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SCENE 1

The Body in the Flowering Grove

The morning heat pressed against Detective Marcus Reeve’s skin like a
living thing, thick and wet and inescapable. He stood at the edge of a
small clearing where orchids grew in impossible abundance—pale
pink throats open to the canopy light, their perfume so heavy it
bordered on narcotic. The smell should have been beautiful. Instead, it

made his stomach tighten.

Beneath the orchids, half-buried in black soil and decomposing leaf

matter, lay what remained of Tomés Valente.

“Three weeks,” said the local police captain, a weathered man named
Carvalho who kept touching the crucifix at his throat. “Maybe four.

The heat and the insects make it hard to know.”

Marcus crouched, careful not to disturb the scene, and studied what
the jungle had not yet claimed. Tomas had been a plant guide, one of
the few people who could identify the rarest specimens in this part of
the basin. His hands showed defensive wounds. His pack was missing.
The orchids surrounding him were a specific variety, Catasetum
pileatum, known locally as the guardian flower because Indigenous

communities planted them near sacred groves.

“He was protecting something,” Marcus said.
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“Or someone wanted what he was protecting.” Carvalho wiped sweat
from his forehead. “This is the third guide in six months. All found in
plant sites, bodies left like offerings. The traffickers are getting
bolder.”

Marcus rose. He looked at the body’s arrangement — on its back, arms
at its sides. He'd seen rushed killings: the body dumped face-down,
pockets emptied, no care for positioning. He'd seen panicked ones too.
This was neither. Whoever had done this had stayed. Had taken time.
That meant confidence. That meant they didn’t fear discovery. The
arrangement wasn't ritual — it was the posture of someone who

owned the territory.
“The Purity Trade,” Marcus said. It wasn't a question.

Carvalho nodded. “They want the old medicines. Biotech companies in
Sdo Paulo, in Miami, in Shanghai — they pay fortunes for specimens
traditional healers have used for generations. And they pay more for
the knowledge of how to find them, how to prepare them.” He
gestured at the orchids. “Tomds knew where the rare ones grew. He

knew too much.”
“Who found him?”

“Local healer’s daughter. Name’s Inaya. She’s the one who knows these
paths better than anyone still alive.” Carvalho’s voice carried an edge.
“You'll need her. Without local guides, you won't last three days out

here.”

At the trailhead, a younger woman stood slightly apart, her posture
alert, her dark eyes watching the forest rather than the people. She

wore practical clothing — canvas pants tucked into tall rubber boots, a
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long-sleeved shirt despite the heat. She held a machete with the ease of

long familiarity.

When Marcus approached, she was watching a line of leaf-cutter ants
marching up a tree trunk, each carrying a piece of green four times its

size.
“Inaya,” Carvalho said. “This is Detective Reeve. Federal taskforce.”

“I know what he needs.” She turned to face Marcus. Outsider,
foreigner, probably arrogant, definitely unprepared — all of it in one
look. “You want to find who killed Tomés. And the others. You want

to stop the plant thieves.”
“Yes.i!

“You're going to need more than authority and good intentions. Out
there, your badge means nothing. The traffickers know the rivers,
which communities will help, how to move at night, how to make

people disappear.” She paused. “But [ know more.”
“Then I need your help.”

Something shifted in her expression. “My mother is the last healer in
three villages who still knows the old preparations. Tomas was
teaching me the plant sites so the knowledge wouldn’t die with her
generation. Now he’s dead, and two others before him. If I help you, I

risk becoming the next body in a flowering grove.”

“If you don’t help me,” Marcus said carefully, “the killing won't stop.
Eventually, every knowledge keeper will be dead or silent, and the

forest’s medicines will belong only to laboratories that never see rain.”
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The older woman braiding palm fronds on the fallen log spoke

without looking up. “Help him, daughter.”

Inaya’s jaw tightened. Calculation happening: risk against duty, fear
against purpose, survival against meaning. Finally, she nodded. “We
do this carefully. No rushing. No treating this forest like a crime scene

you can process and leave.”
“Agreed.”

She turned and began leading them down a trail so subtle Marcus
could barely distinguish it from the surrounding vegetation. Behind
them, the forest swallowed their footprints. Ahead, somewhere in the
green labyrinth of rivers and orchids and secrets, someone was

building an empire on stolen knowledge and murdered guides.

Marcus followed Inaya into the shadows, and the Amazon closed

around them.
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SCENE 2

The River Settlement

They reached the settlement as afternoon light turned the river to
beaten copper. Maybe forty structures, from traditional palm-thatch
houses to buildings with corrugated metal roofs. Children played in
the shallows. The smell of cooking fires mixed with the ever-present

rot-and-growth scent of the river.

Marcus had spent the four-hour trek watching how Inaya moved
through the forest. She didn’t fight the environment; she flowed with
it, reading signs he couldn’t see — a broken twig indicating recent
passage, disturbed leaf litter suggesting animal dens to avoid, the angle
of light through the canopy predicting the next rain. She'd pointed out
medicinal plants without slowing her pace: unha de gato vines,

copaiba trees, jatoba bark.
“Tomds taught you all this?” he'd asked.

“Tomds, my mother, my grandmother before she died. And the forest
itself, if you pay attention.” She’d wiped sweat from her forehead. “The
real knowledge isn’t just what plants do — it’s understanding the
relationships. Which ones grow together, which ones never appear
near each other, how animals depend on specific species. The
traffickers don’t care about that. They want one miracle compound

they can patent and sell. Theyre breaking apart something that only
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works as a whole.”

An older man emerged from one of the larger structures — weathered
face, eyes sharp despite his age. He embraced Inaya with obvious

affection, then turned to Marcus with considerably less warmth.

“This is Juliano,” Inaya said. “He coordinates the community defense

efforts.”

Juliano switched to Portuguese, testing whether Marcus could follow.
“Federal taskforce. We've had those before. They come, they ask
questions, they write reports, they leave. The trafficking continues.

The bodies continue.” He folded his arms. “What'’s different this time?”

“I'm authorized to coordinate with international agencies, freeze bank
accounts, pressure the companies buying these specimens. I can’t undo

what’s happened. But I can make it impossible to continue.”
“Impossible is a strong word.”

“Tll settle for expensive enough, risky enough, and complicated

enough.” Marcus met his gaze. “One operation at a time.”

Juliano studied him for a long moment, then nodded toward the door.

