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    Prologue

    


    
    Stories did not merely exist in our household; they functioned as its architecture. For the author, every narrative was a deliberate construction —a world built from words where every detail carried the weight of breath and consequence. To witness his creative process was to see history refusing its grave, demanding to be heard through an act of intellectual defiance. His relationship with the written word was forged through necessity. Even as his eyesight began to fail, he did not simply read; he excavated, pressing books close to his face as if searching for a hidden truth beneath the ink. Those early volumes, though few, left indelible marks —half-blessing, half-scar.

    
    During his years as an immigrant in the United States, his true sanctuary was not found in the urban chaos of Hartford, but within the walls of its Public Library. For weeks, he passed the bronze statue at the entrance without a second thought, until the realization struck: he was walking past Mark Twain. In that moment, the statue ceased to be a mere landmark and became a sentinel. To enter with Twain standing watch was to pass into a republic of voices, a democracy of the imagination where the author spent seven years in chosen solitude, allowing American literature to rebuild his worldview.

    
    Upon returning to Peru, this influence transformed into action. Fifteen years were devoted to the study of phonetics and prosody, driven by the conviction that language is infrastructure —not a barrier, but the essential road between minds. When that period concluded, writing evolved from an interest into a moral imperative. Painting, drawing, and poetry fell away, leaving only the narrative as a tool to rescue what power had sought to bury.

    
    This work is built upon the DNA of that journey: the understanding that history is not a fixed record, but a contested territory. It offers the reader the unsettling gift of doubt rather than the comfort of easy answers. As observers of his life and work, we recognize the patience required to sit with human contradiction and the courage to find the voices that society has historically excluded.

    
    In these pages, you will find a man who made curiosity his religion and words his weapons. This novel is memory insisting on its right to speak —an homage that refuses sentimentality to reveal what we were, what we have become, and what we might still dare to be.

    
    
      — Diego, Grecia, and Yovana. 
      On behalf of the author’s family and research collaborators.
    

  
    Preface

    


    
    To write a fiction novel based on true events is to reconstruct fragments of a past we shall never fully know. History rests upon presumptions illuminated by certain evidence. The manner in which we process that evidence may lead us to great truths, replicating with exactitude what might have occurred, or drag us toward profound errors of interpretation. There exists no final word in historical analysis: all depends upon the lens through which one looks. Our value judgments, prejudices, and ideologies interfere constantly, creating a world that likely never existed.

    
    For this reason, when choosing a historical character, I prefer to let myself be carried by my intuition, by the thirst to comprehend what might have transpired in his time: the strict rules that governed the society in which he lived, the possible contradictions, the desires for permanence and dominion, but also the impulses of rebellion and dissent. I am drawn to that cultural mixture and its manifestations when concentrated in the life of a single individual. Then, I become an explorer of imaginary worlds, of nonexistent characters who live intensely in search of a reason why, of a truth often relegated by the classes that hold or dispute power.

    
    That power delimits the admissible and the unacceptable. The rules are already installed and must be obeyed to preserve the integrity of society, however unjust they may seem to us today. The norms of the past are not those of the present; culture changes, but the idea of power remains. The preservation of the status quo is the ultimate objective of every society, both ancient and modern. Only their forms change: at times brutally inhuman, at times deliberately —and even hypocritically— humanitarian. Power must be preserved at all costs.

    
    This principle was especially valid and savagely defended during the colonial era in Peru. Colonial Lima of the eighteenth century knew no wristwatches, and pocket timepieces were too costly for common folk. Time was marked from the great churches, such as San Francisco or the Cathedral itself, whose bell towers announced the monastic hours before and after the midday Angelus. It was a time of discrimination and opposition to the social ascent of Black people.

    
    Even empirical surgeons, called Latin surgeons or quota surgeons, proved indispensable in a poor city with a scarcity of academic physicians. The Latin surgeons were trained in hospitals to perform simple surgical labors, but what was denied them was recognition and the possibility of ascending to the same level as white surgeons trained in academies. They were tolerated in the craft, but never as equals. Their work, already arduous enough, had to be done on foot: they could not mount horses nor sit in carriages. El leyes de la era forbade it. Such was the privilege only of whites and physicians graduated from universities.

