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Awa speaks.






Chapter 1: The Village by the River 

The first thing Awa heard every morning, even before opening her eyes, was the river.

Not an ordinary sound. Not the quiet murmur of a mountain stream or the gentle lapping of a pond. No—the Amazon River was speaking. It rumbled deeply against the red-clay banks, it whistled between the roots of trees that dipped their feet into the water like old, weary fishermen, it swirled around the submerged trunks with a continuous murmur, deep and powerful, like a giant’s breath. It was the breath of the forest itself. And every morning, that sound was the first proof that Awa was alive.

She opened her eyes.

Above her, the house’s palm-leaf roof let in thin streaks of pink light—the light of dawn, young and hesitant, which hadn’t yet decided if it was really going to rise. In her hammock woven from açaí fibers, Awa lay still for a few seconds, her arms crossed over her chest, listening. It was a habit her grandmother had taught her: before you move, listen. The forest tells you everything you need to know before you even set foot on the ground.

A toucan was calling somewhere, its cry sharp and repeated like the sound of a branch snapping in two. Then a second one answered, farther away, with obvious insolence. An Amazonian parrot let out its hoarse morning call. Frogs were finishing their nighttime concert with scattered final notes. And beneath it all, always, the river.

Awa smiled and jumped to her feet. 

The village of the Yawari tribe—for that was what her people were called, after the founding grandmother—stretched along a tributary of the Amazon, where the river widened into a lazy curve before resuming its course eastward. About twenty houses on stilts formed a semicircle opening onto the water, their palm-leaf roofs golden-brown in the morning light, their walls of woven reeds letting the warm air through. Between the houses grew banana trees with gigantic leaves, papaya trees heavy with orange fruit, and cassava plants with leaves cut like stars. Pot-bellied dogs dozed beneath the stairs. Chickens pecked, tracing absurd zigzags in the ochre earth.

And behind all that—behind the village, behind the gardens, behind the canoes moored at the water’s edge—there was the forest.

The forest.

It began where the last house ended, as abruptly as a wall. A green, living wall, impenetrable at first glance—a wall of trunks, vines, ferns, mosses, leaves of every size and shape, from a coin-sized leaf to a palm frond that could have served as shelter for the night. It rose, rose, rose, climbing in successive tiers up to the canopy—the forest’s roof—which closed in up there, some fifty meters high, in a tangle of branches so dense that the sky was visible only as patches of light, like shards of mirror scattered across green velvet.

Awa had known this wall since she was born. She looked at it every morning without ever finding it any less impressive. 

On the riverbank, where the clay soil turned to soft mud before disappearing beneath the coffee-with-milk-colored water, three village children were already there, feet in the water, eyes wide. Awa trotted over to join them, pulling the embroidered cloth her grandmother had given her for her tenth birthday tight around her shoulders—a red and black fabric dotted with small stylized animals: a jaguar, a macaw, a capybara, a sloth.

“There!” whispered Tupã, a nine-year-old boy with round cheeks, pointing toward the center of the river. “There, do you see?”

Awa saw.

About thirty meters away, something emerged from the water: a rounded, smooth shape, a shade of pink that existed nowhere else in nature—a soft, pale, almost unreal pink, as if someone had mixed sunset light with the skin of a flower petal. A hump, then a long, curved snout, then the whole body arching through the air for a split second before plunging back into a spray of water.

A pink dolphin.

A boto.

Then a second one, leaping a few meters from the first. Then a third, smaller one—a calf, perhaps—which lifted half its body out of the water and seemed to look at the children on the bank with its small, deep-set, round, curious eyes, before diving in turn into a whirlpool of brown water.

“It was looking at us,” whispered little Naia, six years old, who was clutching Awa’s arm so tightly that her fingernails left half-moons in her skin.

“They’re always watching us,” said Awa. “My grandmother says they recognize children with good hearts.”

“And the others?”

Awa shrugged with a smile. “They dive back down faster.”

The river, at that hour, was a spectacle in itself. The white water of the Amazon—white not because it was clear, but because of the richness of silt and clay that the Andes, thousands of kilometers upstream, had entrusted to the current—took on shades of bronze and dirty gold in the low light of dawn. Islets of vegetation drifted slowly, carried by the current, laden with moss and sometimes lizards that let themselves be carried along without a care. A herd of capybaras was swimming across the side channel, their large, square heads emerging from the water like so many moving rocks, and the young—small and round as cushions—swam close to their mothers.

On the other side of the river, barely visible in the morning mist, the forest began again—identical, unbroken, infinite. For miles in every direction, there was nothing but that: the forest, the forest, and more forest. Millions of trees. Billions of leaves. More species of animals, insects, and plants than the human mind could imagine. Ten percent of all living species on planet Earth, crammed into this vast expanse, interwoven with one another in a balance so precise, so fragile, and so ancient that it was hard to believe it had lasted only fifty-five million years.

In the village, the women were beginning to light the morning fires.

On her way home, Awa found her grandmother sitting on the threshold.

Not preparing anything. Not tending to anyone. Just sitting there, her hands flat on her knees, her eyes on the river in the morning light. Yawari did that sometimes—she would stop, completely, for no apparent reason, and look at something the others didn’t see or didn’t know how to look at.

She held a seed in her left hand. A single seed—round, smooth, almost black, the size of a fingernail. Awa didn’t recognize it right away.

“What is it?”

“A kapok seed,” said Yawari without turning around. “I found it this morning in the roots of the big tree. It’s been waiting since fall.”

“Will it sprout?”

“Maybe. Kapok seeds can wait years before deciding the time is right.”