“Come inside. We'll talk.”

Inside, a map covered one wall, marked with pins and notations in
multiple hands. Juliano pointed to three locations. “Tomis here.
Before him, Elena Carmo, near a sangre de grado grove. And before
her, Rafael Mendes, by a waterfall where rare ferns grow nowhere
else. All guides. All killed within six months. All found in places where

valuable plants grow.”
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Marcus studied the pattern. The locations weren’t random hunting
grounds. Someone had specific knowledge of which sites held value.
Someone with maps. Someone who understood the territory — or had

been taught by people who did.

“This one,” Inaya said, pointing to a business card for BioPura
Extractives. “Their scout was here three months ago. Offered my
mother fifteen thousand reais for a full interview about medicinal

preparations. When she refused, he said he'd find someone else.”
“Anyone accept their offer?”

Juliano’s expression darkened. “Rafael Mendes. He needed money for
his daughter’s cancer treatment. BioPura paid him ten thousand reais
for two weeks of guidance. A month later, he was dead, and his

daughter never received the treatment money the company promised.”

Marcus photographed everything — every business card, every note,
every document in the folder. The accumulated evidence of a

community trying to protect itself without formal power or resources.

A canoe pulled up to the landing. Two paddlers, and between them a
young man maybe twenty-five, pale beneath brown skin, blood

soaking through an improvised bandage around his left arm.
“Mateus!” Inaya pushed past Marcus and ran toward the landing.

“Gunshot,” one of the paddlers said. “Found him two kilometers
downriver, trying to paddle one-handed. Traffickers shot at him when

he refused to guide them to a curare vine site.”

Curare. The poison Indigenous hunters had used for centuries, now

valuable to pharmaceutical companies researching muscle relaxants for
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surgery.

Inaya was already examining the wound with practiced efficiency.
“Mamaie needs to see this.” She looked up at Marcus. “Do you have

» «

medical supplies?” “Basic first aid kit.” “Then we use what the forest
provides.” She turned to a watching child. “Bring my medicine basket

from my mother’s house. Quickly.”

As the community mobilized, Marcus watched Inaya transform from
guide to healer — giving instructions calmly, checking pulse and
breathing, keeping Mateus talking to prevent shock. “You're going to
be fine,” she told him. “And then you're going to tell us exactly what

happened, exactly who shot you, and exactly what they wanted.”
Mateus nodded weakly, trusting her completely.

Watching her work, Marcus felt something shift in his professional
detachment. This wasn’t going to be a simple investigation with a local
asset providing translation. The woman who'd just taken command of
a medical emergency while simultaneously running his investigation
— she understood what was at stake in ways his federal training hadn’t

prepared him for.

That dependency, he recognized, was the most dangerous thing in this

jungle.
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SCENE 3

The Healing and the Promise

Inaya’s mother arrived as dusk turned the river violet. She came with
the same quiet certainty her daughter possessed, carrying a basket of
prepared remedies and tools that had been used for generations. Her
name was Lira, and she moved through the gathered community with
the authority of someone whose knowledge had saved lives too many

times to count.

Marcus watched from the doorway as Lira and Inaya worked together
in the flickering light of oil lamps and candles. They cleaned the
wound with barbatimio bark infusion — astringent, antimicrobial.
Applied a poultice made from jatobd resin mixed with honey and
crushed copaiba leaves. Lira sang softly as she worked, something that
might have been prayer or incantation or both. Inaya held Mateus’s
hand when the pain made him gasp, talking to him in a mixture of

Portuguese and Nheengatu.

“He’s strong,” Inaya said to Mateus. “Remember when Juliano’s son got
torn up by that peccary? You helped carry him back. That was worse,

and he’s fine now, just scars to tell stories about.”

Mateus managed a weak smile. “That pig was angry.”
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“All pigs are angry. Thats their purpose.” She squeezed his hand.

“You're going to have a better scar than his.”
“I ran like a coward.”
“You survived. That’s not cowardice. That’s intelligence.”

What Marcus witnessed over the next hour humbled him. He'd seen
battlefield wounds, completed emergency medicine training. But this
healing was communal, witnessed, embedded in relationships and
shared history. Every person who brought water or cloth or simply
stayed close was participating in something that no hospital protocol

captured.

Eventually the worst was done. Mateus's wound was clean, packed
with medicine, bandaged. Lira had him drink something from a small

gourd. His color was already better.

Marcus found himself alone in the doorway with Inaya after the crowd
dispersed. She stood looking at the river, now invisible in the darkness

except for reflected moonlight.

“Thank you,” Marcus said. “For what you and your mother did. For
showing me what’s actually at stake here. The reports I read in Brasilia
talked about Indigenous knowledge and biodiversity and traditional
medicine. But those are just words. This is people. Real relationships.

Real loss when someone like Tom4s dies.”

Inaya was quiet for a moment. “Most outsiders never see it. They
come, they take measurements, they write papers, they leave. The
forest is just data.” She turned to face him. “You're different. Or trying

to be. I'm not sure which yet.”

10
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“I'm trying. But I'm also swimming in water so far over my head I can’t

see the surface.”

“That’'s how everyone feels in the Amazon. The trick is learning to
swim anyway.” She paused. “Tomorrow, we go to Elena’s site. You'll
take your photographs, collect your evidence, do your investigation.

But I need you to promise me something.”
“What?”

“That you won't treat her death like a puzzle to solve. She had three
children who don’t have a mother. She could identify orchid species by
smell alone. She taught me which tree frogs are poisonous just from
their color patterns.” Inaya’s voice carried careful control over strong
emotion. “Promise me you'll remember that every piece of evidence

was someone’s life.

“I promise,” Marcus said. “And I'll promise something else: I won't

leave until the people responsible are stopped.”

“That’s a big promise.” “I know.” “You might not be able to keep it.” “I

know that too.”

She studied him for a long moment. Then she nodded — not quite
trust, but perhaps the foundation it could grow from. “Tomorrow,

then. First light. Bring humility. The forest demands it.”

She headed toward her mother’s house. Marcus stood alone in the
doorway, listening to the river, feeling the weight of promises he'd just

made.

11
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SCENE 4

Elena’s Grove

They left at dawn. The river was wrapped in mist and the air held a
brief coolness that would burn away within the hour. Inaya had
brought Diego as their paddler — quiet, competent, reading the river

like text.

