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For my dear sister, Bernice — may her memory shine through every page.
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Preface
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The first line of this tale came to me upon waking from a dream one morning, a fragment quickly scribbled before it could slip away. I could not have known then that those few words would grow into a novel, or that the characters who stepped onto the page would take on such vivid lives of their own.

In shaping them, I have drawn from my own experiences, weaving together moments of struggle and joy, loss and hope. My wish is that within these pages you will meet not only the Piaroa people and the world they inhabit, but something of yourself reflected.

May their journey carry you into places both familiar and unknown.

For clarity and flow, the dialogue in this book is written in accessible language rather than a literal representation of how an isolated tribe might speak. I’ve taken care, however, to avoid modernisms wherever possible.
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Chapter One
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On the banks of the mighty Orinoco River stood a solitary figure. Leaning against the gnarled trunk of an ancient tree, Jabuti gazed across the river’s endless sweep. The view never altered, yet something drew him back each day, as faithful as the setting sun. 

He sighed, watching the river’s unending journey toward a place he could not imagine. Kneeling, he scooped a handful of water and savoured its sweetness as it cooled his mouth. With the setting sun painting the forest in a fiery-red glow, he turned back along the familiar path, worn smooth by countless feet before his own.

The forest was alive with a cacophony. The cries of hidden animals, the chatter of creatures far above in the canopy. 

Suddenly, a bird of brilliant colours burst from a branch, startling him, and Jabuti laughed at himself. His friends often joked that even a butterfly might make him jump, so lost did he become in his wandering thoughts.

At the edge of the village, several dogs came bounding forward to circle his legs, sniffing and nipping in playful welcome. He crouched and let them wrestle with his hands until the sound of children’s laughter reached him. He lifted his head and smiled at the sight of them chasing one another in the dust. Their joy warmed him, though he felt apart from it, as though watching through a mist.

He entered the communal hut where the unmarried men slept, settling onto a mat in the corner. Before long, his two closest friends, Wanadi and Mapi, came in.

Wanadi was broad-shouldered and loud of spirit, his grin as wide as the river. Quick to laugh and quicker to tease, his courage in a hunt was matched only by his appetite for mischief. Mapi, smaller and slighter, had a mind as sharp as flint. What he lacked in strength, he made up for in cleverness, often turning Wanadi’s boasts back on him with cutting wit. Together, they were as familiar to Jabuti as his own shadow.

They spoke for a while of small things, then lay down upon their mats. Jabuti, however, found no rest, his thoughts circling, offering him no peace.

At last, worn out by his thoughts, Jabuti drifted into uneasy dreams.

He dreamed of the village silenced, the firepits cold, the huts deserted. He wandered through the emptiness, calling out, yet no voice answered. His steps grew frantic, his throat raw with shouting names that dissolved into the air. Shadows stretched long around him, clutching at his limbs. 

He was utterly alone.

With a cry, he awoke, drenched in sweat, heart pounding. For a moment, he did not know where he was. Then he turned and saw Wanadi and Mapi sleeping close by, their breathing steady, their faces calm. Relief washed over him, though the emptiness gnawed still.

～ ～ ～

By morning, the dream had not left him. 

He rose and went with his friends to the riverbank to wash. Wanadi splashed water at him, grinning widely, and Jabuti returned the gesture. They laughed together until the heaviness of the night lifted, if only for a moment.

As they made their way back through the courtyard, a voice called out.

‘Hello, Jabuti.’

He turned, startled. ‘Oh... Maru.’

Wanadi and Mapi exchanged sly grins, sniggering under their breath.

‘Hello, boys,’ Maru said, arching an eyebrow at them.

‘We’ll leave you two alone,’ Wanadi said, tugging Mapi by the arm. The pair went off chuckling, glancing back with knowing looks.

Jabuti shifted awkwardly, heat rising in his face.

‘How are you?’ Maru asked.

‘I am... well,’ he stammered.

‘And what will you do today?’

‘I hadn’t thought... nothing, I suppose.’

She gave him a long look, then shook her head with a smile. ‘You’re not very good at this.’

‘At what?’

‘Talking.’

‘Oh... I—well...’

She sighed, half amused, half exasperated. ‘Never mind. Just walk with me.’

‘I was on my way to eat...’ he began, then faltered.

Fool! Now she will think you care more for food than for her. Must I always betray myself?

‘...But I don’t mind missing it,’ he added quickly.

Her lips curved into a playful smile. ‘That’s better. You see, you can manage a straight answer.’

They walked together beneath the trees, her steps light, his careful. At first, their words stumbled, but soon her teasing loosened his tongue, and laughter came more easily.

She looked at him sidelong. ‘Sometimes I wonder what you think of me, Jabuti.’

His eyes widened. ‘Oh, well... erm,’ he stuttered.

Her laugh saved him from any more embarrassment. ‘Oh, Jabuti. You think too much. Either way, it makes you... different.’

He met her gaze uncertainly, but she only smiled, reached for his hand, and led him toward the riverbank.

