling the incriminating weight of the book against his skin.

The sacristan narrowed his eyes, but before he could interrogate him further, Father Julián appeared.

"Ah, Carlos, just in time. I need your help with the music for the novena."

With his heart hammering, Carlos followed the priest.

That night, in the safety of his room, Carlos extracted the book from its hiding place under the mattress. By the flickering light of a candle, his fingers traced the words.

"What do you have there?" His father's voice startled him.

Carlos hesitated for an instant before showing him the volume. Eduardo took it carefully, his eyes going wide.

"Do you understand how dangerous this is?" he asked in a low voice.

"I know," Carlos replied. "But I also understand its importance. This book speaks of a world where people like us could be truly free."

Eduardo studied his son for a long moment, recognizing in that gaze the same determination that had led him, years ago, to abandon the family business in Spain and follow his passion for music.

"Be careful," he finally said, returning the book. "Knowledge is light, but it can also burn you."

Carlos nodded and tucked the volume back under his mattress. Eduardo stood a moment in the doorway, watching his son, then quietly closed the door.

Late 1778

The Ricaurte salon gleamed under the light of dozens of candles. Antonio Nariño, having just turned thirteen, felt his heart beating wildly as he absorbed the passionate discussions. It was his first attendance at one of these meetings after the death of his father, Don Vicente, which had occurred barely five months ago. Beside him, Don José María Lozano, who now served as his tutor, watched his reaction closely.

"I insist, gentlemen," proclaimed Don Juan Hernández de Alba, "Rousseau's ideas about the social contract will transform our understanding of government. Don't we Americans deserve to participate in decisions that affect our destiny?"

Antonio watched, fascinated, as the words stirred murmurs around the room. His tutor exchanged a cautious glance with another attendee.

"Moderate your language, Juan," warned Don Manuel de Guirior. "Those ideas can be dangerous."

Antonio couldn't contain himself.

"But Don Manuel, if these ideas are just, don't we have the moral obligation to examine them? Shouldn't we seek what's best for our land?"

A silence fell over the salon. All gazes converged on the young man.

Guirior cleared his throat.

"Antonio, these questions require more maturity and..."

Don José interrupted with a laugh.

"Magnificent spirit, boy! Youth still asks the questions that we, through prudence or cowardice, have stopped asking."

Encouraged, Antonio continued:

"I have dedicated these months to studying the volumes my father treasured. Voltaire, Diderot, Locke... all speak of equality before the law, of rights inherent to our human condition. Aren't these universal principles, applicable as much in Paris as in Santafé?"

The room filled with excited whispers. Antonio noticed that some nodded with barely concealed approval, while others exchanged worried glances.

Don Manuel approached and placed a hand on his shoulder.

"You possess an inquiring mind, young Nariño, worthy of your father. But remember that knowledge is a powerful weapon that can wound whoever wields it without caution."

At the end of the evening, Don José approached discreetly.

"You've caused a deep impression tonight," he murmured. "If you wish to delve deeper into these questions, visit me in my library. I possess certain volumes that might interest you."

"What reflections occupy your mind?" asked Don José María in the carriage.

Antonio looked at his tutor, aware of the genuine concern in his eyes.

"I think, sir, that there is vast knowledge to discover and apply. And that perhaps we, the Americans, have a historical mission that we're barely beginning to glimpse."

1781

The sun was breaking over the eastern hills when Carlos slipped through the still-sleeping streets of Santafé. At sixteen, he knew every corner of the city.

He stopped in front of don Joaquín's bakery, where the smell of fresh bread filled the cool morning air.

"You're up early today, Carlos," don Joaquín greeted him.

Carlos grinned.

"Bread doesn't wait, does it, don Joaquín?"

The baker handed him a steaming basket.

"Judge Gómez's house first, then the Clarisan convent. Don't be late."

Turning a corner, he almost collided with a group of young Creoles. He recognized Antonio Nariño.

"Watch where you're walking, mestizo," one spat, pushing Carlos.