“Elena loved the dawn river trips,” Inaya said from the canoe’s prow.
“Said this was when the forest was most honest. Before the heat made
everything lazy. Just the forest being exactly what it was.” She adjusted
her hat. “She had this theory that plants were most vulnerable at dawn.
That they'd been through the whole night dealing with insects eating
them, animals browsing, fungi trying to invade. I used to tease her that
she was assigning emotions to plants, but she'd just laugh and say
emotions were human words for things that existed in all living

creatures.”
“Do you believe that?” Marcus asked.

“I believe the forest is alive in ways we don’t have language for. And I
believe that taking from it without understanding — without

relationship — is a kind of violence.”

They traveled upriver for three hours. Eventually Inaya directed Diego

to a barely visible break in the vegetation where a small stream joined

12



HARVEST OF SHADOWS

the main river. They secured the canoe and began the overland trek.

An hour of careful walking brought them to Elena’s site. A grove of

sangre de grado trees, their distinctive smooth red bark weeping sap

that looked like blood.

“Dragon’s blood trees,” Inaya said. “The sap treats wounds, ulcers,
intestinal problems. It’s been used for hundreds of years. Now it’s in
demand by pharmaceutical companies researching antiviral
properties.” She moved among the trees with visible sorrow. “Elena
knew which trees produced the best sap, which ones were too young
to harvest from, how to collect without killing the tree. All that

knowledge died with her.”

Marcus began his documentation methodically. He photographed the
grove from multiple angles, noted the tree spacing, the understory
composition, the proximity to water. He cross-referenced GPS

coordinates with the police report.

“Where exactly was she found?” Inaya pointed to a spot between the

two largest trees. “There. On her back, arms at sides. Same as Toméds.”

Marcus examined the ground. No footprints — the police team had
contaminated whatever evidence existed. But the positioning told him
what it always told him: no hurry, no panic. Someone who stayed. And
then — there, at the base of one of the largest trees — fresh cuts in the

bark. Recent harvest. Within the past few weeks.
“They came back,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes,” Inaya said quietly. “They killed her and then returned to take the
sap anyway.”

13
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Marcus stood still with this for a moment. The anger he felt was useful
— it clarified. The body arrangement wasn't ritual, as he'd considered
and then set aside. It wasn’t guilt, as Inaya had suggested. It was the
behavior of people who owned the territory, who felt no urgency, who
returned afterward because why wouldn’t they? The grove was theirs.

The knowledge was theirs. The guides were liabilities to be managed.

“Show me the other trees she was teaching you about,” he said. “I want

to understand the full site. The pattern of what they're targeting.”

Inaya led him deeper into the grove.

14
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SCENE 5

The Council and the Revelation

The community council met that evening in Juliano’s house. Eight
people formed the core: Juliano, Inaya, Lira, two other elders, a
younger woman named Rosa who coordinated trade, a middle-aged
man called Vicente who managed the settlement’s school, and an older
man everyone addressed as Sebastido, who sat slightly apart and spoke

rarely but commanded absolute attention when he did.

They spoke in Portuguese and Nheengatu, sometimes switching
mid-sentence. Marcus sat on the periphery, concentrating to follow

the flow.

“We can’t stop people from going into the forest,” Rosa said. “That’s
how we live. If we hide inside settlement boundaries, we might as well

be dead already.”

“But going out there without protection is suicide,” Vicente countered.

“Mateus nearly died yesterday.”

Sebastido spoke for the first time. Everyone quieted. His voice was
soft, his pauses long and deliberate — a man who had learned that
silence was a form of argument. “The question is not whether to resist.
The question is how. Our ancestors survived conquistadors, rubber

barons, missionaries, developers. We're still here. Because resistance is

15
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not matching force with force. Resistance is being more stubborn than

those who want to destroy us.”

Eventually, Juliano produced ten years of documentation — every
theft, every murder, every instance of their knowledge being extracted

without permission. Elena’s journals. Tomads’s notes. Rafael’s records.

“This is extraordinary,” Marcus said, photographing each page. “This
is evidence of corporate espionage, of criminal negligence, possibly of
conspiracy to commit murder. This changes what I can take to federal

prosecutors.”

Juliano suggested organized misdirection — making knowledge
inaccessible through deliberate misinformation. He looked at Marcus

as he said it.

“I came here to review evidence,” Marcus said carefully. “I didn’t hear
plans tonight. Making information difficult to access isn’t illegal.
Neither is refusing to guide someone. As long as no one gets hurt — I

didn’t hear anything.”
Juliano’s shoulders relaxed. Sebastido nodded once.

“Thank you,” Inaya said quietly. “For understanding what you can’t

officially know.”

Lira, gathering the cups from the table, paused beside Marcus on her
way out. She looked at him with the directness of someone who had
watched people for decades and made assessments quickly. “You see

more than you say,” she said. “Good.” And then she left.

Marcus sat with the documentation spread across the table, feeling the

weight of the hope the community was placing in him, and the

16
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skepticism they were also entirely justified in feeling. Both were

correct. Both deserved respect.

17
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SCENE 6

The Defender Arrives

The sound of an outboard motor cut through the morning river
sounds. The boat pulled up smoothly, and the man in the prow
jumped out before it had fully stopped, securing the line with practiced
efficiency. Perhaps thirty, the build of someone whose work involved

physical labor, wearing clothes that showed weeks of forest wear.
“Kaio!” Inaya called out, and her voice carried genuine gladness.

They embraced with the easy familiarity of old friends. Marcus felt

something he chose not to examine too closely.

Kaio Mendes worked with the indigenous federation, coordinating
environmental protection across multiple territories. He'd been
documenting scout activity for eight months: names, companies,

methods, financial flows between companies and local facilitators.

The picture that emerged from combining his records with Marcus’s
investigation was damning: three major biotech companies operating
through a network of scouts and local facilitators, systematically

extracting high-value plant knowledge.

“The key,” Kaio said, pointing to a connection on the map, “is this man
— Augusto Silva. He’s the primary facilitator for all three companies.

He recruits the scouts, arranges the local guides, handles the money

18
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transfers. He’s also connected to state officials who've been blocking

previous investigations.”

Marcus photographed the name and the full evidence trail. A central

figure. One whose removal would disrupt the entire network.

