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Chapter 1

	The Dream

	Marcus Webb's apartment smelled like stale coffee and desperation. Empty ramen cups formed a small mountain beside his desk, where three monitors cast a pale blue glow across his unshaven face. It was 2:47 AM, and he'd been watching the same grainy footage for the fourth time.

	The video showed a blur of movement through dense jungle foliage, barely a second of brown skin disappearing into green shadow. It had been captured by a missionary's trail camera in 2019, deep in the Brazilian Amazon. Twenty-three people had viewed it on YouTube. Marcus had watched it two hundred times.

	"They're real," he whispered, pausing the frame. "They're still out there."

	The Yawanari. A tribe supposedly untouched by modern civilization, living somewhere in the unexplored territories between the Rio Negro and its unnamed tributaries. Most anthropologists dismissed them as myth, a legend kept alive by locals who liked to scare tourists. But Marcus knew better. He'd found three separate historical references, each describing a reclusive people who avoided all outside contact, who worshipped something in the forest canopy, who vanished whenever outsiders came near.

	This was it. This was his ticket out of obscurity.

	Marcus toggled to another window where his channel analytics glared at him in accusatory red. "Webb's World Adventures" had hemorrhaged subscribers for six straight months. His last video, a walking tour of Philadelphia's historic district, had earned exactly forty-seven views. His Patreon income had dropped to $212 a month. The eviction notice tucked under his keyboard said he had until the end of next week.

	But one viral video could change everything. One incredible discovery.

	First contact with an uncontacted tribe? That was worth millions of views. Sponsorships would flood in. National Geographic might call. He could finally prove to his sister Sarah, to everyone who'd called him a dreamer and a failure, that he wasn't wasting his life.

	His phone buzzed. A text from Dr. Patricia Morrison, his former professor at Penn State.

	Marcus, I heard through the department you're planning something foolish in Brazil. Please tell me you're not trying to find the Yawanari. Those expeditions require permits, indigenous liaisons, and proper funding. You can't just

	He deleted the message without finishing it.

	His inbox was full of similar warnings. Dr. Chen from the Indigenous Rights Collective had sent a formal email about exploitation and ethical boundaries. His documentary filmmaker friend Jake had called him "a white savior with a GoPro." Even his mother had left a voicemail begging him to "get a real job, maybe something with computers."

	None of them understood. This wasn't about exploitation or playing at adventure. This was about discovery, about showing the world something remarkable before it disappeared forever. The Amazon was burning, civilization creeping deeper every year. In ten years, there might not be any uncontacted tribes left. He was preserving something, documenting it for posterity.

	At least, that's what he told himself at 3 AM when the self-doubt crept in.

	Marcus clicked open his bank account: $3,847.32. His credit cards were maxed out, but he'd found a cheap flight to Manaus and made contact with a guide named Paulo who'd agreed to take him upriver for $800. It was barely enough, but it would have to work. He'd sleep in hammocks, eat whatever the jungle provided, travel light and fast.

	He opened a new document and started typing his pre-expedition blog post:

	My fellow adventurers, I'm about to embark on the journey of a lifetime. Deep in the Amazon rainforest, where the maps still show blank spaces, there's a people who've never known our world. The Yawanari tribe has lived in isolation for centuries, and I'm going to be the first outsider to make peaceful contact and share their story with you...

	His fingers hesitated over the keyboard. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Dr. Morrison's words echoed: You can't just...

	But he could. His flight left in four days. His equipment was packed. The research was done. Everything was ready.

	Marcus looked at the frozen image on his screen, that glimpse of brown skin, that shadow vanishing into green. Somewhere in that vast jungle, the Yawanari were living their lives, unaware that Marcus Webb was coming to find them.

	Unaware that their most sacred warnings were about to be ignored by a desperate man with a camera and a dream.

	He clicked "publish" on the blog post and began writing his packing list. Four days until he changed his life forever. Four days until everything went wrong in ways he couldn't possibly imagine.

	On his screen, the frozen image of the jungle seemed to pulse in the flickering monitor light, shadows deepening, as if the forest itself was watching him back.