She turned the seed between her fingers—once, twice—with the precision of someone examining something small and important. Her hands, in this movement, were perfectly still.

“Are you waiting, too?” said Awa.

Yawari looked up at her. Her smile—the rare, genuine one—appeared for a second.

“I’m done waiting,” she said. “It’s your turn to start.”

She placed the seed in Awa’s palm and stood up. 

Awa’s grandmother was named Yawari. She was seventy years old, or perhaps older—no one really knew, and she herself didn’t seem to care. She was small and stocky, with hands that life had made as hard as the bark of the kapok tree, black eyes that saw everything, and a smile that appeared only when it truly deserved to appear. She wore her white hair tied in a thick braid down her back, and around her neck, in several rows, necklaces of seeds, animal teeth, and feathers—each object with a story, each story with a lesson.

She was the one who had taught Awa to read the forest.

That morning, like every morning, they ventured into it together as soon as the sun was high enough to see clearly between the trunks. Yawari walked ahead, slowly, her eyes on the ground, stopping so suddenly at times that Awa bumped into her.

“Look,” she said, crouching down.

Awa leaned down. At her feet, in the damp earth, was a low-growing plant with elliptical, slightly velvety leaves. She knew this plant.

“Copaiba,” she said. “The resin heals wounds. You apply it directly to the skin after lightly scraping the bark of the trunk with a bone knife. Not too deep—just enough for the resin to ooze out.”

Yawari nodded without looking at her.

“And if the wound is infected?”

“You mix the resin with green papaya pulp. The papaya’s latex contains an enzyme that kills bacteria.”

“Good.”

They continued on. Further along, the grandmother stopped in front of a thick, twisted vine that spiraled up a trunk before disappearing into the heights.

“Ayahuasca,” said Awa before anyone even asked. “A decoction of the leaves calms high fevers. But we never give it to children under twelve without a healer’s supervision, and never in large quantities—the plant is powerful; it can send the mind on journeys to places from which it’s hard to return.”

Yawari turned and looked at her this time, with something in her eyes that resembled pride, even if she would never put it that way.

“You know all that. But do you know why you know it?”

Awa thought for a moment.

“Because you taught it to me.”

“No. Because the forest taught it to you, through me. I am only the voice. She is the book.”

They walked like this for two hours, stopping before the leaves of the guarana—a vine whose bright red seeds contained more caffeine than coffee, and which gave hunters lasting energy during long hunts; in front of the roots of a small herb whose juice soothed wasp stings; in front of a purple, coral-shaped mushroom that was deadly and must never be touched.

The forest, that morning, was buzzing with life.

Above their heads, in the canopy whose lowest branches began thirty meters up, a group of spider monkeys swung from branch to branch with an ethereal grace, their long arms and prehensile tails transforming each leap into a suspended flight. Further down, in the undergrowth, poison dart frogs—tiny, smaller than an inch, but an electric blue so intense they could be seen from afar—made their way across the fallen leaves with regal slowness. They were not afraid of predators. They had no reason to be: their skin secreted a poison so potent that a single drop could kill a grown man. Their color was a warning. Don’t touch me. I am beautiful and I am dangerous. It’s the same thing.

“Just like you,” said Yawari, pointing at a blue frog, with a smile that appeared only when he deemed it deserved.

Awa pretended not to hear.

On the ground, mushroom-growing ants moved in orderly columns, each carrying a fragment of green leaf cut into a perfect arc—a tiny green parasol on tiny legs. They carried these pieces of leaf into their underground nests not to eat them, but to grow a particular mushroom there that they fed on. It was their garden. Their agriculture. A system fifty million years old, invented long before humans.

Awa watched them pass in silence, careful not to crush the column. She never crushed the ants. Her grandmother had explained to her that the soil of an Amazonian forest without ants would die within a few years—deprived of the ventilation tunnels that allowed water to seep through, deprived of the fungi that decomposed dead leaves, deprived of the seeds that the ants carried and forgot, allowing new trees to grow.

Everything was connected. That was the first lesson. 

The afternoon arrived, hot and heavy, like a damp blanket draped over the forest. In this kind of heat, even sounds moved more slowly. The cicadas buzzed in continuous swaths. The river glistened like molten metal. The children dozed in the hammocks.

Awa, however, was not dozing.

She was sitting on the trunk of a fallen tree, at the edge of the forest, carving a small piece of wood with the bone knife her father had given her before leaving on a long trading journey with the northern tribes—a journey he had set out on eight months ago. The shape in the wood was that of a pink dolphin. She carved its round eyes and curved snout, grain by grain.

That was when she noticed the fishermen.

They were returning. There were five of them, carrying their canoes at arm’s length along the final stretch of riverbank before the village. But their canoes were empty.

Empty.

That wasn’t normal. At that time of day, in that season, the side channel should have been teeming with fish: golden-flanked tucunarés, tambaquis as wide as dinner plates, silvery pirapitangas that sometimes leaped into the nets all on their own. Awa had never seen them come back with empty canoes.

Kiko, the oldest of the fishermen, had a face as hard as stone.

“What happened?” Awa asked, jumping down from the log.

The man looked at her and hesitated. Then he said, simply:

“Nothing. Starting from the big bend, upstream. The water is strange. It smells like metal.”

He continued on his way without looking back. 

Night fell.

And with it, something else.

First, a mother came to find Yawari: her seven-year-old son had had a stomachache for two days. Then a second family: the little girl hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Then a third: old Paxi’s hands had been shaking uncontrollably since that morning.