The bread wobbled in the basket. Carlos clenched his jaw.

"Forgive me, sir," he murmured, lowering his gaze.

To his amazement, Antonio intervened.

"Leave him alone, Francisco. Can't you see he's working?"

Francisco snorted but stepped aside. Carlos looked up, meeting Antonio's curious gaze. For an instant it seemed the young Creole might say something more, but one of his friends called him and the group moved away.

Carlos continued on his way. At the convent, Sister María de la Luz received him with kind eyes.

"Could you help me organize some books in the library? It will only take a few minutes."

Carlos nodded, grateful for the distraction. In the small library, while helping to reorganize dusty volumes, his eyes roamed fascinated over the titles.

"Reading attracts you," the nun observed.

"Yes, sister," he admitted. "But I rarely have the opportunity to practice. With music it's different... my father has taught me violin since I was a child."

Sister María looked at him thoughtfully.

"If you'd like to come some afternoons, I could teach you to read better. You'd earn something for your family as well."

Carlos's eyes shone.

"Do you mean it? That would be wonderful, sister."

"It's decided then. Come tomorrow after vespers."

1785

The Ortega house gleamed under the March sun. Antonio Nariño, just twenty years old, nervously adjusted his coat while following his mother down the gravel path.

"Antonio," murmured doña Catalina. "The Ortegas are one of Santafé's most respectable families."

Don Francisco Ortega received them at the entrance with an affable face.

"Catalina, what a pleasure to receive you," he greeted cordially before addressing Antonio. "And this gallant young man must be Antonio. Your reputation precedes you, boy."

Before Antonio could respond, a feminine voice interrupted:

"Father, Mrs. Gutiérrez asks about that botany book you mentioned last week."

Antonio looked up and felt the world stop. Before him stood the most beautiful young woman he had ever seen: fair complexion, dark eyes full of vivacity, and an expression that radiated intelligence.

"Ah, Magdalena," smiled don Francisco. "Allow me to introduce you. My daughter, Magdalena. Magdalena, doña Catalina widow of Nariño and her son Antonio."

Magdalena made a slight curtsy, her eyes briefly meeting Antonio's.

"A pleasure to meet you," she said.

"The honor is ours," Antonio replied.

Don Francisco turned to him.

"Magdalena can show you the library if you're interested."

Antonio's eyes lit up.

"It would be a privilege, sir."

Magdalena smiled.

"Follow me, Antonio. I'll show you my father's sanctum sanctorum."

Upon entering the library, the familiar aroma of leather and old paper enveloped him like an embrace.

"Impressive, isn't it?" she commented, observing his reaction.

"It's... extraordinary," Antonio replied. "The library I inherited from my father pales beside this."

Magdalena approached a shelf and extracted a volume.

"One of my favorites," she said, holding it out. "'The Social Contract' by Rousseau. Have you read it?"

Antonio took the book with reverence.

"Of course. Its words make me think of a just society."

She nodded, a defiant light in her eyes. "The notion that power should emanate from the people and not from a monarch anointed by God... revolutionizes everything established."

Antonio stared at her, astonished. He had never expected to find in a young woman of Santafé's high society someone who would express such ideas so openly.

His heart quickened.

"I believe," he said slowly, "that knowledge liberates. And that it's our duty to seek truth, no matter where it leads us."

Magdalena's eyes shone with approval.

"Then, Antonio Nariño, I sense we'll be great friends."

The following hour passed in conversation about books, ideas, and aspirations. Antonio discovered in Magdalena not only a beauty that captivated him, but a sharp intelligence.

That night, in the privacy of his room, Antonio wrote on a loose sheet:

"Today I met an extraordinary being. Magdalena Ortega possesses a beauty that eclipses the flowers of the paternal garden, but more importantly still, a mind that challenges the conventions of our society."

Twenty-seven days later, on March 27, 1785, Antonio and Magdalena would marry in the church of Santa Bárbara.

