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  Chapter one
Arrival in the Rainforest


The rainforest hit Alex the moment he stepped off the tour bus: a wall of green so dense and bright it might have been painted by a child with a vendetta against subtlety. Heat slapped his face, and a smell, a little like wet pennies, a little like rotting fruit, curled up his nostrils and made him blink behind his fogged-over glasses. Ricky’s voice bounced around the bus door before his body even emerged: “Holy crap, it’s like breathing soup out here!” 
Alex ignored him, peeling his own shirt away from his back and methodically shouldering both his backpack and the smaller one he’d insisted Vanessa use, because she always tried to leave hers behind. 
Ricky launched himself out next, nearly face-planting into a tree root and flailing his arms like a baby bird. “Dude, this is so much better than summer school,” he declared, turning a full circle with arms outstretched and a grin wide enough to catch bugs. He poked at a freakishly large leaf, recoiled, and then poked it again with more commitment. 
Vanessa followed, clutching her battered sketchbook to her chest like it was a medieval shield. She wore her usual uniform: brown shorts, tank top, and a sunhat that made her look like an entomologist’s assistant. She squinted into the trees and immediately started scribbling, her gaze trailing something Alex’s less attuned eyes couldn’t see.
The tour group, ten tourists and a guide who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, assembled by the bus, already drenched in sweat and muttering about the “authentic rainforest experience.” Their luggage formed a sad little barricade, the suitcases already attracting sugar ants with predatory speed.
Alex set to work. He checked the zippers on each backpack, making sure Ricky hadn’t jammed his by trying to wedge in the soccer ball he’d sworn he wouldn’t bring. (He had. Of course.) He double-checked the water bottles for leaks and did a silent inventory: first aid kit, sunscreen, snakebite kit, epinephrine pen for Ricky’s peanut allergy, batteries, extra socks. Vanessa’s sketchbook got a quick glance, mostly out of habit; she never let him see the pages. 
Ricky’s restlessness manifested in a running commentary: “Bet you five bucks there’s a tarantula in those leaves. Ten bucks I find it before you do. Twenty if it eats Vanessa.” 
“I’m not betting on spiders,” Alex said. He caught Ricky’s eye for exactly one second before Ricky’s attention ricocheted to a commotion up the path. 
Vanessa, ignoring them both, knelt by a fallen log and began sketching a bird. Alex peered over her shoulder and saw a flash of turquoise and yellow, a motmot, if he remembered right from the travel guide. Vanessa’s pencil moved with a certainty he envied. 
Above them, the forest canopy rippled with a thousand micro-movements. Somewhere, a howler monkey let loose a sound like a rusty engine, and a group of tourists gasped as if someone had started a chainsaw in their midst. Alex rolled his eyes and clicked his pen, jotting down the hour and the temperature (already an obscene 34°C) into his science notebook. He’d promised himself he’d document everything, if only to prove to Mrs. Gomez he hadn’t just slept through his “educational enrichment opportunity.”
Their guide, a leathery, unsmiling man who introduced himself as Señor Gómez, shouted for attention. “Leave bags on bus,” he barked, “take only water, cameras, bug spray.” 
Alex hesitated, torn between following orders and his near-religious attachment to preparedness. He eyed Ricky, who was already unclipping the water bottle from his backpack and stuffing it into his cargo shorts, and Vanessa, who was now balancing her sketchbook on her knees while drawing the bird’s beak. 
“Hey, Vanessa, we’re leaving the bags,” Alex said, nudging her gently.
She looked up, blinking. “Okay. Is it okay if I bring this?” She held up her sketchbook like a lost kitten.
Alex nodded. “Yeah, just… hold onto it.” 
He hid his own notebook inside the mesh pocket of his cargo vest, zipped the backpack, and stashed it under the bus with a silent prayer that it would still be there when they returned. Last summer’s beach trip had taught him not to trust group outings: his favorite hiking boots had vanished, replaced with a pair of neon-green Crocs and an apology note written in a handwriting suspiciously similar to Ricky’s.
The group set off up a dirt path, swallowed almost instantly by the thicket. A single-file line, trudging through mud the color and consistency of melted chocolate. Sweat pooled in Alex’s eyebrows and dripped down, stinging his eyes. The air teemed with movement: butterflies the size of small pizzas, flies that hummed with supernatural intensity, and mosquitoes that ignored DEET with open contempt.