Yawari examined each of them. Her face betrayed nothing—never—but Awa, who knew her better than her own shadow, saw something pass through her eyes. A shadow. A worry she wasn’t trying to show but couldn’t quite hide.

Late in the afternoon, Yawari set off alone toward the sacred river—a small tributary branching off from the main river two hundred meters upstream from the village, flanked on either side by giant kapok trees whose roots plunged into the water like enormous fingers. That was where the village came to fetch its drinking water. That was where the women washed the medicinal plants. That was also where the white water lilies and Victoria flowers grew—those giant water lilies with leaves as round as dark green shields, so wide that a child could sit on them.

Awa followed her in silence, keeping her distance.

She saw her grandmother crouch down at the water’s edge and examine the water lilies. She saw her fingers brush the edges of the leaves—edges that should have been bright red, crisp and clean. She saw, even from where she stood, that those edges were yellowed. Scorched, almost, as if touched by an invisible burn. Several leaves had curled in on themselves, as if to protect themselves from something they could not escape.

And the water, in that precise spot, had a slight silvery tint. A metallic sheen, almost beautiful if one did not know what it meant.

Yawari remained crouched there for a long time. She did not touch the water. 

The night in the Amazon rainforest is not black.

It is green, at first—the deep green of the leaves that continue to exist in the darkness. Then it comes alive: fireflies begin their silent ballet, tracing luminous paths through the air that flicker on and off like tiny thoughts. Bioluminescent mushrooms make the stumps of dead trees glow faintly with a blue-green light, cold and beautiful, as if the forest had its own stars on the ground. The frogs take over from the birds, launching their shrill calls, their deep croaks, their high-pitched whistles—an orchestra of thousands of musicians playing together without a conductor and without a single wrong note.

And the stars, up above, where the canopy sometimes opened into small natural clearings, shone with an intensity never seen in cities, because nothing here competed with them.

Awa was supposed to be sleeping.

She wasn’t sleeping.

Lying in her hammock, eyes open to the palm-leaf roof, she listened. The voices of the village elders gathered in the large communal house, a few meters away—she could hear their murmurs, muffled like cotton. She didn’t understand everything. But she understood the gist.

Her grandmother’s voice, lower than the others, slower and more measured, carried through the warm night:

— The evil comes from upstream. Something in the water. I saw the water lilies. I saw the fish. This isn’t an ordinary illness. It’s a poison. A poison that men put into the river without understanding—or without wanting to understand—what they were doing.

Silence.

Then the voice of Kiko, the fisherman: — What can we do?

A long silence from Yawari. A heavy silence.

“There is one thing. Just one. The Orchid of Life. It grows in the heart of the forest, on the largest tree that exists—a tree our ancestors called the Tree of Ancestors, because it is older than our people. Its roots reach down to the underground springs. Its flower carries within it the memory of the entire forest. Mixed with the spring water that flows at its base, it can purify what the poison has tainted.

A new, younger voice: — But no one knows the way anymore.

— No. The last person to have seen it with her own eyes was my own mother. Thirty years ago. She tried to go back twice and got lost. The forest changes. The rivers change. The path isn’t the same every season.

— So it’s impossible.

A pause. Yawari’s voice, calm and hard as rock:

— Nothing is impossible for the one the forest has chosen. It always chooses someone. Always.

Awa didn’t sleep all night.

She lay in her hammock, arms crossed over her chest, eyes open on the stars that were disappearing one by one as the sky grew pale, and she thought. She thought of the sick children. She thought of the silvery water and the scorched leaves. She thought of the empty canoes and old Paxi’s trembling hands.

She thought of the Orchid of Life.

And at dawn, when the toucan let out its first sharp cry in the canopy and the river began to rumble softly against the banks again, Awa had already made her decision.

She did not yet know how much the forest was waiting for her.

 


Chapter 2 The Forest Speaks to Those Who Listen 

She set out before sunrise.

It was the moment she had chosen—that strange, in-between hour when night is no longer quite night but day has not yet dared to show itself, an hour the color of diluted ink where the outlines of things exist without their details, where the village was nothing but a collection of dark shapes and dying embers, where even the dogs slept too deeply to lift their heads.

Awa made no sound.

She had packed her bag the night before, while her grandmother tended to the sick: a bamboo gourd filled with water from the last spot on the river still clean, a handful of Brazil nuts wrapped in a banana leaf, her bone knife—her father’s, the one she wasn’t allowed to touch but had taken anyway, because certain situations require breaking certain rules—a piece of copaiba resin for wounds, and the map.

The map.

Her grandmother had drawn it long ago, on a piece of water birch bark as supple as leather, using a brown pigment made of earth and sap. It depicted the territory around the village—the rivers as wavy lines, the floodplains as hatching, the large landmark trees as small circles. And at the edge of the map, where the pigment was paler, as if hesitant, a direction indicated by a simple arrow and tiny writing in the tribe’s ancestral language: The tree that holds up the sky.

Awa had studied this map for years without really knowing why. Like learning a song whose lyrics you don’t yet understand. Now she understood.

She slipped the map into her pouch, adjusted the strap over her shoulder, and stepped out of the house. The edge of the forest was two hundred paces away.

She took them slowly, barefoot in the cold morning earth, without lighting a torch. She knew those two hundred paces by heart: here, the banana tree root sticking out to the left; there, the spot where the ground turns soft after the rains and where you have to walk on the side so as not to sink up to your ankles; further on, the fallen trunk of the tree that had toppled the year before, covered with white, ear-shaped mushrooms.

She took the two hundred steps.

Halfway there, her right foot paused for a second too long.