The soft scratching of the quill against paper broke the silence in Don Felipe de Vergara's office. The flickering light of candles projected restless shadows on walls lined with maps and documents. The young Spanish official had spent months observing the colony.

"Most Excellent Lord Minister of the Indies," he wrote with meticulous calligraphy. "I fulfill my duty to inform Your Excellency about the current situation in New Granada, according to observations made during my service..."

"The implementation of Bourbon reforms has generated considerable unrest among the Creoles. While most maintain their loyalty to the Crown, I perceive growing discontent with commercial restrictions and limited access to administrative positions.

I am particularly concerned about the proliferation of salons among young people from prominent families. In these meetings, dangerous ideas from French and English philosophers circulate. Concepts like 'natural rights' and 'social contract' find fertile ground in these minds eager for change.

The majority of the population remains, however, oblivious to these revolutionary currents. Indigenous people and slaves, who comprise the bulk of the inhabitants, continue more concerned with their subsistence than with political abstractions.

Nevertheless, I detect subtle transformations. Echoes of events in the English colonies of North America have penetrated to these territories."

"I consider it prudent, Most Excellent Lord, to act with measured firmness. I suggest reinforcing strategic points and increasing surveillance over influential Creoles. I likewise recommend stricter controls over the literature entering these territories."

He signed the document and contemplated the dark streets from his window.

"Are we facing the prelude to something transcendental?" he murmured.

He sealed the envelope with red wax and left it on the correspondence tray. Tomorrow it would depart for Madrid.

July 24, 1783

The full moon floated over the hills surrounding Santafé. Wayra moved along a barely perceptible path, moving away from the city's last huts. She was no longer the fifteen-year-old girl who had experienced her first vision in the market. At thirty-three, fine lines had begun to mark the corners of her eyes, and her hands bore the calluses of someone who had worked with plants her entire life. The night cold of the cordillera seeped through her wool ruana.

She reached a small clearing where a circle of worn stones marked a sacred space, known only to the few who preserved Muisca traditions. Wayra knelt in the center and extracted from her bag the ritual elements: coca leaves, tobacco cultivated in sacred lands, chicha fermented according to ancestral tradition.

With movements inherited from generations of shamans, she prepared the sacred mixture. Her lips moved in an ancient chant, words in Chibcha that traversed time to invoke her ancestors' spirits.

"Bochica, father of wisdom," she murmured, "guide my eyes beyond the veil. Show me the paths that interweave in time's fabric."

Wayra consumed the preparation and closed her eyes. Gradually, the world began to dissolve; the forest sounds transformed into a strange and distant melody.

Suddenly, she found herself in an unknown room. A Creole woman held a newborn who cried with unusual force. Without anyone mentioning it, Wayra knew she was contemplating Simón Bolívar, born in Caracas that same day. The infant's cry reverberated with supernatural power.

The vision changed abruptly. Now she observed Antonio Nariño, years older than the twenty-year-old she had known in the market, leaning over a desk in a room filled with books. His hands held papers that seemed to burn with their own light.

With a deep gasp, she returned to the reality of the forest clearing. Her body trembled, not only from the night chill, but from the overwhelming intensity of the visions.

Finally, with trembling hands, she extracted a small notebook and a piece of charcoal. She began to draw, trying to capture the images before they faded.

"What role will I play in this story that's beginning to be written?" she said, half to herself.

A sudden gust of wind stirred the pages of her notebook like a silent response. Wayra interpreted the message: her mission was to observe, remember, and when the moment arrived, act as a bridge between worlds.

She carefully stored the notebook in her bag and stood up. The sky was beginning to clear in the east, announcing that a new day was approaching.

"May Chía illuminate your paths," she whispered to the morning wind.

​​
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Chapter 2 Pedro from Popayán to Santafé
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1790

A whip brushed Pedro's back as the sun barely outlined the mountains surrounding Popayán. It wasn't a blow, but a reminder: another day in the cane fields of Hacienda San Isidro was beginning.

