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Prologue: The Workshop on Calle del Arco
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Bogotá, 1910

The smell of tanned leather has accompanied me all my life. Seventy years breathing this air of tannin and horse grease. There's no more honest perfume.

My name is Juan Chicangana. I have a workshop on Calle del Arco, the same one where my father worked. Here I learned to cut a saddle without wasting a finger's width of material. My hands still obey me, though not as quickly anymore.

Sometimes people come to ask me about General Melo.

The young ones don't know who he was. In the schools they don't teach him, or if they mention him it's to call him a traitor, a coup leader, the tyrant of eight months. Old men like me learned to keep quiet.

But I'm old now. I buried my wife, two of my children, almost everyone who fought beside me on those barricades. What are they going to do to me? Exile me to Panama like the others? I was late for that steamer.

So I'm going to tell what I know.

I didn't know the general as a child. I wasn't with him in the wars of independence, or in Peru when Bolívar pinned a medal on his chest. Of that I only know what he himself told me, one long night, before everything fell apart.

I met him in April of '54. I was fourteen years old and helping to raise a barricade on Calle de San Francisco. I was dragging an armoire with another boy—I don't remember his name; he died that same afternoon—when a man in uniform stopped in front of us.

Short. Dark-skinned. Gray hair. Fifty-some years old. He had the dark eyes of the Tolima Indians and the calloused hands of someone who has gripped machete and hoe. He didn't look like a general. He looked like a muleteer, a blacksmith. One of us.

"What's your name?"

"Juan Chicangana, my general. I work at Don Segundo's saddlery."

"Do you know how to shoot?"

My face burned.

"Once. At the Usaquén fair."

He laughed. A short laugh, without mockery.

"That's more than many knew at Boyacá."

He put his hand on my shoulder. It was heavy.

"When the shooting starts, keep your head down and reload fast. The rest will come."

He kept walking among the sandbags and overturned carts. He didn't look back.

That was the first time I saw José María Melo. But to understand who he was, you have to go further back. To Chaparral, in Tolima. To a time when we were still a colony and a barefoot boy watched the king's soldiers march past.

He told me that story.

Now I tell it to you.
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Chapter 1: The Son of Chaparral: Forging a Revolutionary Destiny
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Chaparral, Tolima -—Boyacá, 1800-1819

Gold on the peaks of the cordillera. Dawn breaking over Chaparral.

The smell of freshly ground coffee. A rooster crowed three times and fell silent. From a nearby house, the rhythmic thud of a pilón marked the start of the day.

Vendors were setting up their stalls in the plaza. Women with baskets of mangoes walked toward the market. The arrieros, wrapped in heavy wool ruanas, adjusted the enjalmas on their mules.

In a bahareque house, José María Melo stretched on his fique mat. He had already hauled three bales of coffee before sunrise, while the other boys in town were still asleep. His shoulders burned, but there was more satisfaction in him than complaint.

He dressed in the cotton shirt his mother had woven and the trousers his father had given him the month before. Before leaving, his gaze lingered on the small altar in the corner. Beside the image of the Virgin and a worn ledger book rested a necklace of jade beads and a figure carved from dark stone.

He touched them both—-the relics and the book—-before leaving. He did it every morning, without thinking.

In the kitchen, his mother stirred the pot of mazamorra over the wood-burning stove. Steam filled the room.

"Be careful on the road," she said, smoothing his hair. "And don't let your grandfather keep you too late."

José María smiled.

"He always keeps me too late."

"I know." His mother squeezed his shoulder. "That's why I'm telling you."

She served him an arepa with cheese and a totuma of hot aguapanela. José María ate in silence, listening to the sounds of the town: the vendors' calls, the whinny of a horse, the murmur of the Amoyá River.

By the fountain in the plaza, two men argued in low voices. They fell silent when the constable passed.

Chaparral was restless. News arrived in whispers—-merchants and arrieros spoke of someone called Simón Bolívar, of battles, of independence. José María listened to everything. Asked little. Remembered much.

Breakfast finished, he kissed his mother and left. The sun was already warming the clay tiles. The air smelled of dew. With long strides, he headed toward his grandfather's house.

On the way, he passed a group of criollo boys.

"Look, there goes the son of the merchant and the Indian woman," one said, loud enough to be heard.

José María held their gaze until they looked away. He kept walking.

The sky was just beginning to lighten when José María arrived at his grandfather's hut. Old Taita Manuel sat waiting on a polished log, weaving with his gnarled hands. Bundles of tobacco hung drying from the roof. It smelled of old smoke and spearmint.

