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In writing this book — and its prequel, The Awakening — I’ve learned far more than I expected. The greatest lesson has been this: a reader has chosen to step into a world I imagined. That simple fact never stops feeling extraordinary. When I write, the noise of everyday life falls away and something quieter, deeper, takes over. I hope that, in reading, you find a little of that escape for yourself.

Through Jabuti’s journey, I’ve tried to show that individuality is its own quiet strength. Being different requires courage, especially in a world that encourages us to blend in. There’s no shame in stepping back, seeking solitude, or taking time to find your own rhythm. In those still moments, we often rediscover the parts of ourselves we thought we’d lost.

My aim has always been simple: to tell a story worth following. If these pages offer you a moment of recognition or insight along the way, then I’m grateful — and honoured that you, the reader, are here to share the journey.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The sun’s relentless glare beat down upon the still waters of the ocean, searing the back of his ever-watchful eyes. Squinting and pinching the bridge of his nose, he rested his sight. A lonely figure, watching and waiting; day after endless day. With expectant eyes scanning the featureless vista, there he would remain until the distant sun disappeared once more over the horizon.

A troubled and tormented character, Jabuti was an enigma even to those who knew him well. A funny and engaging character at one moment, and the next, he retreated into himself, becoming withdrawn and uncommunicative. That being said, though, he enjoyed the companionship of his closest friends. They had ventured a great distance and overcome many obstacles to reach their destination, only for Jabuti to face more disappointment and heartache. He felt physically sick, thinking of all that he had left behind on what was surely a foolhardy adventure.

Oh, Maru, what have I done? Why did I leave your side? What a fool I have been. 

Absorbed with these thoughts, he recalled the sweet perfume of her hair as he held her tightly on that last moonlit night together. Standing taller than her, he felt protective of her delicate figure in that embrace, feeling secure and loved for the first time in his life. Convinced that she would have forgotten all about him on his eventual return, he slumped onto the soft, warm sand, despairing that he would ever truly find happiness.  

There he sat for several hours, head slumped, physically unable to move. Convinced that he would die from the agonising torment that wracked his mind, he dragged his weary mind back to the present. Just the simple task of standing took an immense effort, and he shook his head to get moving. 

Must it always be like this? 

With a heavy heart, he took leave from the soft lapping of the ocean and returned to the small settlement. His mood lifted, though as he heard the sounds of laughter and the smell of wood smoke drifting in the air. 

He smiled upon seeing Wanadi talking with the old priest, Rodrigo, as he rounded the corner into the neat little village. Wanadi had remained by his side, a close and loyal friend to the last.

‘So, what were you thinking about tonight?’ Wanadi teased.

Jabuti smiled. ‘Oh, nothing much.’

‘You know what Mapi would say?’

‘No, what?’

‘Something stupid.’ 

Jabuti laughed. 

‘He will be safe with Hernando and Luis,’ Rodrigo said.

With a shock of grey hair and an impressive beard that held an ever-present smile within his whiskers, Jabuti had grown to love this kindly man. Rodrigo had surprised them upon their arrival by speaking to them in their native tongue, and they, in turn, had begun learning Rodrigo’s language. It was difficult for them, but with Rodrigo’s patience and endless enthusiasm, they started to enjoy the task.

‘It is a perilous journey back to our village, Rodrigo.’

‘I know, but Hernando and Luis have been preaching far and wide for many years now,’ Rodrigo replied. ‘They are experienced in the ways of the forest.’

‘I miss Mapi,’ Jabuti said. He almost mentioned how much he missed Maru, but he knew he could never put into words the deep feeling of loss at leaving her behind.

‘He was a good friend to you both.’

‘Somebody had to return home,’ Wanadi said. ‘Otherwise, they would never know what happened to us.’

‘How long must we wait for this ship to arrive?’ Jabuti asked.

‘I don’t know, Jabuti,’ Rodrigo replied. ‘It could be many more months or even tomorrow.’