    
    The Inquisition represented the nearly absolute power of Spanish culture over all that departed from the Catholic faith. Judaism, pagan religions, witchcraft, spiritualism, shamanic practices, and traditional herbalism fell within the realm of the forbidden. To transgress those norms could cost condemnation to the pyre as a form of purification. El familierato, the eyes and ears of the Holy Office, was a network of associates of the tribunal who, with suspicions and denunciations, pointed out those who might break the rules. A single denunciation sufficed to ruin someone's life, and not a few familiares resorted to conspiracy as a means of demonstrating a power that bordered on the absolute.

    
    That shadow of intrigue and abuse constitutes the central axis of this story, a novelized biography. Our protagonist never existed as such, though he is inspired by an extraordinary man who was ahead of his time: José Manuel Valdés. He was a poet, physician, and revolutionary who left his signature stamped upon the Act of Independence of Peru in 1821.

    
    Arnoldo Valdés, the imaginary character of our story, follows closely in the footsteps of that true Valdés, but carries as well a mystical component that dialogues with his roots. Born and raised in a palenque, he embodies a complex synthesis of mestizaje. Part of Arnoldo's life is influenced by the ancestral healing science of his parents, one a shaman and the other an herbal healer. In his interior survive the teachings of his progenitors, the spiritual, the mystical, the incomprehensible.

    
    What follows is the story of a man who embodied an impossible contradiction: despised for his blood, indispensable for his skill, and ultimately unforgettable for his defiance.



Chapter 1 · The Illness of Don Facundo


Doña Isabel opened the door before Valdés could knock a second time. Her expression reflected perturbation, weariness, confusion, and despair. The innate beauty of the mistress of the country estate seemed to have withered with the passage of time.

       “I thank you for coming so swiftly, Don Valdés,” she whispered. Her voice trembled, weakened by sleepless nights. “My husband... he is himself no longer. He recognizes no one. His temper changes like a lightning flash. He fears me, rejects me, threatens me. I implore you to examine him. Should it be necessary to bleed him or purge him, see that it is done.”


Valdés nodded without a word. As he adjusted his gloves, he felt a knot in his stomach. He had seen broken bodies, devastating pestilences, and impossible wounds... but the mind was a different war altogether. He recalled the bullet that near killed Don Facundo years before. Since that time, the man was more than a patient. He was a friend.

“Grant me leave to view him,” he finally replied.

Doña Isabel barely inclined her head and lost herself down the corridor. The house lay in gloom, heavy with silence. Valdés leaned both hands upon his cane. He harboured a dire presentiment. The Doña returned moments later.

“He is calm. For the moment. He awaits you in his private chamber.”


Valdés exchanged a glance with Sigfrido. No speech was required. Both knew this was no ordinary visitation. The double door, carved with arabesques, creaked open. The room was near dark. The bed could barely be discerned amid the shadows.


“Kindle no lights,” a husky voice commanded. “Let us speak in this manner.”

Valdés took a deep breath. “How fares Don Facundo this day?”

The reply resembled no greeting. 

“For what purpose have you come? To cure me... or to murder me?”

His figure was ominously silhouetted upon his couch amidst the shadows. His eyes were vacant. A sudden startle of terror. And then: 

“Are you called... Surgeon Valladolid?”

Valdés’s heart leapt. Valladolid had been dead for many a year.

“I am Valdés. Your friend. I come with my assistant...”

“Falsehoods!” Facundo shouted. “Impostors! Thieves! Where is Aaron? Bid my overseer come forth! Bring forth soldiers! They seek to steal my estate, you accursed wretches!” He pounded the bed. He sought enemies in every corner. He recognized no one. He only repeated the name of Aaron, his trusted slave... who had also been long deceased.