José María noticed something different in the elder. The fingers, which had always woven with such steadiness, trembled slightly. He had grown thinner since the last visit. The skin of his neck hung loose, like that of an old bird.

"Come closer," said the elder. His voice sounded rougher than usual.

José María sat on the ground. The Taita threw a handful of leaves onto the coals. The smoke rose slowly, fragrant, heavy with mountain resin.

"Do you know why I brought you here today?"

José María shook his head.

"Because you're old enough to know certain things." The elder coughed—-a wet sound that shook his chest. "And because I don't know how many more chances I'll have to tell them."

"Grandfather..."

"Don't interrupt me." He gestured with his hand. "The Spanish took eighty years to defeat us. Eighty. Do you know how long it took them to conquer the Muisca?"

"No, grandfather."

"Less than three." The old man leaned forward. "Three years were enough for them to hand over their gold, their lands, their gods. We gave them war for generations. My great-grandfather died fighting. My grandfather died fighting. My father..." His voice broke for a moment. "My father died working in the mines of Mariquita. But he never knelt."

José María leaned forward.

"How did we resist so long?"

The Taita picked up a ceremonial staff adorned with macaw feathers. He turned it in his trembling fingers.

"We knew the land. Every ravine, every cave, every mountain pass. Where they saw impenetrable jungle, we saw roads." He paused. "Calarcá. Pigoanza. Calarma. You should remember those names. They were more than chieftains. They were the reason the Spanish learned to fear us."

"I remember them, grandfather. You've told me their stories."

"Good." The elder looked at him steadily. His eyes, clouded by age, still held a fierce gleam. "But there's something I've never told you. About your grandmother, about how I came to marry her."

José María waited.

"Your grandmother was the daughter of a minor chieftain. The last of her line. When she died, she made me swear that the bloodline would not be lost. That I would find a way to keep it alive." He gestured toward the jade necklace on the altar. "That necklace was hers. It's more than two hundred years old."

"Grandfather, I..."

"You carry Pijao blood. But you also carry other blood. Your father is a good man. Different, but good." He extended his hand and took José María's. The elder's fingers were cold, dry as tobacco leaves. "Your path will be different from mine. But no less valid for that."

He rose with difficulty and walked to the wall where a small age-spotted mirror hung.

"Go and look at yourself."

José María obeyed. He saw his high cheekbones, his dark eyes. He also saw the shape of his nose, which was his father's. The curve of his chin.

For a moment, the image seemed divided. Two faces in one. Two worlds pulling in opposite directions.

"What do you see?" the Taita asked behind him.

"I don't know." José María frowned. "Sometimes I feel like I don't belong anywhere. The criollos see me as Indian. The indigenous see me as criollo."

"Look again."

José María took a deep breath. He closed his eyes. When he opened them, he tried to see himself without judgment. The features were still there, mixed, but they no longer seemed in conflict. They were simply his.

"I think... I think I'm beginning to understand."

"You won't understand it today. Nor tomorrow." The Taita set a hand on his shoulder. It weighed less than José María remembered. "But someday you will. And that day, you'll need this."

He went to the altar of the hut—-a corner where a candle burned beside smooth stones and feathers—-and took the jade necklace.

"This is not an ornament. It is a responsibility." He placed it in José María's hands. "When you wear it, you carry all those who came before. Do you understand?"

José María felt the weight of the cold beads against his palm. He was silent, aware that he didn't fully understand, but also that the understanding would come later.

"Come here."

The old man embraced him. It was the first time he had ever done so. José María felt the fragile bones beneath the skin, the smell of smoke and medicinal herbs that always accompanied the elder.

"May the earth protect you," the Taita murmured in his ear. "And may you never forget where you come from."

When José María pulled away, he saw that the grandfather's eyes were moist. It was the first and last time he ever saw him cry.

1814

Spring of 1814. José María, now fourteen, walked through the market plaza. For months, rumors had been reaching the town like water filtering through the mountain: slow, constant, impossible to stop.

He approached a group gathered around Don Emilio, a merchant recently arrived from Santafé.

"I'm telling you," Don Emilio said, lowering his voice, "something big is coming. In Santafé they speak of liberty. Of breaking with Spain."

Murmurs rippled through the group.

"And this Nariño?" someone asked. "They say his ideas are causing a stir."

"Nariño. He translated something forbidden. The Rights of Man, they call it. They're hunting him for it."