At midday, Lira brought food. The conversation shifted, and Marcus
observed the dynamic between Kaio and Inaya — complementary
skills, shared values, the ease of people who had known each other
long enough to stop performing. Kaio’s attention lingered on Inaya
when she was focused on something else. Inaya’s posture changed
when she spoke directly to him — not less certain, but differently

settled.

Marcus watched, and noticed what he was noticing, and kept his

expression neutral.

He had no right to that feeling.

19
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SCENE 7

The Calling Away

The next morning brought news that changed everything. A runner
arrived from wupriver with an emergency call. Illegal logging
operations had started on protected territory, and the indigenous
federation needed Kaio immediately — a year’s commitment to

coordinate resistance across all affected territories.
“T'll go,” Kaio said quietly.

Inaya turned sharply. “A year?”

“It’s what’s required.”

They talked privately at the water’s edge. Marcus didn’t try to hear the
conversation. He saw its shape from a distance: two people negotiating
something that mattered to both of them, neither one entirely

comfortable with the conclusion they were reaching.

When they returned, Inaya’s jaw was set with the control that meant

forcing down emotion through sheer will.

The boat accelerated upriver, and the community watched until it
disappeared around the bend. Inaya stood at the landing longer than

anyone else, her eyes on the empty river.

Marcus found himself walking to the landing, standing beside her.

20
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“I'm sorry,” he said.

“The work requires it,” she said after a moment. Not consolation. Just
fact, stated with the precision of someone who had thought it through
and wasn’t going to be argued out of it. “Make sure his documentation

wasn't for nothing. Make sure it counts.”
“I'will. I promise.”

She nodded once and returned to the settlement. Marcus stayed at the
landing alone for another minute, looking at the empty river, and then

got back to work.

21



Blurt Snodgrass

SCENE 8

The Arrival of Dr. Silva

The federal environmental agency sent a research scientist to assist
with specimen identification — Dr. Rafael Silva, perhaps forty, with
the practical appearance of someone who'd spent significant time in

field research.

“I know I'm being evaluated,” Rafael said to the assembled group with
refreshing directness. “I know you've had researchers come through
before, promise partnership, and deliver exploitation. I can only prove

I'm different through actions.”

Over the next several hours, Marcus observed something developing.
When Inaya explained plant identification methods her grandmother
had taught her, Rafael took notes without condescension. When she
described the relationship between specific species and their

ecosystems, he engaged with informed follow-up questions.

“You have extraordinary knowledge,” Rafael said during one of their
afternoon work sessions. “Have you considered formal collaboration
with research institutions? Not as a subject being studied — as a

co-investigator, a peer researcher?”

“Most scientists don’t view traditional knowledge keepers as peers.”

22
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“Most scientists are making a fundamental error, then. You
understand relationships between species that take outside researchers
decades to document. That's not primitive knowledge needing
translation into proper science. That’s sophisticated understanding

that should be recognized as such.”

Marcus watched Inaya’s expression shift — surprise giving way to
something more complex. Validation from someone who understood

both frameworks.

That evening, Lira invited Rafael to dinner. After dinner, Rafael asked
if Inaya would show him some nearby plant sites — proper
documentation required seeing species in their actual growing

conditions.

Inaya agreed, and they left together as dusk turned the forest to

shadow.

Marcus helped Lira clear dishes. She paused beside him, hands full of
cups. “He offers her a larger world,” she said. It wasn'’t criticism. It was
information. She held his gaze for a moment longer than necessary,

then moved to the kitchen.

Marcus stood at the window, listening to the forest settle into its night

sounds, and let himself understand clearly what that meant.

23
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SCENE 9

The Collaboration Deepens

Morning brought work — systematic, purposeful, collaborative.
Rafael had a plan for documenting the most valuable plant species.
Inaya knew where those species grew. Together, they made a

formidable team.

On their third joint expedition, they encountered a scout collecting
sangre de grado sap — working quickly with the efficiency of

experience.
“Stop,” Rafael called out. “Those trees are under federal protection.”
“I have permits.”

Marcus stepped forward, pulling his identification. “Federal taskforce.

Show me.”

Inaya’s voice carried barely controlled fury. “You're taking without
permission, without understanding, without regard for the knowledge

that should govern this harvest. That’s theft.”

The permits, when produced, were falsified — Marcus recognized the
documentary tells from three previous investigations. He
photographed the scout, the equipment, the damaged trees, and issued

a citation while confiscating the collected sap as evidence.

24
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“Companies will send someone else,” the scout said. “Too much money

involved.”

“Maybe,” Marcus agreed. “But we can make it expensive enough, risky
enough, complicated enough that it's not worth the effort. One

violation at a time, until the whole system changes.”

That evening, Rafael proposed a traditional knowledge database in
Manaus — properly protected, community-controlled, designed to

prevent biopiracy at the point of documentation.

“Community-controlled? We'd have authority over who accesses it?”

Inaya asked.
“Absolute authority.”

Marcus listened to them discuss possibilities, watched Inaya’s cautious
interest develop into something more like hope, and felt himself
receding into the background of this story. Rafael could offer ongoing
work. Marcus could offer temporary investigation. The arithmetic was

clear.

He didn’t resent the arithmetic. He just noted it.

25
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SCENE 10

The Deepening Connection

Marcus spent the next week building the systematic case against the
trafficking network — coordinating with federal prosecutors,

arranging for forensic analysis, preparing detailed reports.

He also watched Rafael and Inaya work together daily, their
collaboration deepening. He watched Rafael make Inaya laugh with
observations about plant taxonomy. He watched Inaya explain
traditional preparation methods with detailed attention she’d only

shown to Kaio before.

One evening, Lira pulled Marcus aside. She didn'’t say anything for a
moment — just looked at him with the assessing steadiness he’d come
to recognize as her particular mode of communication. Then: “My
daughter is essential to our survival Her knowledge, her
bridge-building, her willingness to work with outsiders despite the
risks — all of that matters more than any individual’s feelings.

Including hers. Including yours.”
“I can maintain appropriate boundaries.”

She looked at him a moment longer. “I know you can,” she said. Not
approval, exactly. More like recognition that he’d already understood.

Then she left.

26
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That night, Marcus sat alone reviewing evidence, listening to the
night forest. Lira was right about everything — had been from the
beginning, speaking in the compressed, precise language of someone
who didn’t use words to fill space but to carry specific weight. He
thought about what she'd said, and what she hadn’t said, and what

both meant.

He kept working until the generator ran low and the lamp dimmed.