Doña Isabel rushed in. “Facundo! My love, be calm. They are friends.”

He gazed upon her as if she were a stranger. “Who are you? Where is Aaron?”

The fury abated as quickly as it had erupted. His body sank into the bed, his eyes lost to some point in the past. When he spoke anew, his voice was so gentle that it made the skin of all present crawl.

“Elvira... where are you, my love? Do not forsake me. You are all I have.”

Doña Isabel blinked. “Elvira?” she murmured. “That is the name of our housekeeper...”

Valdés shook his head. “Seek no logic. His mind is rent. It is best to let him rest.”

They departed the chamber without a sound, leaving behind that thick darkness, like a cavern where reason had gone to die. In the receiving hall, Valdés paused, pale.

“Doña Isabel,” he spoke in a grave voice. “We must speak. Straightaway.”

He had witnessed something. Something he wished not to utter before Sigfrido. Something that could alter everything.

***



Chapter 2 · The Viceroy's Edict


Every word of the Cirujano Latino struck a blow against Doña Isabel's hope of returning, one day, to an ordinary life. Her beautiful, light brown eyes seemed to fill with a peculiar lustre, a gleam of contained grief, of controlled suffering.


“His condition hath notably deteriorated,” Valdés did not even sit. He adjusted the collar of his coat, a gesture of anxiety. “We held his melancholy in check for a season, but now it is worse than ever. Doña Isabel listened in silence. Every word of the Cirujano Latino was a blow. “The bloodlettings yield only momentary calm. They will soon be useless. The physic of the white men avails not in such cases. We must change our strategy.”


Valdés drew a deep breath. Don Facundo, in his delirium, had mistaken him for Valladolid, the surgeon who represented the failed methodology of the colonial academy. The art of healing, for Valdés, demanded more.

“With your leave, I must employ other resources.”

The Doña raised an eyebrow, curious and fearing the worst. “Other resources? To what do you refer, Don Valdés?”


“I speak of potions and shamanic rites. My people employ them. I have seen patients recover their sound mind after sessions of folk healing. We hold that this madness is wrought by wandering spirits. Beings that dwell amongst us and seize possession of a body without notice.” Valdés fixed his eyes upon her. “The proper course is to expel these spirits and guide them towards the light.”


“Do you believe this shall prove effective?” said the Doña, her doubts formed a barrier.


“I possess proof that it works.” Valdés leaned in. “But these practices are prohibited. Punishable by confiscation, banishment, and death.” He drew a yellowed paper, folded and worn, from his jacket: a copy of the decree. “I hold no full liberty to employ my science, my Lady. This is the Viceroy’s Edict. Pray, read it. And tell me if you are willing to proceed with my proposal.”


The Doña took the ill-treated paper. The content absorbed her instantly.

EDICT OF HIS MOST EXCELLENT VICEROY

TEODORO DE LA CROIX

CONCERNING THE

PERSECUTION OF WITCHCRAFT AND SORCERY

Issued in Lima, The City of Kings, 1790


To all the faithful and inhabitants of the glorious Viceroyalty of Peru, be it known that the Tribunal of the Holy Inquisition, in its sacred duty to protect the Catholic Faith and the purity of our souls, has been informed with great concern regarding the persistence of pagan practices and superstitions among the populace of these blessed lands.


We are deeply alarmed that, rather than embracing the light of the true Faith and the teachings of our Lord Jesus Christ, some deliver themselves to the darkness of heathenism, worshipping false deities, invoking wicked spirits, and participating in heretical rites that undermine the very foundations of our holy religion.

Therefore, by virtue of the authority conferred by the Holy Church and in the name of the Christian Faith that unites us, we declare and decree the following:

I. Any form of worship to pagan deities is strictly forbidden, which includes idols, false gods, and demonic entities, for they are enemies of God and the true Faith.

II. All superstitious practice is proscribed, such as the vain reading of the stars, the consulting of oracles, and every other form of divination that contradicts the Divine precepts.