"Up, blacks! The day waits for no one!" bellowed Don Rodrigo, his hoarse voice slicing through the cool morning air.

Pedro abandoned his straw mattress. The straw crackled under his weight, and the smell of rancid sweat and wood smoke filled his nostrils. His muscles protested from the previous day's labor. At thirty years old, his body already bore the marks of a life in slavery: scars crossing his back like furrows in plowed earth, calloused hands, a slight limp in his left leg, the consequence of a childhood fall in the fields.

"Don't tempt Don Rodrigo's fury so early," whispered Tomás from the adjacent mattress. The old man rose with difficulty, rubbing his swollen knees. "When he chews his tobacco like that, jaw clenched, he's looking for someone to take it out on."

Pedro nodded and stepped out of the hut he shared with ten other slaves. The morning cold made him shiver; his threadbare shirt, stiff with dried sweat, barely protected him. Dew wet his bare feet as he walked across the packed earth.

The stars resisted, faint, against the inexorable advance of light. In the stables, a horse snorted. Beyond, the cane fields stretched like a dark sea, stirred by the breeze carrying the cloying sweetness of molasses.

"Pedro!" Don Rodrigo's voice stopped him. "Today you'll work in the big house. The master wants you to prepare his son for a journey."

Pedro kept his eyes down. Working in the house meant escaping the machete and the punishing sun. It also meant being under the masters' eyes.

"Yes, Don Rodrigo."

He walked toward the colonial mansion. His feet, hardened by years of going barefoot, barely felt the stones on the path. The meticulously pruned gardens released a scent of jasmine and orange blossom. The immaculate columns, the wrought-iron balconies, the windows with glass brought from Spain, everything proclaimed a wealth that existed on the sweat of men like him.

Upon crossing the threshold, the aroma of freshly ground coffee and baked bread painfully reminded him of the hunger he felt. His stomach growled. The cook, Doña Marta, a mulata with round cheeks and hands always dusted with flour, gave him a discreet gesture from the stove.

"Here," she murmured, slipping him a piece of bread still warm. "You'll need it to get through that little demon."

Pedro bit into it. The crust crunched between his teeth, the taste of wheat and yeast filling his mouth. He devoured the rest while climbing toward the main rooms, running his fingers along the polished cedar banister. He stopped before a door carved with fruit and leaf motifs and knocked.

"Come in," responded a youthful voice from within.

Upon entering, he found Alejandro Torres before the mirror, adjusting a traveling suit of dark blue cloth. The fifteen-year-old had his hair slicked back and the rosy cheeks of someone who had never known hunger.

"Ah, it's you," he said, watching Pedro through the reflection as he buttoned his waistcoat. "Prepare my luggage. We're departing for Santafé."

"Yes, master."

Pedro moved to the mahogany wardrobe. While selecting linen shirts and arranging them in an embossed leather trunk, he couldn't help glancing at the books piled on the desk. Spines in different colors: red, green, brown. Titles in Spanish and French he vaguely recognized. For years he had taken advantage of the twilight shadows to hide near the pavilion where Alejandro's tutor gave his lessons, crouched among the hibiscus bushes, ants climbing his ankles, he had begun to decipher the mystery of letters.

"What are you looking at?" Alejandro had turned and was watching him with one eyebrow raised.

Pedro startled. His mouth went dry.

"Nothing, master... just... the books. There are so many."

"And what does that matter to you?" Alejandro crossed his arms. "Can you even read?"

"No, master," Pedro lied, forcing himself to keep his voice neutral. Revealing his secret learning would mean, at best, lashes; at worst, being sold to the silver mines.

"Hmm." Alejandro lost interest and turned back to the mirror, smoothing a lock of hair. "Make sure to pack the books well protected. Wrap them in cloth. The road to Santafé is treacherous."

Pedro continued his work in silence. His hands folded clothes with mechanical precision while his mind wandered toward Santafé. He had heard stories about the capital of the Viceroyalty: cobblestone streets, churches with golden domes, plazas where everything was sold. Would it really be so different from Popayán?