27
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SCENE M

The Convergence of Impossible
Choices

The crisis arrived with inevitability. Augusto Silva’s arrest had come
through — Marcus’s documentation, Rafael’s scientific validation, and
Kaio’s prior evidence had combined into a case strong enough that

even Silva’s political connections couldn't deflect it.

But within hours, Silva offered a deal. Complete testimony about the
entire trafficking network in exchange for reduced charges. Five years

instead of twenty.

Marcus stood in the community’s small archive, surrounded by
photographs of dead guides, evidence of systematic exploitation. He
thought about the math of it: Silva’s full testimony would give them
the scouts, the companies, the officials. It would produce prosecutions
that would dismantle multiple operations across three states. Without
it, they had one facilitator and a harder case against everyone above
him. The people in this room — Elena’s children, Tomais’s
community, Mateus still healing from a gunshot wound — they

needed the larger victory. Not the satisfying one. The larger one.

He'd worked it out himself, sitting with the photographs. He knew the

answer before he brought it to the council.

28
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The council debated. Eventually Sebastido spoke, into a particular
silence that had developed after Rosa’s impassioned argument for full
prosecution. His pauses were long enough that Marcus wondered,
twice, if he was finished. He wasn’t. “Take what they offer. Use it well.
Transform their attempt to buy absolution into protection for our

children’s children.”

“I recommend accepting the deal,” Marcus said, “with explicit
conditions — Silva’s testimony must be complete and must lead to
successful prosecutions. Any evasion or recantation voids the

agreement.”
The council agreed.

That night, Kaio’s boat roared upriver. He climbed out and moved
toward Inaya. They spoke quietly near the landing — Marcus could
hear the tone if not the words: something being negotiated that hadn’t

been resolved when he left, being reopened now.

“I was wrong to leave,” Kaio said, loud enough to carry. “Wrong to

think duty always meant leaving.”

Inaya’s voice was lower, but her posture said what her words didn’t:
the conversation wasn't over, wasn't simple, wasn't going to resolve

tonight.

Marcus, standing at the edge of the gathering, felt his own situation
clarify with the particular sharpness that comes when you stop hoping
a thing will be different than it is. His job was justice. Investigation.
The best thing he could do — the most honest thing — was to stop

taking up space in a choice that wasn't his to make.

He went back inside and returned to his documentation.
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SCENE 12

The Choice

Inaya’s farewell to both men happened over two days, in conversations
Marcus was not part of. He knew their content only from what she
told him directly, on the second evening, when she found him at the
traditional knowledge school still working as the rest of the settlement

quieted.

“To Kaio,” she said, sitting across from him, “I said: we won't build a
life together. Not because I don’t care, but because we each have
different callings, and pretending otherwise would be a lie we'd both

have to maintain.”

“To Rafael: your work is in Manaus. Mine is here, in direct
transmission, in lived relationship with this forest. What you offer is

real. It’s just not mine.”

She looked at Marcus steadily. “I'm choosing myself. My calling. My
rootedness.” A slight pause. “I'm applying to myself the same principle
I've been fighting for all along: don't take plants out of their ecological
relationships. Don't separate teachers from the communities that give

their work meaning.”

“When I think about Kaio’s offer,” she continued, “I think about what

I'd become in that future — traveling, advocating, moving. Good
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work. But not mine.” She paused. “When I think about Rafael’s offer, I
think about Manaus, about being recognized in institutional terms,
about what gets lost when you translate traditional knowledge into

scientific frameworks. Also good work. Also not mine.”
“What made it clear?” Marcus asked.

She considered this. “I stopped trying to choose between them and
started asking what I actually wanted. And what [ wanted was this —
exactly this. Teaching. Rooted. Present.” She held his gaze. “In some

other configuration of circumstance—"
“I understand,” Marcus said. “And I accept it.”

She nodded once. They sat for a moment in the sound of the forest.
Then she picked up a plant identification guide from the table and
turned to the page she’d been working on, and he returned to his
documentation, and they worked together in the quiet for another

hour, which was, he thought, exactly right.
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SCENE 13

Departure

The next three days passed in necessary farewells. Rafael transported
his collected documentation to Manaus. Kaio returned upriver.
Marcus spent most of his remaining time with Lira, completing the
traditional knowledge documentation — stories that were not just
plant identification and preparation methods but the entire context of

healing.

On his last morning, he found Lira in the garden, harvesting
something from a low plant, her hands moving with the automatic

precision of a task done ten thousand times.

“You're creating something important,” she said, without looking up.
“Not just documentation. Insurance. When I'm gone, this helps the
next generation remember.” She cut another stem. “That’s not

nothing.”

She rose, dusted her hands on her apron, and pressed something into
his palm: a small carved figure, wood polished smooth by generations

of handling. A tree with visible roots.

“For protection,” she said. Her eyes met his briefly — that direct,
assessing look. “For remembering what you learned here.” Then she

returned to the garden.
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At the landing, the community had gathered. Marcus thanked them —
for trusting him when they had no reason to, for teaching him things
his training never covered, for showing him what justice looked like

when it was embedded in relationship rather than extracted from it.

At the end, he and Inaya stood facing each other. She extended her
hand formally. They shook — professional, appropriate, completely

inadequate to everything they weren’t saying.

Then Marcus climbed into the boat. The settlement receded. The
Amazon closed around his departure the same way it had swallowed

his arrival.

He pulled the carved figure from his pocket and held it in his hand for

a long time.
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SCENE 14

The Return to Work

Marcus returned to federal headquarters in Brasilia. The building was
exactly as he remembered — climate-controlled corridors, fluorescent
lighting, institutional smell. He presented his findings to the taskforce
leadership. The slides showed facts but couldn’t capture the

relationships that made those facts meaningful.

“The case succeeded legally,” his supervisor said. “Silva’s testimony is

being processed exactly as you recommended.”

“But I'm not sure we actually solved the underlying problem,” Marcus
said. “The economic incentives that drive biopiracy haven't changed

— we just made one specific operation more difficult.”

“That’s always true. We can'’t solve systemic problems with individual

prosecutions.”

“I know. But there might be a way to build something that addresses
both.”

Over the following days, something felt different about the
institutional spaces. The professional detachment that had always
served him well now felt like a performance he was giving for no
audience. He kept thinking about how Inaya moved through the forest

— not fighting it but reading it. He kept thinking about Lira’s
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economy of language, the way she said what she meant and nothing
more. He kept thinking about Sebastido’s silences.