	 


Chapter 2

	Into the Green Hell

	Manaus hit Marcus like a physical blow. The heat wrapped around him the moment he stepped off the plane, thick, wet air that felt like breathing through a hot towel. By the time he reached the airport exit, his shirt was plastered to his back and sweat stung his eyes.

	The city sprawled before him in a chaos of noise and color. Motorcycles weaved through gridlocked traffic, their engines screaming. Street vendors called out in rapid Portuguese he couldn't understand. Somewhere nearby, a market reeked of fish and overripe fruit. The famous Opera House rose in the distance, an ornate relic of the rubber boom, now surrounded by concrete and poverty.

	Marcus found Paulo exactly where they'd agreed, the Café Regional near the port, sitting at a corner table with a half-empty bottle of Skol beer sweating condensation onto the plastic tablecloth.

	Paulo didn't look like Marcus had imagined. He'd expected someone younger, more adventurous-looking. Instead, Paulo was maybe fifty, with deep creases around his eyes, sun-damaged skin the color of teak, and hands that looked like they'd been carved from the same wood. He wore faded cargo pants and a shirt that had once been red but was now the color of rust. When he looked up at Marcus, there was no warmth in his expression.

	"You're the American," Paulo said in accented English. Not a question.

	"Marcus Webb." He extended his hand.

	Paulo looked at it for a long moment before shaking it. His grip was calloused and strong. "Sit."

	Marcus sat, dropping his pack beside the chair. "Did you get my last email? About the route?"

	"I got it." Paulo took a long drink of his beer. "You want to go past the tourist zones. Past where the government rangers patrol. You want to go where the Yawanari are supposed to be."

	"Exactly. I"

	"I told myself I wouldn't take this job." Paulo's dark eyes fixed on Marcus. "You know how many young people like you I've seen? Americans, Europeans, all with cameras and dreams. They come looking for adventure, for their... what do you call it... content." He said the word like it tasted bad. "Most of them don't understand the jungle. It's not a playground."

	Marcus felt heat rise in his face that had nothing to do with the temperature. "I'm not some tourist looking for Instagram photos. I've done my research. I know the risks."

	"Do you?" Paulo signaled for another beer. "Tell me, pesquisador, what do you know about the Yawanari?"

	"They're an isolated tribe, possibly one of the last uncontacted peoples in the Amazon. Historical records place them in the region between the Rio Negro and its northern tributaries. They're believed to be semi-nomadic, avoid all contact with outsiders, and"

	"And they disappeared." Paulo leaned forward. "Three years ago, there was a group of missionaries. Very determined, very faithful. They went looking for souls to save. They had permits, proper equipment, indigenous guides. Six of them went in." He held up his hand, all five fingers extended, then slowly closed his fist. "Zero came back."

	Marcus swallowed. "I read about that. The official report said they were probably killed by drug traffickers operating in the area."

	"The official report says many things." Paulo's new beer arrived and he took a long drink. "The guides who refused to go with them, the local people who live near that territory, they say different things. They say the missionaries found something. Or something found them."

	"What kind of something?"

	Paulo's expression darkened. "Things that crawl. Things that hunt. The Yawanari, if they still exist, they live in a part of the forest that locals won't enter. There are reasons for this."

	"Superstition," Marcus said, trying to sound confident.

	"Maybe." Paulo shrugged. "Or maybe there are things in the green hell that you can't put in your research papers." He was quiet for a moment, studying Marcus. "Why do you really want to go there? The truth."

	Marcus thought about lying, giving some noble answer about anthropology and preservation. But something in Paulo's weathered face demanded honesty.

	"I'm broke," he said quietly. "My channel is dying. I need this. One good documentary, one real discovery, and I can turn everything around."

	Paulo nodded slowly. "At least you're honest about it." He drained his beer and stood. "Eight hundred American dollars. Half now, half when we return. I'll take you up the Rio Negro, show you where the Yawanari territory begins. But I won't go into the deep forest with you. That's your choice to make."

	"Deal." Marcus pulled out the cash he'd already prepared.