III. Every act of witchcraft, sorcery, and black magic is condemned, as well as any attempt to invoke supernatural beings for malevolent or selfish ends.

IV. The creation of a committee for the persecution of witchcraft and sorcery is ordered, which shall possess the necessary authority to act accordingly.

V. All citizens are urged to denounce straightaway and without hesitation any suspicious activity related to pagan practices. The concealment of such activities shall be deemed a grave offence against God and the Crown.

VI. Those found guilty shall be subjected to the justice of the Holy Inquisition and shall receive the penalties their heresy merits, including excommunication, confiscation of property, banishment, or, in the most severe cases, capital punishment.

May this Edict serve as a solemn warning to all the faithful and inhabitants of the Viceroyalty of Peru. May the light of the Faith illuminate your hearts and guide you along the path of righteousness and eternal salvation.

Teodoro de Croix, Viceroy of Perú

The threat of the stake was written therein. It was a solemn warning. Nevertheless, something relieved Doña Isabel’s distress: the edict focused upon rites with malevolent aims. It made no mention of healing. She lifted her gaze; a gleam of hope seemed to emerge from her eyes. “This document speaks not of the use of rites for benevolent aims, but of those that seek to cause harm. I believe that allows us a measure of freedom. I trust in your knowledge, Don Valdés.” Her voice broke suddenly. “You are the only person who might help him. Other physicians have already called and given me no hope. I cannot bear to see him suffer thus, so exposed and violent.”

“I thank you for your confidence, Your Grace, but I must ask you for one crucial thing.”

“Tell me. Whatever is required.”

Valdés drew near, lowering his voice until it became a secret. “Do not mention to any soul what shall transpire during the rites. Absolutely no one. If we manage to restore his reason, it is a miracle that must remain between us.”

“I agree. When shall we commence?”

“Tomorrow itself.”


“I shall ensure that only personnel of my full confidence are near. I shall furnish a pretext for them to absent themselves from the house. Is the time betwixt Terce and Sext (the morning hours) enough for the purpose?”



Valdés nodded. "Yes, Doña Isabel. It is more than sufficient. The session shall commence at the chime of Terce at San Francisco, when the ladies return from Mass. And it shall not conclude until Sext (midday) is finished."


She was the mistress of the country estate. She could move the world if it was necessary.

“I shall take charge of the servants. I will keep the house empty.”


Valdés took his leave. His appointment was at Terce. The surgeon walked toward the door, the copy of the edict searing his pocket. The Viceroy's Law was of no account. If he cured Facundo, he had saved a life. If he failed, he would condemn himself.


***



Chapter 3 · In the Shadows of the Arrabal


Valdés and Sigfrido left the farmhouse. They had to attend to their other igualas —their health contracts— but the Latin surgeon walked in silence, distant. Sigfrido, his assistant, watched him. For a Cirujano Latino, resorting to shamanic practices was sheer madness. The Holy Office could accuse them of heresy. Valdés was putting their lives at risk.


    As they crossed fields and alleys, the city seemed to split into two incompatible worlds. Behind the high walls stood the City of Kings: radiant, lined with balconies and tiles. The Viceroy’s Palace embodied the power of the Crown. The Cathedral, the all-encompassing influence of the cassock. Outside lay the arrabales: a labyrinth of shacks, dust, and oil lanterns. Here lived Afro-descendants and mestizos. Many freedmen, some hidden runaways, all under the shadow of slavery. At nightfall, the mothers who nursed the children of the rich returned to these unlit streets. To the darkness.


Valdés and his assistant reached at their callejón or solar, kind of tenement house, a shadowy corner near the eastern gate of Lima’s walled enclosure., a gloomy corner near the eastern gate of Lima’s walled Cercado. The exhaustion of the day bent Valdés. He collapsed face-down onto his bed as he felt the thick air of the slum choking him. Suddenly, the cold touch of the silver pendant he always wore drew him back to a past he had tried to forget. The metal brushed his skin and, in that instant, he remembered the last time he saw his parents.
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