Just a second. Just the foot—not the rest of the body, not the head, not the arms. Just the right foot, which paused for a second before touching down, and in that pause there was something she couldn’t have named and didn’t try to name.

She set off again.

She didn’t turn around.

If she had turned around, she might have seen the silhouette of her grandmother standing in the doorway, arms crossed, eyes open in the night. Perhaps. But Yawari said nothing. She watched her granddaughter’s small form disappear into the darkness, and she closed her eyes for a second, and she murmured something in the language of the elders—a few brief words, barely a whisper—that were neither a prayer nor a goodbye but something in between.

Then she went inside. The forest, just as Awa entered it, was in that peculiar state that precedes dawn and belongs only to it.

The nocturnal animals were finishing their night—the bats were returning to their cavities in the hollow tree trunks, the tapirs were heading back to their resting areas, the owls were sending their final calls toward a sky that would soon send them into retirement. And the diurnal animals hadn’t really begun yet—only a few birds ventured to sing, isolated attempts, like musicians tuning their instruments before a concert. Everything was suspended. Waiting.

Awa moved slowly, her arms slightly outstretched to maintain her balance on the roots crisscrossing the ground in every direction. She recognized the first trees—a kapok tree whose circumference she had learned to measure with her child’s arms four years ago (seven arms, not quite eight), a clustered açaí palm whose dried stems made a soft rattling sound when the wind blew through them, a strangler fig whose aerial roots had covered and killed the tree it once hosted, leaving only a cylinder of braided roots hollow inside like a living wooden cage.

Then the trees she no longer recognized.

And it was there, at the exact border between familiar territory and the unknown, that she paused for a fraction of a second. Just a fraction. Just long enough to feel the slight tightness in her chest that was not fear—she refused to let it be fear—but awareness. The awareness that there, now, she was going further than she had ever gone alone.

She resumed her walk. The sun rose.

It didn’t rise like in the books, as an orange orb above the horizon—here, there was no visible horizon, nothing but trees in every direction stretching to infinity. No: the sun rose as light. As a light that began by tinging the highest leaves of the canopy with a fluorescent yellow-green, as if lamps had been lit up there, then slowly descended, level by level, down to the undergrowth, transforming at each level into something softer, more filtered, more golden.

When it reached the forest floor, the light was no longer at all like the light outside. It fell in narrow, oblique rays between the columns of tree trunks, rays so sharp and precise that they seemed solid, like bars of golden metal laid across the space. In these rays floated thousands of particles invisible to the naked eye but suddenly made visible by the light—bark dust, fungal spores, fragments of insect wings, pollen from flowers that could not be seen. A whole microscopic life suspended in the warm, humid air.

Awa stopped and looked up.

Above her, the canopy formed a vault fifty meters high—as tall as the pillars of a cathedral, they say, but she had never seen a cathedral. To her, it was simply the forest, simply the sky of her world, simply normal. And yet, that morning, with the light falling like that, with that silence that wasn’t silence but a sound so complex and rich that it almost became silence, she felt something she didn’t yet know how to name. A very powerful feeling. Something between gratitude and terror.

She set off again. The forest, now that she was truly venturing deep into it, was anything but still.

Dragonflies burst from the wetlands in iridescent flashes—metallic green, steel blue, blood red—whirling in the rays of light with mechanical precision before vanishing as suddenly as they had appeared. On a broad, glossy leaf of a giant philodendron, a Morpho butterfly landed, and Awa held her breath.

She knew Morpho butterflies. Everyone in the village knew them. But knowing them didn’t diminish the effect they had. The wings, spread wide, spanned the width of her hand—an eleven-year-old’s hand, not a large hand, but a real hand nonetheless. And those wings were blue—a blue that didn’t exist anywhere else in nature: a blue that wasn’t a color but a light, a blue that changed depending on the angle of view, shifting from intense cobalt to pale turquoise depending on whether the sun hit it head-on or from the side. It wasn’t pigment. It was physics—thousands of tiny, scale-like structures on the wings that refracted the light exactly that way and no other, producing a color more beautiful than any paint.

The butterfly opened and closed its wings twice, as if breathing. Then it flew away, carrying its piece of sky with it.

Awa sighed.

Further on, she heard the toucans before she saw them: their raspy, repeated cries echoed through the treetops like the clang of pruning shears against wood. Then she spotted them—two, three, perched on the dead branches of a tall, dry tree, their disproportionately large orange and yellow beaks pointed toward the sky. They were fighting over something—a fruit, probably, a red berry they were passing from beak to beak with comical clumsiness, each trying to get the whole thing. The smallest one finally grabbed the fruit and scampered along the branch, hopping, pursued by the other two in a chorus of indignant cries.

Awa almost laughed.

Then she froze.

Five meters ahead of her, in the dim light of the undergrowth, something large had just moved.

Something very large. At first it was an indistinct, massive brown shape, moving through the ferns with a slowness surprising for an animal of that size. Then the details came into view: a tall, barrel-shaped body, four short but sturdy legs, a narrow head extended by a small, flexible trunk—an appendage the animal used to probe the air in front of it, raising and lowering it in a continuous, supple motion, like a finger thinking.

A tapir.

It was immense—almost as tall as Awa, almost as heavy as a pony. Its gray-brown skin was covered with a fine layer of short hair that gave it a slightly velvety appearance. It moved forward along an invisible path, its snout to the ground, with the concentration of an animal that thinks only of what it eats and where it will sleep, that asks itself no existential questions and has no desire to.

Then it sensed Awa.