	Paulo counted it carefully, then tucked it into his pocket. "We leave at dawn. Bring only what you need. The jungle doesn't care about your camera equipment or your dreams." He started to walk away, then paused. "One more thing, Marcus Webb. If you hear me tell you to run, you run. You don't ask questions, you don't stop to film. You run. Entendeu?"

	"Understood."

	

	The boat was older than Marcus had hoped, a narrow aluminum vessel with an outboard motor that coughed black smoke. They loaded supplies before sunrise, plastic containers of water, rice, beans, dried meat, mosquito netting, fuel cans, and Marcus's carefully packed camera equipment.

	As the sun rose over Manaus, they headed north on the Rio Negro. The water was black as coffee, stained by decomposing vegetation. The city fell away behind them, replaced by an endless wall of green.

	Marcus tried to film, but the motion of the boat and the heat made it difficult. The humidity was unreal, his camera lens fogged constantly, and his clothes never dried. Within an hour, he felt like he was drowning in the air itself.

	Paulo navigated in silence, occasionally consulting a GPS unit that looked like it had survived several wars. They passed fishing boats, tourist groups, and a few isolated settlements. Then, gradually, they left even those behind.

	By midday, they'd entered a different world. The riverbanks closed in, trees towering overhead to form a tunnel of green. The sounds changed, no more human voices, only the screech of birds, the splash of something in the water and the constant buzz of insects.

	"How much further?" Marcus asked, swatting at mosquitos that seemed to target the exact spot he'd just defended.

	"Three more hours to where I'll make camp. Then you decide if you want to continue alone."

	That night, they strung hammocks between trees near a small clearing. Paulo built a fire with practiced efficiency while Marcus struggled with his mosquito netting. The sun set with tropical swiftness, and suddenly they were in complete darkness except for the fire's glow.

	The sounds of the jungle at night were unlike anything Marcus had experienced. Howls and screeches echoed through the canopy. Something large moved through the underbrush nearby. Insects hummed in a frequency that seemed to vibrate in his bones.

	"You'll get used to it," Paulo said, reading his expression. "Or you won't sleep."

	Marcus lay in his hammock, every muscle tense. Above him, the canopy was so thick he couldn't see stars. The darkness felt alive, pressing down on him.

	"Paulo?" he said quietly. "Those things you mentioned. The things that crawl. What are they?"

	For a long time, there was only the sound of the fire crackling and the jungle's symphony.

	Then Paulo's voice came from the darkness, "Pray you never find out, amigo. Pray the Yawanari have moved on, that their territory is empty now." He paused. "Because if they're still there, they're staying for a reason. They're guarding something. Or maybe..." His voice dropped lower. "Maybe something is guarding them."

	Marcus wanted to ask more, but Paulo had rolled over in his hammock, ending the conversation.

	Lying in the suffocating darkness, Marcus felt the first whisper of real fear. Not the excitement-fear of adventure, but something deeper. A primal understanding that he was entering a place where he didn't belong.

	Where things that crawled might be waiting.

	

	

	 


Chapter 3

	Deeper

	Marcus had lost track of time. In the jungle, beneath the canopy, every hour felt the same, a twilight world of green shadows and dripping humidity. His phone claimed it was day three since they'd left the boat behind and started hiking inland, but it could have been three weeks.

	Everything hurt. His shoulders ached from the pack straps. Blisters had formed on both heels despite his expensive hiking boots. Something had bitten his neck, leaving a welt the size of a quarter that wept clear fluid. The first-aid kit Paulo had insisted he buy was already half-empty.

	But he was filming everything.

	"Day three of the trek," Marcus whispered into his camera, trying to keep his voice steady as he walked. "We've penetrated approximately fifteen kilometers beyond the last known"

	"Silêncio," Paulo hissed from ahead.

	Marcus lowered the camera. Paulo had stopped at the edge of a small clearing, his machete held loosely at his side. His entire body was rigid.

	"What is it?"

	Paulo pointed with his blade. At first, Marcus saw nothing unusual, just more trees, more undergrowth and more of the endless green. Then his eyes adjusted and he saw what Paulo was indicating.