Ricky ran ahead, planting one foot in the center of every puddle, splattering mud up the backs of his calves. “Check it out!” he hollered, pointing up to a branch where a capuchin monkey froze, eyes wide.
Before Alex could intervene, Ricky bolted into the underbrush, snapping twigs and whooping as if the monkey was his long-lost soulmate. Señor Gómez was already too far ahead, leading the rest of the group toward a patch of sunlight that looked, improbably, even hotter than the path. 
Alex dropped the careful-cool act. “Ricky! Get back here! We don’t know what’s safe!”
Ricky either didn’t hear him or, more likely, didn’t care. He vanished behind a curtain of palm fronds, his neon shoelaces the last visible marker before the jungle swallowed him whole.
Vanessa exhaled loudly, a sound that was part sigh, part existential resignation. She closed her sketchbook, tucked it under her arm, and shot Alex a look that said, in unspoken Zarate code, “You want the honors, or should I?”
Alex hesitated. If he chased after Ricky, he’d probably get them both lost. If he stayed put, Ricky would come back covered in mud and with a story about fighting a jaguar with his bare hands. Either way, they’d all get in trouble. He did the calculus in his head, and decided that minimizing risk meant letting the responsible sibling go. He nodded at Vanessa.
She shook her head, but followed anyway, ducking under the palm and disappearing into the green.
Alex waited, counting off the seconds in his head. He tried to keep his breathing slow, but his heart had other ideas. He hated this part,the uncertainty, the waiting for something to go wrong. He’d read too many stories about kids who wandered off in the woods and were never seen again, or worse, showed up on the news after “miraculously surviving on rainwater and grubs.” He didn’t want to be a headline, or worse, a cautionary tale.
A minute later, Vanessa reappeared, dragging Ricky by the wrist. Ricky looked exactly as predicted: soaked in mud, streaked with green, and sporting a shallow scratch across his forearm.
“Chill,” Ricky protested, trying to wriggle free. “I saw like, three monkeys, and maybe a sloth. I wasn’t even lost.”
“You were definitely lost,” Vanessa said, deadpan.
Alex exhaled, relief mixing with frustration. He fished the first aid kit out of Vanessa’s backpack and motioned for Ricky to hold still.
“Sit,” he commanded, like he was talking to a puppy.
Ricky rolled his eyes, but obeyed, plopping onto a damp log. Vanessa perched beside him, sketchbook back in hand, already forgetting the near-disaster and focusing on the pattern of the mud on Ricky’s calves.
Alex cleaned the scratch with antiseptic, then dabbed on antibiotic ointment and covered it with a gauze pad. His hands moved with practiced precision. Their dad had drilled basic field first-aid into all of them before his accident, and Alex had spent the last five years refining those skills. If Dad were here, Alex thought, he’d probably laugh and say Ricky had earned that scratch, and then he’d tell a story about the time he got bit by a viper in Veracruz and lived to tell about it.
But Dad wasn’t here. Just Alex, doing his best not to let his siblings self-destruct.
“Try not to chase any more wildlife, okay?” Alex said, trying for stern but mostly sounding exhausted.
Ricky grinned, unrepentant. “You’re just jealous you don’t have the moves.”
Vanessa smirked, “You look like a camo popsicle.”
They both started laughing, and Alex let himself smile, just a little. For a second, it felt almost like a normal family vacation, instead of an exercise in disaster mitigation. But as he re-packed the first aid kit, his mind looped back to the possibilities, the next slip, the next scratch, the next worst-case scenario lurking in the jungle. 
He would keep them safe. He had to. No matter how many times Ricky tried to go extinct, or how many sketchbook pages Vanessa filled, Alex would be the buffer between his siblings and whatever this place threw at them. 
He wiped his glasses, squared his shoulders, and led the way after the group, feeling the weight of responsibility settle over him as tangibly as the sweat on his back.

      ***The trail gave way to a clearing that felt like the heart of an amphitheater, ringed with trees whose trunks soared upward and disappeared into the foggy mid-canopy. Sunlight broke through in slanted columns, spotlighting the motes and gnats swirling above the group like glitter in a snow globe. The tourists clustered together, shedding backpacks and chugging water while the guide, whose shirt was permanently unbuttoned to mid-chest, baring skin the color of mahogany, strode to the center and waited for silence.
Alex parked himself and his siblings on the perimeter, away from the loudest vacationers. He unscrewed the cap from his notebook, clicked the pen twice, and began a new page in crisp, blocky letters: "Rainforest Microhabitats, Day 1."