José María listened without speaking. The words—-liberty, rights, equality—-floated in the warm air of the plaza. He wondered what they would mean for people like him. For people like his mother.

"But what does that mean for us?" asked an indigenous peasant. "What will change for the Indians, for the poor?"

Silence. Don Emilio looked around before answering.

"That will depend on us."

That night, José María helped his father in the warehouse. The smell of fabrics and spices filled the air. Juan Melo was reviewing a ledger book, his brow furrowed.

"The shipment came up short again," he said without looking up. "Can you go to Ibagué tomorrow to file a claim?"

"Yes, Father."

Juan closed the ledger.

"Good. With you they don't dare play tricks."

José María was quiet. Then:

"Father, in the plaza they were talking about Nariño. About independence."

His father set down the ledger.

"What were they saying?"

"That things are going to change. That there are people in Santafé talking about liberty."

Juan Melo leaned back in his chair. Something crossed his expression—-hope? worry?—-that José María couldn't quite read.

"These are difficult times, son." He paused. "But they could also be times of opportunity."

"Do you think we should get involved?"

"I think," Juan said slowly, "that you're going to have to make decisions I never had to make. And I think you're ready for that."

He said nothing more. He didn't need to.

The afternoon sun beat down on Chaparral. José María, now eighteen, made his way to a clandestine meeting on the outskirts of town. The last few years had been a whirlwind: the declaration of independence in Santafé, the conflicts between centralists and federalists, the rumors of Spanish reconquest.

In a forest clearing, he found a diverse group: indigenous people, mestizos, some criollos, a couple of freedmen. Among them stood Tomás Yacumal, a Nasa leader who had traveled from Cauca.

Yacumal stood. He was a short man with broad shoulders and calloused hands.

"The question is simple," he said without preamble. "Independence for whom?"

Murmurs rippled through the group.

"The criollos speak of liberty," Yacumal continued. "But they still see our peoples as inferior. They speak of equality, but they keep slaves. If we're going to fight, it has to be for something real."

José María felt compelled to speak. He stood.

"My mother is Pijao. My father is criollo. I've seen both sides." He paused. "I've read Nariño. I've listened to my grandfather's stories. They both speak of the same thing, even if they use different words: dignity. Not being treated as less."

An Afro-descendant woman, María Josefa, interrupted him:

"And what about us? Those of us who still wear chains?"

"Freedom has to be for everyone," José María answered. "Or it won't be freedom. It will just be a change of master."

Yacumal observed him for a long moment.

"You speak well, boy. But speaking is easy. What are you willing to do?"

José María swallowed.

"Whatever it takes."

Yacumal inclined his head—-a minimal gesture of approval.

"There's an army forming. Bolívar. Have you heard of him?"

"Yes."

"Join them. Be our eyes. Make sure they don't forget us when they divide up the country."

That night, José María walked slowly back to his house. The weight of the decision pressed against his chest. He knew what he had to do. He didn't know how to say it.

He found his parents eating supper in silence. His mother had made sancocho de gallina—-his favorite—-as if she had sensed something important was about to happen. The aroma filled the small kitchen.

"Sit down," his father said. "The soup is getting cold."

José María sat. He ate a few spoonfuls without tasting them. His mother watched him from the corner of her eye, with that instinct mothers have for smelling storms before they arrive.

"What's the matter, son?" she asked finally. "You have the face of a funeral."

José María set down his spoon.

"I'm leaving. To join the liberating army."

The silence that followed was so dense that José María could hear the crackling of the fire, the distant bark of a dog, the beating of his own heart.

His mother pressed a hand to her chest.

"No."

"Mamá..."

"No!" She stood so abruptly that her chair fell backward. "I won't lose you the way I lost my brothers! The way we lost everyone!"

"María Antonia..." Juan Melo reached toward his wife.

"Don't say a word!" She turned to him, her eyes bright. "You encouraged him with all your talk of opportunities and new times!"

José María had never seen his mother like this. She had always been quiet, contained—-a woman who kept her emotions the way you keep seeds for the next planting. Seeing her break left him without words.

"Mamá," he said softly. "Tell me. About your brothers. You've never spoken of them."

She sank back into her chair. Tears ran down her cheeks, but her voice came out steady.

"There were three of them. Older than me. When the Spanish came looking for men for the mines, they took them." She paused. "They never came back. My mother died waiting for them. My father... my father went into the mountains and never returned."

José María moved to her side and knelt.

"That's why I have to go, mamá. So no mother has to lose more sons. So it ends."