There they sat for a time in companionable silence, the water glimmering before them. Then unexpectedly, she leaned forward and kissed him. His breath caught, and when she drew back, she laughed at his stunned expression.

‘You really are a fool sometimes,’ she said warmly.

And for the first time in a long while, the emptiness inside him eased.

Maru arose and playfully pushed him off the rock and onto the grass.

Laughing, she skipped away and left Jabuti with a stunned grin upon his face. There he remained until Wanadi and Mapi arrived and began firing questions at him.

‘Yes, we kissed,’ Jabuti finally admitted.

The moment he said that, he regretted it as his friends teased him mercifully. But soon their thoughts turned toward their duties for the day.

Together, they prepared the bongo, the dugout canoe used for fishing. With nets and bait, they paddled out into calmer waters.

Mapi sprawled himself at the bottom of the canoe and began dozing straight away, while Wanadi and Jabuti shared the work of casting the hand-woven net. 

For a time, they laughed, but when their voices quieted, the weight of Jabuti’s restlessness returned.

Wanadi’s eyes studied him. ‘Your thoughts wander, brother. Will you go to the shaman, as we spoke?’

Jabuti hesitated. ‘Perhaps... my spirit is heavy.’

‘Do not let fear bind you,’ Wanadi said. ‘The old man has wisdom enough for us all.’

Before Jabuti could answer, Mapi stirred, muttering in his sleep, and both of them laughed quietly. 

That evening, when they sat around the fire, Wanadi and Mapi noticed the smile that would not leave Jabuti’s face. They teased him without mercy, joking about love and marriage. Yet when their laughter faded, Wanadi grew serious.

‘Brother,’ he said, ‘do not let fear undo what you feel for Maru. If you love her, do not hide it from yourself.’

Jabuti stared into the fire.

Fear coils within me — fear of not being enough, fear of being left behind as I was at the moment of my birth. And yet... what if Wanadi is right? What if love is not a curse to flee from, but the gift the spirits have saved for me?
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Chapter Two
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The next morning, the village gathered in the courtyard as they did each day. The shaman stood before them, preparing the sacred drink of honey and water, infused with leaves and roots whose powers were known only to him. His voice rose and fell in low chants, words older than memory, calling the spirits to keep away harm. Each villager stepped forward to take a carved wooden bowl, sipping in turn before drifting off to begin the day’s work.

Jabuti lingered uneasily, tracing lines in the earth with his bare foot. When the last of the bowls had been emptied, the shaman began to gather his things. He glanced up and smiled faintly.

‘You linger, my son. Have you something to say?’

Jabuti stuttered. ‘Oh, no... I only wondered if you needed help.’

The old man tilted his head. ‘Then help me, Jabuti.’

‘Oh. Yes...of course.’

‘Walk with me,’ the shaman said gently.

So they did, side by side through the village, the sounds of morning chatter all around them: women grinding cassava, children chasing dogs, men sharpening tools for the day’s hunt. They went on in silence, and Jabuti kept glancing at the old man, wondering if he sensed what troubled him.

The shaman caught one of those glances and smiled. ‘Your tongue is quieter than usual today.’

Jabuti fumbled for words. ‘I... I was only thinking.’

‘That much I can see. But thinking can grow heavy when it is carried alone.’

Jabuti looked down, embarrassed. ‘It is difficult to give words to my thoughts.’

‘Then come to my hut,’ the shaman said kindly. ‘Perhaps you will find the words if we sit in peace.’

Inside the shaman’s dwelling, the air was heavy with smoke from herbs smouldering in a clay bowl. Lucky charms and the bones of animals hung from the rafters; bowls of dried roots and leaves lined the walls, their uses known only to the old man.

‘Sit,’ he said, moving to prepare a steaming drink. ‘This will loosen the tongue and quieten the spirit.’

Jabuti lowered himself onto a woven mat, watching the flames lick at the clay hearth. The shaman passed him a carved bowl filled with dark liquid.

‘Drink.’

He lifted it, sniffed the bitter-sweet fumes, and coughed.

The shaman chuckled. ‘You have not yet tasted it.’

Jabuti gave a half-smile and took a cautious sip. His head swam, his skin tingled, and before he knew it, his mind was elsewhere.

The smoke thickened. His mind slipped sideways.

He saw his mother — not as he imagined her, for he had never seen her — but as a shape of warmth and shadow, reaching for him. He cried out, but she faded into smoke, leaving only emptiness.

A sound broke from him, rough and helpless. The loss hit with the force of a blow — not just of her, but of everything she should have been. The gentle voice he had never heard. The arms that never held him. The love stolen before memory could form.

He fell to his knees, the ground cool and damp beneath his palms, the scent of earth thick and sweet as blood. The world pulsed — light bending, sounds stretching — and the rhythm of his heartbeat seemed to echo through the soil.