	Carved into a tree trunk at chest height was a symbol, a crude circle with eight lines radiating outward. It had been cut deep into the bark, the exposed wood dark with age.

	"Yawanari?" Marcus felt his excitement surge, momentarily overriding his exhaustion. He raised the camera.

	"Don't." Paulo's hand shot out, pushing the lens down. "Show respect. These are warnings, not decorations."

	Marcus looked around and saw more of them. The same symbol, carved into trees forming a rough perimeter around the clearing. Some were old, the cuts weathered and partially healed. Others looked recent, sap still weeping from the wounds.

	"What does it mean?"

	"It means we've found their territory." Paulo's voice was tight. "It means we should turn back."

	"But this is perfect! This is exactly what I"

	"Look at the symbol, Marcus." Paulo grabbed his shoulder, forcing him to focus. "Count the lines. Eight. Do you know what has eight legs?"

	Marcus felt something cold settle in his stomach. "It's just a symbol. It could represent anything. The sun, a flower"

	"It represents what they worship. What they fear. What keeps them hidden in this place." Paulo released him and stepped back. "I'm going no further. This is where I turn around."

	"Wait, you can't just"

	"I can." Paulo's expression was harder than Marcus had ever seen it. "You paid me to guide you to Yawanari territory. We're here. My job is done." He started removing items from his pack, a water filter, some dried meat, and matches. "Take these. Follow the stream west for two days, and you'll reach the river again. I'll wait there for three days. If you're not back by then, I leave without you."

	Marcus felt panic rising. "Paulo, please. I need you to"

	"No." Paulo's voice was final. "I have three children, Marcus. I have grandchildren. I won't die in this place for your YouTube channel." He shouldered his lightened pack. "Three days. The river. Don't make me leave without you."

	And then he was gone, melting into the jungle with the ease of long practice, leaving Marcus alone in the clearing surrounded by warnings.

	
	Marcus stood frozen for a full minute after Paulo disappeared. The jungle sounds seemed suddenly louder, every crack of a branch, every rustle of leaves became a potential threat. He was truly alone now, deeper in the Amazon than he'd ever imagined being.

	But he'd come too far to turn back.

	He filmed himself examining the symbols, narrating with forced confidence about indigenous territorial markers and the significance of the discovery. Then he checked his GPS, marked Paulo's return route, and continued deeper into Yawanari territory.

	The forest changed as he walked. The canopy grew so thick overhead that the light turned murky, greenish, like being underwater. Massive tree trunks rose like cathedral columns, their roots forming twisted mazes at ground level. The air was thick with the smell of rot and growing things.

	And then he saw the webbing.

	At first, he thought it was moss or some kind of vine. But as he looked closer, he realized it was silk, thick, ropy strands stretching between trees, some as thick as his thumb. The webs weren't the delicate spiral patterns of normal spiders. These were dense, chaotic, more like sheets of fabric draped through the understory.

	Marcus stopped and stared. He'd never seen spider webs this large, this substantial. They stretched for meters in some places, forming almost solid barriers between the trees.

	He reached out to touch one strand. It was sticky but incredibly strong, resistant when he tried to break it. He pulled out his knife and had to saw through it. The severed ends curled back on themselves, glistening.

	This had to be worth documenting. This was the kind of unique footage that would make his documentary stand out.

	He filmed the webs from multiple angles, moving carefully to avoid touching them. Some were old, filled with the husks of insects but not small insects. These were the size of his hand, their exoskeletons picked clean. Others looked fresh, silk still gleaming with moisture.

	As he moved deeper, the webs became more numerous. They formed layers, almost like a three-dimensional maze. The light filtering through them took on an eerie quality, fractured and strange.

	Then he noticed something that made him pause.

	Caught in one of the larger webs, about ten feet off the ground, was something wrapped in silk. It was roughly cylindrical, maybe four feet long. Through gaps in the wrapping, he could see dark fur.

	A monkey. Or what had been a monkey.

	Marcus's hands shook as he filmed it. The creature had been completely drained, its body deflated like a collapsed balloon inside the silk cocoon. Whatever had killed it had been thorough.

	He became aware of a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