Its small trunk shot up suddenly. He turned his head in her direction—his eyes were small and deep-set, not very expressive, but he didn’t need them: his nose told him everything. A second of hesitation. Then the tapir did what tapirs have done since the dawn of time when faced with something unknown: he fled.

For such a massive animal, he was surprisingly fast. It plunged into the ferns with the sound of a miniature locomotive—the crackling of branches, the thud of its paws on the damp ground, the rustling of all the vegetation in its path—and vanished into the forest, leaving behind a trail of crushed ferns and the return of silence.

Awa waited for her heart to return to its normal rhythm.

“Poor beast,” she said aloud, without realizing it. “It was more afraid than I was.”

“That’s… usually the case,” said a voice. Awa spun around in one swift motion.

The voice came from her left. A low branch of a tree—a wild palm, its long, hanging leaves forming a green curtain—and in that branch, hanging upside down, its claws firmly planted in the bark, was a sloth.

A two-clawed sloth. Small—about the size of a cat, maybe a little bigger. Its fur was brownish-gray with greenish streaks on its back—not moss, but microscopic algae that lived in its fur, giving it perfect natural camouflage high up in the canopy. Its face was flat and round, with two large, dark, slightly dazed eyes staring at Awa from beneath the branch, upside down, with the expression of someone who’d just been woken up after twelve hours of sleep and wasn’t convinced it was a good idea.

It stretched. Slowly. Very slowly. Each movement stretched out over several seconds as if time itself were slowing down out of consideration for it. His arms stretched out, his claws tightened around the branch, his back arched in a yawn that revealed a small mouth and yellowed teeth, and all of this took about as long as it would have taken Awa to run around the village.

Then he looked at her again, with his round, unhurried eyes, and said:

“Are you… lost?”

His voice was slow. Not just in the flow of the words—in the very texture of the sounds, as if each syllable had decided to take its time and enjoy the journey. The voice of someone who has never had a sense of urgency in his life and never will.

Awa stared at him.

She had known, ever since she was a little girl, that animals could talk. The elders said so in their evening tales—they’d always said the forest had its own language, that beasts had spoken to humans since the beginning of the world, that only some knew how to hear it. Her grandmother had told her she’d once spoken to a caiman. Her great-grandfather, legend had it, had spent an entire night in conversation with an anaconda.

But actually hearing a voice come out of an animal’s mouth—even slow, even low, even sleepy—had an effect that no story could truly prepare her for.

She swallowed.

“No,” she said. “I’m not lost. I’m looking for the Orchid of Life.”

The sloth looked at her. For a long moment. A very long moment. Then it blinked—slowly, of course—and said:

“Good news. I… I know… where it is.”

Awa felt something rise in her chest. “Really?”

“Bad news…”

It paused.

“It’s very…” .

Another silence.

— ...very...

The silence stretched on. Stretched on even further. Awa waited, holding her breath. The seconds passed. She counted—five, ten, fifteen—and at the fifteenth second, she realized that the sloth hadn’t simply left his sentence hanging.

He was asleep.

His eyes were closed. His fur rose and fell slowly in a tranquil rhythm. His claws still held the branch, instinctively, without him needing to think about it. He was gone—completely, deeply, into that twenty-hour-a-day sleep that is the sloth’s trade and way of life.

Awa lowered her arms.

She sat down at the foot of the tree.

And waited. Five minutes passed.

She ate a Brazil nut. She looked over the map again. She watched a column of ants carrying leaf fragments in an absurdly organized ballet at her feet.

Ten minutes.

She coughed. Politely. Twice. The third time, less politely.

The sloth opened one eye.

“...far,” he said, as if no interruption had occurred, picking up his sentence exactly where he’d left off. “It’s... very far. That’s what I meant.”

Awa looked at him.

“You fell asleep.”

“I... was thinking.”

“For ten minutes.”

“Thinking... takes the time it takes.”

He stretched again—the entire operation took forty-five seconds—and turned his large, round eyes toward her; they seemed to suggest that all was well in the best of all possible worlds, or at least that there was no reason to rush.

“You can come back… tomorrow if you want. I’ll be… here.”

“I don’t have time,” said Awa. My village is sick. I have seven days.

Pause.

“Seven days,” said the sloth.

“Seven days.”

He seemed to consider this with the gravity the situation deserved—which, at his pace, looked like lethargy to everyone but him.

“My name is… Lento,” he said at last.

“Awa.”

— I know... the way. Or rather... I used to know it. A long time ago. But paths... don’t really disappear. They wait.

Awa stood up and looked at the sloth with her most serious eyes. — Are you coming with me?

Lento thought about it. For a very long time. Awa was starting to consider leaving without him when he said:

— I’m coming. But... I can’t walk.

“Then how will you...”

“You’ll carry me.”

Awa looked at her arms. She looked at the sloth. She mentally calculated the weight—not too heavy, actually, about the weight of a big cat, maybe five or six kilos.

“All right,” she said.

She held out her arms. Lento settled into them with the meticulousness of an old king taking his place on his throne—a claw here, a claw there, a readjustment, another—and finally secured himself against her chest with surprising firmness. He smelled of wet bark and seaweed and something indefinable, warm and ancient.

“Let’s go,” he said.

And he closed his eyes. Awa walked on.

The forest grew denser as she made her way westward, following the map’s directions and the sparse instructions Lento murmured over her shoulder before drifting off to sleep again. Turn left at the big fig tree. Avoid that low-lying area over there—the stagnant water, the mosquitoes. The smell of sweet resin means a tree wounded by monkeys—they’re marking their territory; you have nothing to fear.