He realized, sitting in a fluorescent-lit briefing room, that he’d been
changed by that forest in ways that would make returning to it not a

choice but a professional necessity.

He started writing a proposal.
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SCENE 15

The New Assignment Begins

Three weeks after leaving the Amazon, Marcus found himself in a
helicopter flying over a different expanse of rainforest in Para state.
His new partner Carolina had been working the illegal mercury
contamination case for months — young, eager, good at following
protocols. Marcus found himself working differently than before:
slower, more relationship-oriented, embedding himself in the affected

Surui community before gathering evidence.

“The key,” he told Carolina, “is understanding that investigation

begins with listening. Not as a tactic. As actual practice.”
“Even when we're running against a timeline?”

“Especially then. Rushing relationship-building to meet institutional
timelines defeats the entire methodology. The community has

survived centuries without our intervention.”

Taina, the Surui leader whose community had been poisoned by illegal
mining operations, found him at the forest edge one evening. She was
sharp-featured, economical in her speech, someone who arrived at
conclusions from specifics rather than from principles. “Youre

thinking about your other investigation,” she said.

“That obvious?”
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“You keep noticing which trees are which. Habit. Something you
learned somewhere else.” She sat down on a log, clearly settling in for a

conversation on her own schedule. “What are you turning over?”

He told her about the methodology he'd developed — the
relationship-based approach, the sustained presence — and the offer

to lead a training unit while staying in the field.

Taina listened without interrupting. When he finished, she said:
“Why do you think you have to do everything yourself? Why can’t
your trainees carry some of the relationships while you build new

ones?”
“Because if I'm not personally present—"

“If the methodology depends on you personally, its not a
methodology. It's just you.” She stood up, brushing bark from her
trousers. “A method you can'’t teach someone else isn’t a method. It’s a
habit.” She looked at him with the particular patience of someone who

has made this point before to other people. “Think about it.”

She walked back toward the settlement. Marcus sat at the forest edge

for a while longer, thinking about it.
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SCENE 16

The Shell Company

Six weeks into the Pard investigation, a message arrived from Rafael:
BioPura, despite their settlement agreement, had been operating
through a shell company attempting to access traditional knowledge

through the indigenous database.

Marcus pulled the financial records himself, looking for what Rafael
had flagged. He found it — and then found more. The shell company
connected back through three intermediaries to a holding company he
recognized from the original Amazon investigation. And that holding
company connected to accounts he’d seen associated with mining

operations in two other states.

Silva’s network. Still operating. New facilitators had replaced him, but

the infrastructure persisted.

Marcus called Inaya directly — the first time since leaving the
settlement. “The settlement violation is real,” he said. “And its

connected to something larger. I need to come back.”

“Come back,” she said. Practical, immediate, no preamble. “And bring
Carolina if she’s ready. Were going to need more than one

investigator.”

“She’s ready.”
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“Then come.”

He was on a helicopter the next morning.
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SCENE 17

The Return

The settlement had changed since his last visit — more confident,
carrying itself with the certainty that came from successfully
navigating crisis. The traditional knowledge school occupied a new
structure built from local materials: open-sided to allow forest air to
flow through, shelves lining the walls, forty students in organized

sessions.

Juliano greeted him at the landing with the warmth of genuine
friendship rather than professional courtesy. “The detective returns.
Again. Youre becoming less of a visitor and more of a recurring

presence.”
“That’s the goal.”

Marcus spent the afternoon briefing the council on what hed
discovered — the shell company, the persistence of the extraction
network. The community agreed to help document whatever they

could.

That evening, he found himself alone with Inaya for the first time
since his departure. They were in the school, reviewing the
documentation protocols she'd developed for the traditional

knowledge database.
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“Why did you really come back?” she asked. Not about the

investigation.

“Because the work brought me back,” he said. “And because this place

changed how I do all my work. Both things are true.”

“You've changed,” Inaya said. “I can see it. More rooted. Even while

moving.”
“It's what I've been working on.”

They stood in the growing darkness, and Marcus felt the complicated
feelings from before, and also the acceptance he’d been cultivating

since Brasilia. Both present, neither one requiring action.

“The shell company connections,” he said. “I need your help
understanding the financial flows from the community side. Whose

accounts they might have approached.”

She pulled a folder from one of the shelves. “I've been tracking it
myself,” she said. “Since BioPura’s scout showed up three weeks ago.”

She spread the documents across the table. “Start here.”
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SCENE 18

The Financial Trail

Working with Juliano and Rosa to trace financial flows, Marcus built a
picture that was both damning and illuminating. Silva’s network
hadn’t been just plant trafficking — he’d been coordinating multiple
forms of extraction: medicinal plants, rare animals, genetic resources,

mineral rights.

“He was building an empire,” Rosa said. “Anything valuable that
Indigenous communities knew about or protected — he found ways to

steal it, package it, sell it.”

“And the corporations buying from him knew,” Marcus said, pointing
to email records. “They knew guides were being killed. They chose to

purchase anyway.”

The evidence was overwhelming. More than enough to void Silva’s

cooperation agreement and pursue prosecutions across multiple states.

Carolina, sitting across the table, was quiet for a moment after Marcus
finished walking her through it. Then: “So Silva’s cooperation deal was
always going to be insufficient. The network was always larger than

his testimony could cover.”

“Yes. Which is why sustained presence matters — you don'’t see the

full picture from one investigation. You see it over time, through
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relationships, across multiple visits.”

“That’'s what Taina meant,” Carolina said, “about the methodology

needing to outlast you personally.”

Marcus looked at her. She’d been listening more carefully than he'd

realized. “Yes,” he said. “That’s exactly what she meant.”

Lira appeared late in the evening, carrying tea. She set the cups down,
looked at the documents spread across the table, and then looked at

Marcus. “You found more,” she said.
’
“More than we expected.”

She nodded slowly. “Good,” she said. Then she sat down across from
him and drank her tea and didn’t say anything else for a while. She

didn’t need to.
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SCENE 19

The Testimony Fractures

Four months after Marcus’s return, the call came from the federal
prosecutor at dawn: Silva had recanted. Claiming his testimony was

coerced, that he'd fabricated connections to get the cooperation deal.

“His lawyers are arguing circumstantial evidence,” the prosecutor said.
“Silva’s recantation creates enough doubt that some prosecutions

might fail.”