"Pedro." Alejandro's voice interrupted his thoughts. "You'll come with us. My father says I'll need a personal servant in Santafé."

Pedro's heart quickened. Leaving Popayán meant leaving Tomás, Marta, the few familiar faces among the slaves. But it also meant something new. Something he couldn't name.

"As you command, master," he responded, keeping his tone neutral.

He finished packing and looked through the window. The cane fields stretched to the horizon, a green sea that had been his only horizon for thirty years.

The sound of hooves in the courtyard brought him back. The journey was about to begin.

The sun punished the courtyard of Hacienda San Isidro, and the air smelled of horse manure and hot dust. Pedro stood erect, head down and hands clasped behind his back, forming a line with five other slaves. Sweat ran down his forehead and stung his eyes, but he didn't dare wipe it.

Before them, Don Francisco Torres paced thoughtfully. His ebony cane with its silver handle marked a hypnotic rhythm against the tiles: tac, tac, tac.

"The journey to Santafé is arduous," he announced in a grave voice, stopping. "I need someone robust, resistant, and above all of absolute loyalty to accompany my son."

Tac. Tac. Tac. The cane stopped before the first slave. Don Francisco examined him, shook his head almost imperceptibly, and moved on. When he reached Pedro, their eyes met for an instant before Pedro lowered his gaze.

"You." The tip of the cane pressed lightly against his chest. "What is your name?"

"Pedro, my master."

"I have observed you in the fields." Don Francisco scratched his graying beard. "You possess strength and seem intelligent. Do you understand horses?"

"Yes, my master. I have assisted in the stables when ordered."

Don Francisco nodded, satisfied.

"Good. You will escort Alejandro. You'll carry the sedan chair for when my son tires of riding." He turned to the overseer. "Prepare him for the journey. They depart at dawn."

As the landowner walked away, Pedro felt his companions' eyes boring into his back. Envy, resentment, perhaps a little borrowed hope.

Don Rodrigo approached, chewing his tobacco.

"It seems fortune smiles on you, black." He spat a dark stream near Pedro's feet. "But remember: one single error and you pay with your hide. The young master's safety is your absolute responsibility."

"I understand, Don Rodrigo. I will not fail."

"I hope so." The overseer narrowed his eyes. "Now go to the stables. Learn to carry that chair as if it were your own mother."

In the stables, amid the smell of hay and greased leather, he found Tomás brushing a dark bay horse. The old man's eyes were red.

"They've told me," he said without stopping the brush. "You're going to Santafé."

The name of Santafé hung in the air.

"Tomorrow at dawn."

Tomás set down the brush and came over, limping. He placed a calloused hand, rough as tree bark, on Pedro's shoulder.

"Listen well, boy." His voice dropped to barely a whisper. "This journey... could be your opportunity."

Pedro glanced at the doorway, making sure no one could hear. A rooster crowed in the distance.

"Opportunity for what, Tomás?"

"For freedom." The old man pronounced the word as if it burned. "Santafé is vast. There are people who help our kind. If you're cautious, if you plan well..."

Pedro's stomach clenched. The word "freedom" sounded like a fairy tale, something that only existed in the stories the old ones told at night.

"But if I tried to flee and they caught me..." he whispered.

"I know, son, I know." Tomás pressed his shoulder. "A runaway they catch doesn't walk straight again. But think about it. You could have a life of your own. Choose your work. Marry who you wished. Be a real man."

Pedro swallowed. The horse snorted and shook its mane.

"Have you heard of a man named Antonio Nariño?" Tomás asked, lowering his voice further.

Pedro shook his head.

"He's a criollo from Santafé. Rich, they say, but different." Tomás tapped his temple. "He has dangerous ideas. He talks of equality, of freedom. They say he has spoken against slavery. If you ever need help..."

"How would I find him?"

"Ask for his house. Near the main plaza, in the La Catedral neighborhood. He's well known." Tomás held his gaze. "But be careful, boy. What I'm telling you could cost us both our lives."