The light changed. The canopy closed in a little more, filtering the sun even further until the forest resembled a dimly lit room with slanted light, with areas of intense light and deep shadow alternating one after another. The ground grew damp. Epiphytic orchids—flowers that grow directly on branches without touching the ground, feeding on air and rain—burst forth in clusters of pink and white among the forks of the trees. Electric-green mosses covered everything that didn’t move: the trunks, the rocks, the roots, the old fallen branches.

And everywhere, life. Constantly. Not a single square centimeter of empty space.

A brown chameleon blended so perfectly into the bark that Awa had only seen it because it had shifted its gaze. A red spider, as big as a hand, was finishing its web between two low-hanging branches—a perfectly geometric web, an engineering masterpiece glistening with dew. In a hollow of a trunk, transparent frogs—so transparent that their internal organs were visible through their skin—rested in a compact cluster, waiting for nightfall.

Lento, against her shoulder, murmured without opening his eyes: “The glass frogs. They don’t mean you… any harm. They don’t mean harm… to anyone. They’re just… transparent. Like some people.”

“Do they talk, too?” Awa asked in a low voice.

Response time: forty seconds. “Everything talks. All the time. The whole forest… is a conversation. Most humans… have forgotten… how to listen.”

Awa thought about that as she walked. She thought of her grandmother kneeling down to look at the plants. She thought of the elders who touched the trees with their open palms before cutting them down. She thought of her father who would sometimes stop at the river’s edge, eyes closed, simply there, simply present.

Maybe listening was exactly that. Simply stopping talking yourself. The roar took her completely by surprise.

It came from a thick bush three meters to her right—a bush of broad, dark leaves that had looked completely harmless a second before—and it was no ordinary roar. Not the dramatic vocalization of an animal trying to impress. It was a low, short sound, coming from somewhere deep within, that said, with no possible ambiguity: I am here, I am real, and you’d do well to remember that.

Awa stopped dead in her tracks.

Before her, emerging from the bush with the fluidity of a dream made flesh, stood the jaguar.

It was immense. Not in the vague sense in which one says something is big—immense in the precise and somewhat frightening sense of the term: eighty kilos at the very least, as tall as Awa’s belly at the withers, shoulders as wide as countertops, paws each nearly as wide as her own head. Its coat was a warm fawn, a deep gold, dotted with perfect black rosettes—not simple spots, as on a leopard, but rosettes with a dark center, like geometric flowers imprinted in the gold. Its eyes were golden-yellow, with a strange, fixed gleam, the eyes of something that had watched over this forest long before Awa and her people arrived.

It stood before her.

All four paws steady. Tail low, motionless—a sign, in a jaguar, not of fear but of a decision made. Head tilted slightly, assessing.

Lento, against Awa’s shoulder, opened both eyes. Which was, in itself, remarkable.

Awa did not back away.

She was afraid. Of course she was afraid. The fear was there, present, real, like a handful of ice in her chest. But fear and retreat were two different things, and she had learned long ago—from her grandmother, from the forest itself—that retreating from a predator invites it to regard you as prey.

She looked him in the eyes.

Golden-yellow. Unblinking. Inhuman, and yet—something in them that resembled intelligence, assessment, a question asked without words.

The jaguar growled, low and steady.

“Human. This territory is not safe for you.”

His voice was just like him: deep, unadorned, without gentleness. The words laid down like stones. Every syllable weighed exactly its due and not a gram more.

Awa took a breath.

“No territory is safe when my family is in danger.”

Silence.

The jaguar looked at her. A long second. Two. She didn’t blink. Her heart was beating loud enough for her to hear it in her ears, but her hands, on Lento’s back, were steady.

Something shifted in the yellow gaze. Something minute—a slight change in the pressure around the eyes, a relaxation in the jaw muscles, a barely perceptible adjustment of the tail. Someone unfamiliar with jaguars would have seen nothing. Awa saw.

The jaguar turned away.

He took three steps toward the west—the direction the map had come from, the direction of the Orchid—and stopped. He didn’t look back over his shoulder. He didn’t need to.

“Follow me. And don’t touch anything.”

Then he set off again, silent as a shadow, gliding between the trunks with that way jaguars have of moving that isn’t really walking—it’s something more fluid, more continuous, as if their bodies refuse to pause and flow from one point to another without ever really stopping.

Awa followed him.

Lento, against her shoulder, said very softly:

“His name is... Kuma. He’s... grumpy. But he never... abandons those he protects.”

“How do you know?”

A long pause.

“I’ve been watching him... for... twenty years.”

Awa watched the spotted figure slipping silently between the golden columns of light, disappearing and reappearing between the shadows and the rays.

“He didn’t tell me his name,” she said.

— No. Jaguars... don’t introduce themselves. They... just appear. And then one day... you realize you know their names. That’s... just how it is. With important things... it’s always like that.

He closed his eyes again.

She walked on.

The forest enveloped them on all sides, green and warm and rustling, and up there in the branches where the sun hadn’t quite reached yet, a few spider monkeys watched them pass, indifferent, their long tails coiled around the branches like so many question marks.

The jaguar is the keystone of the Amazon. That was another lesson from Yawari. Where he lives, the forest is healthy. Where he disappears, something essential has been broken. He doesn’t just hunt—he regulates, he balances, he sustains. Without him, tapirs and capybaras overpopulate certain areas and devastate the vegetation. Without him, entire species collapse in a domino effect. A single jaguar, in its territory, can maintain the balance of a hundred different species.

Awa watched the golden spots blending into the shadows ahead of her.