Marcus called Juliano, explaining what it meant for ongoing

prosecutions.

“So he thinks he can just deny everything and walk away,” Juliano said.
“After coordinating murders, after building an extraction empire — he
thinks clever lawyers and false testimony will save him.” A pause.

“What do you need from us?”

“Whatever documentation exists in the communities that Silva’s
lawyers can’t claim was fabricated by investigators. Community
records, journals, financial logs maintained by community members

themselves.”

“We have decades of that,” Juliano said. “We've always kept records of
who came, what they asked for, what we refused, what was taken. We

knew one day we'd need it.”
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Marcus felt something he could only describe as gratitude — not the
professional kind, but the kind that recognized how much of his case
had already been built by people who had no obligation to trust the

legal system at all.

“Silva’s recantation hasn’t weakened the case,” he told Carolina
afterward. “It’s clarified what the case was always about: not
prosecuting one facilitator but building systematic protection. We
were never going to win this through one testimony. We're going to
win it through everything that community has documented, over

decades, and everything we've built in relationship with them.”

Carolina was quiet for a moment. Then: “That’s going to take longer

than our timeline.”

“Yes,” Marcus agreed. “It is.”
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SCENE 20

The Trial

Silva’s trial began in Manaus eighteen months after Marcus first
arrived in  the Amazon. The courtroom was modern,
climate-controlled — a stark contrast to the forest communities where
the crimes had occurred. The families of murdered guides filled the
gallery: Elena’s children, Tomiés’s elderly mother, Rafael Mendes’s

widow.

When Marcus testified, Silva’s defense attorney tried to discredit him:
“You've spent over eighteen months on this investigation. Doesn’t

personal involvement compromise your objectivity?”

“Personal involvement doesn’t compromise objectivity — it enhances
it. By maintaining relationships over time, I can verify testimony,
cross-reference accounts, distinguish between legitimate grievances
and false claims. Distance creates vulnerability to deception. Presence

creates opportunity for verification.”

Inaya testified with the full weight of her knowledge and certainty.
When the defense attorney suggested her testimony benefited
Marcus’s career, she responded: “My testimony benefits my
community. If it also validates Detective Reeve’s methods — methods
that actually work, that actually protect people — then that’s additional

benefit, not primary motivation.”
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Juliano told the jury: “This wasn'’t just theft. It was attempted cultural
extinction. Take our knowledge without permission, kill those who
protect it, make the next generation afraid to learn it — that’s

genocide by different means.”

The jury deliberated for three days. On the afternoon of the third day,
the foreperson stood: “On the charge of coordinating illegal plant

trafficking, we find the defendant guilty.”
The verdicts continued — guilty on twelve counts.

When the final verdict was read, the courtroom erupted. Elena’s
children wept with relief. Tomads’s mother nodded slowly, as if
confirming something she’d known. Juliano embraced Sebastiio. Inaya
stood quietly, tears on her face, her posture carrying the weight of

years of fighting finally validated.

Marcus sat in the gallery and felt the particular relief that came not

from winning but from the work having been worth doing.
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SCENE 21

What the Methodology Requires

Three months after Silva’s conviction, Marcus stood at the training
facility in Brasilia, watching eight new investigators learn the

methodology the Amazon had taught him. Carolina led the session.

“The key,” she was telling the trainees, “is understanding that
communities aren’t resources for evidence extraction. They're partners
in investigation. That distinction changes everything about how you

work.”

A trainee named Beatriz asked: “What happens when the methodology
conflicts with institutional timelines? When the community needs

more time than the case allows?”

“You advocate for the community’s timeline,” Marcus said from the
back of the room. “And you document the advocacy. If you're
overruled, you document that too. The record of how the

investigation was conducted is part of the legal record.”

After the session, Beatriz caught up with him in the corridor. “You've
given up something,” she said. It wasn't a question or an accusation —
just an observation delivered with the directness of someone who paid
careful attention. “The field presence. The directness. You're teaching

it now instead of doing it.”
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“I'm still doing it,” Marcus said. “The Rondénia case, the ongoing
Amazon work. But teaching also.”
“Is that enough?”

Marcus thought about it honestly. “Not yet,” he said. “But I think it will
be.”

“Because the methodology will outlast you?”
“Because the methodology will outlast me.”
She nodded. “That’s worth giving something up for.”

He taught the rest of the day’s sessions and drove home in the evening
thinking about what Taina had said: a method you can’t teach

someone else isn’t a method. It’s a habit.

He was building the method. Finally, actually, building it.
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SCENE 22

The Network Persists

Four months after Silva’s conviction, Patricia’s investigation in
Amazonas revealed the extraction network had adapted — shell
companies, new scouts, sophisticated circumvention. Marcus

convened an emergency coordination meeting with all his trainees.

“Silva’s conviction didn’t end the network,” he said. “It disrupted one

facilitator’s operations. The infrastructure persisted.”

Carolina leaned forward. “So everything we achieved — all the
community testimony, all the years of investigation — it didn’t

actually stop the crime. Just made them smarter about hiding it.”

“Not nothing,” Marcus corrected. “Silva is in prison. Communities saw
that prosecution is possible, that their testimony matters, that the legal

system can serve them. That’s real, even if incomplete.”

Patricia pressed: “What do I tell them? That we got one conviction but

the fundamental problem remains?”

“You tell them the truth,” Marcus said. “Silva’s conviction was real
justice that mattered. The new network will also be prosecuted. The
fight is ongoing.” He paused. “You don’t promise complete victory.
You promise continued partnership, sustained presence, ongoing

commitment. And then you deliver on that promise.”
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Lucas, the youngest trainee, had been quiet throughout. Now he
spoke: “The methodology assumes we have time. That we can sustain
presence across years, build relationships properly, let trust develop.
But communities are being harmed right now. Guides are being killed

right now. Is there a version of this that works faster?”

Marcus looked at him. “No,” he said. “There isn’t. And that’s the
hardest thing about this work — knowing that the approach that
actually succeeds is slower than the harm. You live with that by doing
the work as well as you can for as long as you can and training people

to continue it after you.”

Lucas nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
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SCENE 23

The Kaio Question

Eight months into leading the new unit while maintaining field
presence, Marcus received word that Kaio was returning to the
settlement — the indigenous federation had restructured, creating

regional coordinators who could work from their home territories.