The guide introduced himself as Señor Gómez for the benefit of those who had already forgotten his name (most of the group, judging by the blank faces). “This is not amusement park,” he declared in heavily-accented English, voice like gravel, “so stay together, watch your step, and do not touch anything you cannot identify.” He grinned to show it was a joke, but the look in his eyes said he’d seen at least three people do something stupid before breakfast.
With a flourish, he gestured to a figure standing in the shadows of a giant strangler fig: “And this, our junior expert, Mateo Rojas. He will show you many secrets of the forest, if you pay attention.”
Mateo stepped forward, lean and athletic, with a mop of curly dark hair pulled back into a small ponytail. A handmade bracelet circled one wrist. He wore faded shorts, a soccer jersey, and no shoes. His smile was easy, his accent faintly American, and he had the confident posture of someone who knew every trail, every shortcut, every spot where the ground turned to quickmud.
“Welcome, everybody,” Mateo said, making eye contact with each person in a practiced sweep. “We start with the basics, plants that can save your life, and those that can end it.” 
Ricky snorted, “Sounds like my last bio exam,” loud enough to get a few snickers from other teens. Alex cringed, but kept writing, underlining “PLANT SAFETY” three times.
Mateo moved along the edge of the clearing, pausing beside a plant with wide, waxy leaves. “This is guanabana. The fruit is delicious, good for juice, but don’t eat too much or you’ll be sick for a week.” He winked at the group. “Trust me.” Next, a spindly vine with blue flowers: “This one can heal cuts if you crush the leaves.” He demonstrated, rolling the leaf between thumb and forefinger and holding it up for inspection.
Vanessa piped up, “How does it work?”
Mateo grinned. “Antibacterial compounds. The indigenous people use it as a bandage.” 
Vanessa scribbled in her sketchbook, tongue sticking out in concentration.
Alex tried to keep up, but every time he started a note, Ricky would whisper something, “Bet the next plant is a hallucinogen” or “That guy’s definitely eaten a bug on a dare”, making it impossible to focus. 
They moved down the line to a clump of tiny red berries. “This one is toxic,” Mateo said. “Causes paralysis in small mammals. Parrots eat it, though, and they’re fine.” He shrugged. “Nature is weird.” 
Señor Gómez called for quiet, and the group leaned in as he pointed to a low branch overhanging the trail. A green-and-black frog sat on it, perfectly still. “Dendrobates auratus,” the guide intoned, “poison dart frog. Beautiful, but dangerous.” 
A kid from the other side of the group reached toward it, but pulled back when Mateo shot him a look that could melt rubber. “Rule number one: respect the animals,” he said, softer but with iron underneath.
Alex noticed the way Vanessa’s eyes flicked between the frog and Mateo, and for a split second, he thought she might actually smile at the local teen. Instead, she went back to her sketches.
After fifteen minutes, the group’s collective attention span began to melt in the heat. Shirts darkened with sweat; people’s faces flushed pink, even under the shade. The parents clustered together, the kids drifted toward the edges, and Ricky’s orbit grew steadily wider until he stood apart from everyone else, scanning the treetops.
Mateo wrapped up his talk with a flourish. “If anyone is feeling adventurous,” he said, nodding to a trunk as wide as a car, “that is the tallest tree in this area. You can see the whole river basin from the top.” 
Ricky’s hand shot up before Mateo finished the sentence. “Easy. I could climb that. Back home I did the water tower on a dare and got, like, grounded forever.” 
Señor Gómez arched an eyebrow. “It is not recommended, chico.”
Alex, mortified, tried to cut Ricky off. “Seriously, don’t. We’re supposed to stay together.”
But Ricky had already made up his mind. He loped to the base of the tree, inspected the lianas snaking up the trunk, and made a show of spitting in his palms. “Bet you I’m up there in less than five minutes,” he crowed to the other teens, who immediately began timing him on their phones.
Vanessa looked to Alex, seeking direction. Alex looked to Señor Gómez, hoping for an adult intervention. Neither responded in time.
Ricky shimmied up the tree, arms and legs working in a frantic, practiced rhythm. Within seconds, he’d vanished into the mid-story, the sound of his breathless commentary drifting down: “Whoa, this is way taller than the water tower! There’s a bird’s nest up here, dude, it’s like an omelet waiting

      ***