For the first time since morning, she thought: maybe I’m not alone.

Then she thought of something else, and that something made her stomach knot slightly.

She hadn’t asked Kuma to accompany her.

He had come—or rather, he was there, in front of her, and he was walking—but she hadn’t asked him. She hadn’t asked Lento either. Things had just happened, and she had let them happen, and that was different.

Her grandmother had a saying for that. She used to say: to stand with your arms crossed in the forest is to die standing up. She’d say it to hunters who refused to share the trail, to women who tended to the sick alone when others could have helped them, to all those who mistook solitude for strength.

Awa had always believed that the saying didn’t apply to her.

She watched Kuma’s back in front of her, the golden patches in the shadows of the tree trunks, and she wondered for the first time if leaving alone without saying anything to anyone—without asking, without leaving a choice—was really courage or simply something else, something less glorious, something that looked like courage from the inside but which, seen from the outside, perhaps resembled stubbornness more.

She had no answer.

She walked.

The jaguar (Panthera onca) is the largest cat in the Americas and the third largest in the world. Its territory can cover up to 150 square kilometers. It is the only large predator in the Amazon, and its role in the ecosystem’s balance is irreplaceable. Today, its population has declined by 50% over the course of a century. Protecting the jaguar means protecting the entire forest.

 


Chapter 3 Romeo and the Caimans 

They heard the Black River before they saw it.

It wasn’t the powerful, sweeping roar of the Amazon—that sound, Awa had carried in her bones since birth, deep and steady like the beating of a giant heart. No: this was something more subtle, more intimate. A thick murmur. A muffled rustling against submerged roots. A steady, almost sleepy lapping in the depths, as if the river were speaking to itself in an ancient language and had no intention of raising its voice.

Kuma had stopped.

He sometimes did this without warning—without slowing down gradually, without any visible signal—he simply stopped, with a total stillness that made him seem more like a tree than an animal. His ears pivoted slightly, independently of one another, picking up every frequency. His nostrils quivered. His tail, until then low and still, was now completely motionless.

Awa stopped behind him without a word. She had learned this in two hours of walking: when Kuma stood still, you stood still. You didn’t ask questions. You waited.

Against his shoulder, Lento was sleeping, of course. His little claws clutched Awa’s embroidered cloth with the unconscious regularity of a sleeper clutching a pillow. His fur rose and fell gently.

Thirty seconds passed.

Then Kuma set off again, and something in his gait—a slight shift in the way he carried his shoulders, something less tense, more ordinary—told Awa that the danger wasn’t immediate. That there was something up ahead, but not something that was going to attack them.

Not yet. The black river appeared between the trunks like an apparition.

Awa had seen rivers all her life—the Amazon, wide and brown and alive, the emerald-colored tributaries after the rains, the small, clear, cold streams of the undergrowth flowing down from the hills. But she had never seen this.

The water was black.

Not black like ink, not black like oil—black like very strong tea steeped in dark wood, black with mahogany and deep bronze highlights, black on the surface but with, beneath, a paradoxical transparency that revealed the submerged roots, the dead branches resting on the white sandy bottom, the ghostly silhouettes of small fish moving through these dark waters like thoughts in a focused mind.

This color was not a sign of disease or pollution. It was simply the nature of this water—rich in tannins, those compounds released by the slow decomposition of millions of leaves that had fallen centuries ago into these steep-sided forest streams, where the sun barely penetrates and where plant matter dissolves into a permanent, long, gentle infusion that tints the water with this dark amber color and gives it a slight acidity that paradoxically protects it from bacteria and parasites.

The black water was wholesome. It was simply itself, completely, without compromise.

The banks, on both sides, were covered with vegetation different from that of the upper forest—lower, more tangled, with broad-leaved, glossy bushes that dipped their branches into the water, dwarf palms with trunks covered in sharp thorns, vines that descended from the heights and touched the water’s surface, forming green curtains. White herons stood at the water’s edge, motionless as porcelain statues, their long yellow legs sunk up to their knees, their golden-yellow eyes fixed on the bottom with a surgeon’s concentration.

The ford was visible a little further west—a spot where the riverbed rose slightly, where the water did not reach Awa’s waist, marked by a strip of paler sand visible beneath the dark surface. That was the crossing.

Kuma came to a halt two meters from the bank.

He looked at the ford.

Then he looked at something else. Awa saw them too.

At first she thought they were rocks—two elongated, gray-black shapes resting on the surface of the water just upstream from the ford, so perfectly still that they might have been there forever. Their rough outlines, their slightly pitted surfaces, the way they rested motionless on the dark surface of the water—all of it said: mineral, inert, harmless.

Then one of the rocks blinked.

A greenish-yellow eye, vertically slit like a gold coin resting on its edge, which opened slowly, swept the surface of the water with a horizontal, sovereign glance, and closed with the slowness of something that fears nothing because it has no reason to fear anything.

The second rock shifted slightly—a quiver of the tail beneath the water, a minuscule vibration that sent small concentric ripples across the dark surface—and this movement revealed the full extent of the body: five meters at the very least, from the narrow, elongated snout to the powerful, flattened tail, covered in deep black scales that absorbed light rather than reflecting it.

Black caimans.

Two.

Kuma, beside Awa, produced a very low sound in his throat—not a growl, but rather a continuous vibration, barely audible. An assessment. A calculation.

Lento, perched on Awa’s shoulder, opened his eyes.

Which, in itself, was enough to indicate that the situation warranted some attention.

“Ah,” he said simply.

“Do you know them?” Awa whispered.