Marcus was in Manaus when he received the news. He sat with it for a
day before responding to the message, thinking about what Kaio’s
return meant for the settlement, for the investigation, for Inaya. He
noticed himself thinking about it more than strictly necessary, and

then he recognized that pattern and stopped.
Two weeks later, he traveled upriver for a coordination meeting.

The settlement had continued thriving. The school had forty students.
And Kaio had returned — looking more rested than Marcus had ever
seen him, moving through the settlement with the ease of someone
who had come home rather than arrived. He and Inaya moved

together with the ease of secure partnership.

Inaya found Marcus during the gathering. “When he arrived, I was
afraid,” she said. “Afraid his presence would pressure me to reconsider
choices I'd made carefully. But then we talked. And he said something

remarkable: that he'd returned not to offer partnership but to honor
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my choice. He said the year away had taught him what he'd been
unwilling to accept before — that my work here wasn't a limitation to

be overcome. It was the point.”

Marcus felt genuine happiness bloom in his chest — no complicated
feelings underneath it, just clean gladness for something that had
worked out as it should. “He finally honors who you actually are,” he

said. “Not who he thought you should become.”

“Yes.” She looked at him steadily. “I wanted you to know. Because you
did that from the beginning. You stepped back before anyone asked
you to. And that — watching someone do that — helped me

understand what [ actually wanted. Someone who could do that.”

Marcus held her gaze. “I'm glad,” he said. And meant it completely.
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SCENE 24

The Test of Delegation

The crisis came eight months into international expansion. Patricia
called from Amazonas: armed men had threatened community

witnesses who'd provided testimony. Three witnesses had recanted.
“I don’t know what to do,” Patricia said.

“What does the community want?” Marcus asked. “Not what your
supervisor wants, not what the case needs — what do they actually

want?”

A pause. “I've been so focused on securing the investigation that I

haven'’t just listened.”

“Stop everything investigative. No evidence gathering, no witness
coordination. Just be present. Acknowledge that armed threats change
everything. Ask what they need from you as a partner — not as an

investigator but as a person who'’s built relationships with them.”
“My supervisor will be furious.”
“T'll handle your supervisor.”

Marcus authorized two weeks for Patricia to maintain relationships
without investigative pressure. Slowly, the community’s trust rebuilt.

Witnesses provided testimony with appropriate protections.
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When Patricia called with the update, her voice carried something
new: confidence that came from working something through rather

than being told what to do.

“Thank you,” she said. “For not taking over. For trusting me to work it

through.”

“You didn’t need me to take over. You needed authorization to do it

right.”

He hung up and made a note in his training documentation: the
methodology includes knowing when to step back. That applies to
training too. The moment you keep taking over your trainees’
decisions, you've stopped training and started just doing it yourself

again.

He added: Taina was right. Lucas was right. The method has to outlast

the person who developed it.
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SCENE 25

The Anniversary

Five years after Silva’s conviction, Marcus returned to the Amazon
settlement for what had become annual visits rather than quarterly

ones.

The school had sixty students and satellite programs in four
territories. Inaya’s methods were being adopted by Indigenous
education systems across Brazil. Kaio’s federation work had prevented
multiple illegal operations. Carolina was training international
investigators. Beatriz had achieved a successful conviction in
Southeast Asian wildlife trafficking. Lucas was coordinating

multi-territory prosecution that had made regional news.

His trainees had traveled to coincide with his visit, wanting to
celebrate the methodology’s five-year anniversary. They filled the
school’s main room, comparing notes, arguing about approaches,

teaching each other things they'd learned in the field.

Marcus stood at the edge of the room watching them and felt
something that required no name — just the particular satisfaction of

watching a thing work the way you'd hoped it would work.

“You've finally learned to rest,” Beatriz told him, appearing at his

shoulder. “I can tell because you're standing there watching instead of
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inserting yourself.”
“I'm a slow learner. But I do eventually learn.”

Sebastido found him that evening at the forest edge, in the particular
way Sebastido always found people — already there when you arrived,

as if he'd been waiting.

“The student returns,” Sebastido said. Long pause. “No longer learning

but demonstrating.”

“I'm still learning,” Marcus said. “Always learning. But yes — also

transmitting now.”

Sebastiio nodded once. Another pause, this one longer. “And resting.

Lira says you've built something sustainable.”
“It was difficult. Still is, sometimes. But necessary.”

Sebastido was quiet for a while after that. The forest settled into its
night sounds around them. Eventually he said: “The forest’s lesson is
this: you served faithfully. Built something that will persist. Now you

need to live sustainably within what you've created.”
“I'm working on it.”
“Good.”

They sat in comfortable silence until the stars were fully visible

through the canopy gap above them.
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SCENE 26

The Pattern Sustained

The next morning, as Marcus prepared to leave, the settlement
gathered at the landing — the same gathering as five years ago, and

entirely different.

Inaya said simply: “Return when you can. But know that we're well

served even when you're not here.”

Lira pressed something into his hand. A second carved figure — this
one showing a forest with interconnected roots, underground
networks linking multiple trees. She didn’t say what it meant. He

already knew.

He climbed into the boat. Iulia from the school waved from the bank.
Carolina’s trainee, making her first independent visit, waved from the
dock. Two dozen community members, including Elena’s oldest child,

now seventeen and enrolled in the school’s documentation program.
The settlement receded. The Amazon closed around the boat.

Marcus held both carved figures in his hands — the tree with visible
roots that Lira had given him the first time, and the forest with
interconnected roots. The first had reminded him what he'd learned.
The second reminded him that learning, transmitted properly, didn’t

depend on the original learner.
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He thought about Victoria Ramos, who had built a literary magazine
as a container for evidence she couldn’t deliver herself. He thought
about Lira’s compressed, precise way of saying what she meant. He
thought about Taina’s observation that a method you can’t teach

someone else isn’t a method.
He put both figures in his pocket and turned to face forward.

Somewhere in the Rondoénia territories, Beatriz was building
relationships with a community whose sacred grove had been logged
three months ago. Somewhere in Amazonas, Patricia was running a
prosecution that didn’t require Marcus’s involvement. Somewhere in
Southeast Asia, an investigator he’'d trained at the UN conference was
applying a methodology that had begun in a different forest, with a
dead guide’s orchids and a healer’s daughter who knew more than

anyone had bothered to ask.
The work continued.

It always does.
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