The rest of the day passed in preparations. Pedro learned to balance the sedan chair on his shoulders, to distribute the weight so as not to destroy his back. He packed his few belongings in a cloth bundle: a spare shirt, a piece of soap, an amulet that had belonged to his mother.

That night, lying on his mattress, he couldn't fall asleep. Through the cracks in the palm-leaf roof, the stars flickered like distant embers. He made a resolution. He didn't know what Santafé held for him, but he would face it with his eyes open.

The entourage departed Hacienda San Isidro while the sky was still black. Pedro carried the sedan chair on his shoulders; the leather straps bit into his skin through his shirt. He marched behind Alejandro's horse, breathing the dust raised by its hooves.

"Hurry up, Pedro!" Alejandro called without turning. "We have a long road ahead!"

Pedro adjusted the weight and quickened his pace. The path wound between hills, moving away from Popayán. As the sun rose, the heat became brutal. Sweat soaked his shirt and stung his eyes; each breath burned his throat. Alejandro, by contrast, rode with his back straight, shielded from the sun by a wide-brimmed hat.

After several hours the young master raised his hand.

"Prepare the chair. I'll rest a while."

With relief, Pedro set the chair on the ground. His shoulders throbbed. He helped Alejandro dismount, and the boy settled into the chair as if onto a throne, stretching his legs.

"It must be exhausting," Alejandro remarked, watching him with curiosity, "to walk without rest."

Pedro went still, surprised. It was the first time the young master had shown anything resembling interest in his condition.

"The body gets used to it, master," he answered carefully, rubbing his shoulders.

Alejandro nodded, thoughtful. He removed his hat and fanned himself.

"Tell me, Pedro, had you ever left the hacienda before?"

"Never, master."

"Neither had I." Alejandro looked toward the mountains rising before them. "This is my first trip to Santafé. My father assures me it's a magnificent city, full of promises for someone of my position."

Pedro said nothing. He lifted the chair again.

The path grew steeper as they entered the mountains. Pedro panted under the weight of the chair and its occupant. Loose stones rolled under his feet. The air grew thin.

"Pedro," Alejandro called, "do you see those trees? They look like guava. Bring me some fruit."

The trees grew on a steep slope, off the road. Pedro set the chair down carefully and climbed the hillside, gripping roots that jutted from the earth. As he climbed, he considered how easy it would be to keep going, to lose himself in the forest. Freedom was right there, a few steps away. But so was the memory of the runaways he had seen brought back: backs destroyed, tendons cut, eyes empty.

He returned with a handful of ripe guavas, the pink flesh showing where the skin had split.

"Here." Alejandro offered him one almost as an afterthought. "You must be thirsty."

Pedro accepted the fruit. Sweet and tart juice burst in his mouth and ran down his chin. As he chewed, he glanced at Alejandro sideways. Perhaps he wasn't as insensible as he had assumed.

At nightfall they camped beside a stream whose water ran cold and clear. Pedro lit a fire with dry branches and arrayán leaves that crackled and sent up orange sparks; the smoke smelled like medicine.

Alejandro sat near the fire, hugging his knees. The firelight made him look younger, almost vulnerable.

"Pedro," he said suddenly, "have you never desired... to be free?"

The question hit Pedro like a lash. He looked at Alejandro, searching for the trap, the hidden hook.

"All men yearn for freedom, master," he answered carefully.

"I suppose so." Alejandro prodded the embers with a stick. "It's just... I had never truly thought about it. At the hacienda, everything seemed so... normal. Natural, even."

Pedro said nothing. What could he say? That there was nothing natural in a man belonging to another like a mule or a plow?

"You should rest, master," he said finally. "Tomorrow another long day awaits us."

While Alejandro wrapped himself in his blanket and closed his eyes, Pedro stayed awake, feeding the fire. The stars shone above them, the same stars he saw from his hut on the hacienda. The same ones his ancestors had seen in distant lands, before the ships, before the chains.