She took his face in her hands. She looked at him as if memorizing every line, every shadow.

"You're just like them. The same stubbornness. The same fire." She released his face and dried her eyes with the back of her hand. "If you go, I won't forgive you. And if you don't come back, I'll die."

"I'll come back, mamá."

"Everyone says that."

Juan Melo cleared his throat.

"María Antonia, if we tie him here, he'll wither like a plant without sun. You know that."

She didn't answer. She rose and left the kitchen. José María started to follow, but his father stopped him.

"Let her be. She needs time."

They were left alone, father and son, the remains of supper growing cold between them.

"When are you leaving?" Juan asked.

"Tomorrow, before dawn. There's a group heading north."

Juan rose and went to a chest in the corner of the room. He took out something wrapped in cloth.

"This belonged to my father." He unwrapped a brass compass, worn with use but still true. "He never got lost in the mountains because of this. It'll serve you better than it serves me."

José María took the compass. He felt the weight of the metal, the history it carried.

"Thank you, Father."

"And this too." Juan produced a leather pouch. "Everything I could put together. It's not much, but..."

"Father, I can't..."

"You can and you will." Juan pressed the pouch into his hands. "A man without resources is a dead man in war."

They looked at each other for a long moment. There was so much to say, and no words seemed sufficient.

"Are you afraid?" Juan asked.

"Yes."

"Good. Fear keeps you alive. Just don't let it paralyze you."

José María embraced his father. He couldn't remember the last time he had. Juan's arms closed around him with force.

"Remember who you are," Juan whispered. "And come home."

That night, José María didn't sleep. He lay on his mat staring at the bahareque ceiling, listening to the sounds of the house: the creak of the wood, his parents' breathing in the next room, the wind in the leaves of the guava tree in the courtyard.

Near midnight, he heard soft footsteps. His mother came into his room. She carried something in her hands.

"I couldn't sleep," she said, sitting beside him. "And I thought... I thought you should take this."

It was a new shirt, woven from local wool. José María recognized it: his mother had been working on it for weeks, stealing hours from the night.

"Mamá..."

"Be quiet and listen." She took his hand. "I can't read. I don't know about politics. I don't know about wars. But I know one thing: the blood you carry is strong. My people resisted when everyone else gave up. You'll resist too."

She pressed his hand hard.

"Come back, José María. I don't care if you come back as a general or a beggar. Just come back."

"I promise."

She reached into her pocket. The jade necklace that the grandfather had given.

"Your grandfather gave this to me before he died. He told me to give it to you when the time came." She placed it around his neck. "May it protect you."

She held him then, long and close, as if she meant to merge with him. José María felt his mother's tears on his shoulder.

When she left, he stayed with his hands over the necklace, feeling the cold stones against his chest.

Dawn found him dressed and ready. The house was silent. He gathered his pack—-his mother's shirt, his father's compass, a few provisions—-and went out to the courtyard.

His parents were waiting at the door. His mother's eyes were swollen but dry. His father stood very straight, his jaw set.

"The group leaves from the plaza in an hour," José María said. "I should go now."

His father extended his hand. José María shook it, feeling the familiar calluses against his palm.

"May God go with you, son."

His mother stepped forward and embraced him once more—-brief, fierce.

"Come back," was all she said.

José María walked toward the plaza without looking back. If he looked, he knew he wouldn't be able to keep going. He heard a sob behind him—-his mother, probably—-but kept walking.

At the corner where the road turned toward the plaza, he allowed himself one last look. His parents still stood in front of the house, two small figures against the white adobe. His mother raised her hand. José María raised his.

Then he turned the corner and Chaparral was left behind.

April 1819

The journey was long. He crossed cloud forests, forded swollen rivers, slept where he could. At night, around improvised campfires, he met others heading to the same place: a young criollo from Bogotá, a mulatto from Cartagena, a mestizo from the plains.

"Why do you fight?" the criollo asked him one night.

"For the same reason you do," Melo answered. "For liberty."

"From Spain?"

"From everything that keeps us on our knees."

The mulatto, who had been listening in silence, raised his jar of aguardiente in a toast.

"Well said, brother."

After several days of marching, they reached the liberating army's camp in the foothills of the Páramo de Pisba. It was April 1819. The cold of the cordillera cut like a knife.

The camp was a hive of activity. Melo saw the diversity of the troops: criollos, llaneros, indigenous people, freed blacks. All with the same look of hunger and determination.

He approached a tired-looking officer.

"José María Melo, from
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