Anger rose, hot and wild, at what had been denied him. He struck at the air, fists clenched, as if to fight the void itself. The smoke shifted, taking shape, dissolving again — mocking him with faces that were at once familiar yet difficult to name.

He shouted until his throat burned. The air shimmered, colours bleeding through the dark. His body trembled, caught between rage and despair, between the living and the dead. When at last he fell forward, the earth received him — cool, silent, and unyielding — as the last of the smoke closed over him like a shroud.

～ ～ ～

When he came back to himself, he found he was held against the shaman’s chest, his hands still trembling. The old man’s arms were firm and steady, his voice a low murmur of comfort.

Jabuti broke then, the tears coming in a rush, his body wracked by sobs. He cried with a rawness he had never allowed himself, his grief spilling without restraint.

At last, the storm within passed, leaving only silence and his shuddering breath. He pulled back, ashamed, but the shaman looked at him with eyes full of kindness.

‘You have carried this weight too long, my child.’

Jabuti’s voice shook. ‘I feel great sadness... that I never knew my mother, never felt her embrace. Sometimes I watch my friends laugh with their parents, and I feel jealous. I wonder what it would be like to have that.’

The shaman’s hand rested gently on his shoulder. ‘It is natural to feel this way. Your mother gave her life so you might live. That love is still in you, though you cannot touch it.’

Jabuti lowered his head. ‘But the emptiness never leaves me.’

‘Because loss leaves its mark,’ the shaman said softly. ‘It does not mean you were unwanted, only that love was taken from you too soon.’

For a long while, Jabuti sat in silence, wrestling with the ache in his chest. At last, he whispered, ‘There is more I would ask... but I have never dared.’

The shaman studied him carefully. ‘You speak of your father?’

Jabuti nodded, his throat tight. ‘I feared the answer. If I never asked, I could pretend. But I must know the truth of what happened to him.’

The shaman drew a deep breath. ‘Your father was not Piaroa. He came from a land far, far away — across waters without end. He was one of the white men who wandered our forests, preaching of their one great spirit, the master they believed rules all things and guides their every action. They came in vessels larger than any canoe, greater than anyone could imagine — built to cross open waters that stretch farther than any eye can see.’

Jabuti stared at him, stunned. ‘How can that be?’

‘He came here with nothing but his faith and his frail body, and he would have died had our hunters not found him. Your mother nursed him back to health, and in that time, they loved one another. You were born of that love.’

‘Then why was I left alone? Why did he not stay?’

‘He never knew she carried you. He had already gone back to the settlement his people built far from here.’

Jabuti’s fists tightened. ‘So I was abandoned!’

‘No,’ said the shaman firmly. ‘You were cherished. Your mother loved you with all her being, even as she gave her life bringing you into the world. And though your father did not return, his blood runs in you. You are not cursed, Jabuti. You are born of these two lands.’

Jabuti sat in stunned silence, heart pounding. ‘Why tell me only now?’ he whispered.

‘You have never asked, but you are a grown man now. Old enough to bear the truth.’

The firelight flickered across Jabuti’s face as he bowed his head. ‘Then I must find him. I must know who he is.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I will journey to the water that has no end.’

‘Think of what you are saying, Jabuti,’ the shaman said, concern etched into his features.

‘I have never been so sure.’

The shaman watched him quietly, then reached for a small pouch at his side. He took a pinch of dried herbs and cast them into the fire. At once, the flames flared high, snapping with strange colours. He leaned close, eyes fixed, looking into a world that only he could see.

When he finally spoke, his voice was low. ‘I see unkind people who take advantage. I see strange lands. Many dangers lie ahead, and obstacles that will test you — not only in body, but in spirit.’

Jabuti’s jaw set. ‘I cannot ignore what my heart tells me is right.’

The shaman closed his eyes for a moment, then nodded with sorrow. ‘Then you will need the spirits to guide you. And you will need your courage.’

‘I will go,’ Jabuti said, fire rising in his chest. ‘For my mother’s sake, and for my own.’

The shaman looked into the flames, his face shadowed. He said no more, but in his heart, he prayed the spirits would guard the boy he had raised as his own. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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After taking his leave of the shaman, Jabuti skirted the edge of the village, keeping to the shadows of the trees. He had no wish for conversation, not yet. Still reeling from the old man’s revelation, he needed time alone to gather his thoughts.

So he walked, taking the forest paths until his legs ached, the canopy shifting above him in restless patterns of green and gold. At last, he reached the riverbank and sat there, staring at the ceaseless current.

Unconnected and troubling thoughts swirled around his mind, offering him no peace. In frustration, he hurled several pebbles into the water. Some skimmed the surface, and others sent ripples across the surface, much like the turmoil in his head.

Time slipped by, and before he knew it, night had fallen. Knowing further thought would not untangle what weighed upon him, he rose and made his way back to the village. Slipping quietly into the communal hut, he lay upon his mat, staring at the thatched roof until deep, dreamless sleep claimed him.

When dawn came, he awoke with a rare clarity. The others still slept, their breathing steady. 
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