The branch whistled past his head, missing by inches.

"Watch out!" Alejandro shouted, too late.

Pedro grabbed a rock. The storm had caught them in the heights of the cordillera, where the path narrowed to a ledge of wet stone.

Three days since their departure from Popayán. The thin air made every breath an effort. Pedro, carrying the empty chair, felt his lungs on fire. Rain lashed his face, cold as needles.

"We need shelter!" he shouted, fighting to be heard.

Alejandro nodded, gripping his horse's reins. The animal stamped and shied, its eyes white with panic, slipping in the mud.

Through the curtain of water, Pedro spotted a dark shadow in the hillside: the mouth of a cave. He pointed and started forward, each step a battle against the wind that threatened to hurl him off the cliff.

They reached the cave soaked through. Pedro secured the horse at the entrance and helped Alejandro dismount. The boy was trembling, his lips blue.

"Close," Alejandro panted, sinking against the rock wall. Water dripped from his hair into his eyes. "Too close..."

Pedro took off his shirt and wrung it out. The water fell and formed a puddle at his feet. The mountain cold penetrated to his bones, but he had known worse: winter nights in the hut with no fire, when the slaves slept pressed together like animals to share warmth.

Alejandro watched him. Then he rummaged in his saddlebag and pulled out a wool blanket.

"Here," he said, holding it out.

Pedro looked at it without understanding.

"But you need it more than I do, master."

"I have dry clothes in the luggage." Alejandro pointed to the trunk. "I can't allow you to fall sick. Who would carry me then?"

There was something in the tone (humor? shame?) that Pedro couldn't read. He accepted the blanket and wrapped himself in it, grateful for the rough warmth of wool against his wet skin.

He gathered branches and dry leaves from the back of the cave and lit a small fire. The flames grew, throwing dancing shadows across the rock walls.

"I had never seen a storm like this," Alejandro murmured, hypnotized by the fire.

"At these heights, the weather changes without warning." Pedro held his hands to the flames. "My father used to say the mountains have their own spirit. Sometimes they grow angry with travelers who dare to cross them."

Alejandro looked at him with genuine curiosity.

"I didn't realize slaves..." He stopped, as if catching himself.

"That we had beliefs?" Pedro finished. The word came out sharper than he intended. "We have stories too, master. Tales of our ancestors. Of distant lands, of gods and spirits who accompany us even in servitude."

Silence stretched between them, filled only by the crackle of the fire and the distant roar of the storm.

"Tell me something," Alejandro said at last, leaning back against the wall. "Your stories. Perhaps they'll help me sleep."

And so, while the tempest lashed the peaks, Pedro began to narrate. Stories he had heard from Tomás and other elders: legends of Anansi the spider, the trickster god; of Yoruba warriors who rode lions; of African queens who commanded armies. Alejandro listened with half-closed eyes, his eyelids growing heavier, until he surrendered to sleep.

Pedro kept talking in whispers, no longer for his young master but for himself, until exhaustion dragged him too into the dark.

The scent of fresh-baked bread mingled with the stench of open drains and the smoke of street fires. Pedro wrinkled his nose, overwhelmed by the assault on his senses. Santafé unfolded before them: a labyrinth of cobblestone streets, white facades, church towers piercing the gray sky.

"Look at it, Pedro!" Alejandro exclaimed, sitting up straight in his saddle. "It's even grander than I imagined!"

Pedro nodded in silence. His eyes moved across the facades, some majestic with wrought-iron balconies and pots overflowing with geraniums, others crumbling, plaster flaking to show the adobe beneath. Through the streets flowed a heterogeneous crowd: gentlemen in powdered wigs, ladies in elaborate dresses with mother-of-pearl fans, friars in brown habits, indigenous people in multicolored ponchos carrying bundles on their backs, and slaves like him, hauling loads or walking three steps behind their masters.

Alejandro dismounted, stretching his legs.

"Come. We must find Camilo Torres's residence
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