Lento thought. At his usual pace—which didn’t really help him in emergency situations, but wasn’t about to change.

“They’re… Crocco and Mors. The two brothers. They’ve been guarding… this ford for… a long time. A very long time.”

“How long?”

“Longer… than you. Shorter… than me. Somewhere… in between.”

It was then that they heard, coming from behind them and slightly to the left, a sound that had nothing to do with what had come before.

The sound of water. Lots of water. Sprayed enthusiastically in every direction at once. Something large emerged from the black river about ten meters to their left, where the bushes hid the riverbank.

It came out of the water, shaking itself off—and for this particular animal, shaking itself off was no small, discreet gesture. It was a controlled explosion of water that drenched the bushes, the low branches, the ground for two meters, and, by an unfortunate combination of geographical circumstances, Awa’s entire group.

Kuma got a spray of black water right in the face.

Lento got the rest on his fur.

Awa, caught in the middle, was soaked from head to toe.

The capybara that had just emerged from the water was impressively large—almost as tall as an adult’s knee, with a rectangular, stocky body like a giant living cushion, a square head with a flattened snout, small round ears, and gentle brown eyes set high on its skull, so that it could see above the water’s surface while swimming. Its short, reddish-brown fur clung to its body in wet patches. Its large webbed feet left wide prints in the mud of the riverbank.

It stopped when it saw them.

For a moment.

Then his face—if one can speak of a capybara’s face—lit up with an expression that left no room for ambiguity: sincere, direct joy, without the slightest embarrassment, as if finding three drenched strangers on his riverbank were the best thing that had happened to him all week.

“Oh!” he exclaimed. “Visitors!”

His voice was warm and full, with that slightly nasal timbre capybaras have that makes them sound as if they’re speaking with their mouths a little full. There was in that voice an energy that was both calm and overflowing—the energy of someone who has decided once and for all to be happy and sticks to it with unwavering consistency.

“My grandmother Rosita always used to say—and she was right about everything— my grandmother Rosita was a woman of absolutely exceptional wisdom; I don’t know if you were lucky enough to know her—she was about this tall”—he indicated a height with his paw—“and she had a way of looking at people that made you feel like she was reading your mind, which was slightly intimidating but generally pleasant”—

— The quote, Awa interrupted softly.

— Yes! Sorry. My grandmother Rosita always used to say: a stranger is a friend you haven’t gotten wet yet!

And he crossed the two meters separating him from Awa and hugged her—his two front paws wrapped around her in a sincere and utterly soaked embrace that finished the job started by the initial snort.

Awa, her arms pressed against her sides, found her nose buried in wet fur that smelled of water plants and mud and something sweet and indefinable that was perhaps simply the scent of an animal at ease in its own skin.

“My name is Romeo,” said the capybara against her hair. “And you?” Kuma hadn’t moved.

He was still exactly where the snort had caught him off guard, his golden spots dotted with droplets of black water, his expression having reached a level of bad temper that his face seemed to have some trouble containing.

He was staring at Romeo.

Romeo, after releasing Awa, turned around and saw the jaguar. His expression didn’t change—that look of quiet, constant joy simply seemed to take in the situation and come to the conclusion that it was just fine.

“Oh! A jaguar!” he said with as much enthusiasm as he would have had for a particularly successful mushroom hunt.

He stepped toward Kuma, his front paws slightly spread in a gesture of universal welcome.

Kuma took a step back.

Just one step. A very small one. But he stepped back.

“Don’t even try.”

His voice was flat as the surface of calm water—the surface of calm water just before something heavy breaks it.

Romeo stopped. He seemed to think. Then he shrugged—a capybara shrug, which involved a slight movement of his entire front half—and said, with quiet conviction:

“We’ll end up hugging, you’ll see.”

Kuma groaned.

It wasn’t a growl. It wasn’t a roar. It was a moan—brief, muffled, the sound of someone who sees something inevitable coming and finds the strength, in their last reserves of dignity, to be unhappy about it.

Lento, perched on Awa’s shoulder, had watched the entire scene with half-closed eyes. He said, after the usual pause:

“Romeo. He’s... been like that... forever. He tried to kiss... an anaconda... once.”

“So what?” asked Awa.

“The anaconda... didn’t like it. But it didn’t eat Romeo either. Because... you don’t eat someone... who’s that happy.”

Romeo, who had heard everything, nodded with the satisfaction of someone whose reputation has been confirmed. “That’s exactly right. Good humor is the best shield. My grandmother Rosita used to say that, too. She said a lot of things, actually, my grandmother Rosita. She was eighty-two when she—”

“Romeo,” said Awa.

— Yes?

— The caimans. Do you know the two caimans at the ford?

The capybara’s face changed very slightly—no fear, nothing resembling fear, but something more serious, like a man speaking of a neighbor with whom he has a complicated relationship and whose mood swings he has learned, through experience, not to underestimate.

“Crocco and Mors,” he said. “Yes, I know them. Everyone here knows them. Crocco is the older one—his head sticks out a little on the left, and he speaks slowly, like someone who weighs every word before letting it out. Mors is the shorter one—well, shorter is relative; he’s still four meters twenty tall—and he says whatever comes to mind without filtering it, which is sometimes regrettable.

“Do they let you pass?”

Romeo thought honestly. “It depends on the day. And their moods. And the time.”

“Today?”

“I just walked past them ten minutes ago. They didn’t seem particularly in a good mood.”

He looked at the ford. He looked at the two motionless black shapes in the dark water. Then he looked at Awa with the expression of someone who has a plan and wants to make it clear, before
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