‘But I just want to be lea—’

‘Yes, Jabuti. I know you are eager to find your father,’ Rodrigo said. ‘But do not fret so. Learn to be calm and let tomorrow bring what it may.’

They continued to talk for many more hours until it was time to retire.

‘Are you coming, Jabuti?’ Wanadi asked.

‘I think I’ll sit by the fire for a while longer.’ 

Wanadi walked away with Rodrigo, leaving him on his own. 

––––––––

[image: ]


THEY HAD STUMBLED INTO Rodrigo’s village in a pitiful state one day, with Wanadi close to death after an attack by a jaguar. Never before had they witnessed such skill in how Rodrigo tended to his deep wounds, nursing him slowly back to life. For that, Jabuti would be forever grateful to him. Gazing into the dying embers of the fire, listening to the crackling and spitting of the wood, he experienced a rare moment of calm and stillness. Sitting there, he reminisced about their incredible journey.

It had all begun one day as Jabuti sought the company of the only person who could give him solace in his time of need. He sat there thinking of the kind old shaman, who had brought him up and had been like a father to him. 

Jabuti had been an orphan from birth and had learnt to endure the feelings of jealousy and longing he endured upon seeing his friends comforted and supported by their parents. Yes, there was plenty of support from the adults of their close-knit village, but it was not the same as having parents of your own. After that, loneliness was to be his constant companion and a cruel reminder of how different he felt from everyone else. 

On the day he met with the shaman, he learnt the shocking revelation that his father, whom he always believed died in a hunting accident, was not dead. Even more startling was that he was a white man called Pedro, who had travelled a great distance from another land to preach of his god.

It was from that very moment that he announced to the shaman that he was to set forth into the rainforest to find his father. Despite the shaman’s protestations, Jabuti’s mind could not be altered. With the company of his friends, they could never have known just how dangerous and frightening their adventure would prove to be. 

Jabuti shivered, despite the warmth of the fire, recalling all of their near-death experiences. He kicked sand into the fire in frustration at all the obstacles they’d had to overcome. His irritation grew as he had to breathe life back into the dying embers.

Such terrible things I have witnessed. Will I ever be the same man that Maru fell in love with? 

‘Jabuti, how are you doing?’ Rodrigo said, making him jump.

‘Oh, hello, Rodrigo,’ he replied, feeling embarrassed that he might have witnessed his display of irritation.

‘I was concerned about you.’

‘There is no need.’ 

‘I worry about you spending time alone.’

‘It’s just the way I am,’ Jabuti shrugged and prodded the fire with a stick, not knowing what else to say.

‘Try not to dwell on the past for too long, Jabuti. One never knows what God has in store for us,’ Rodrigo said. ‘If you need to talk, you know where I am.’

‘Thank you. I won’t be long,’ he said as Rodrigo walked away.

Jabuti felt bad as the priest left, but he didn’t have the energy to talk any further that night. He knew he meant well, but to discover that his father had returned to Spain many years before his arrival was a serious blow to Jabuti’s confidence. 

Why me? Why must I endure such heartache? He thought and kicked sand all over the fire, fully extinguishing it this time.

Angered and weary, he dragged himself away from the dying heat and retired to sleep.

Frustratingly, sleep eluded him as he lay there thinking of his mother.

I hate this person I have become. If only she had... oh, it could have all been so different. How could the shaman have deceived me so cruelly?

Finding it impossible to sleep, Jabuti arose and took a short walk to clear his mind. With a bright moon shining down upon him, he could see his way clearly. The tiny settlement was all quiet at that late hour, save for the slight murmurings and noises of animals up high in the forest’s canopy. Before too long, Jabuti found himself in the well-manicured garden that Rodrigo called a cementerio.

Jabuti recalled Rodrigo’s words on that fateful day.

“This is where your mother, Pucu, lies.”

It was from that point onwards that Jabuti challenged Rodrigo’s faith in a god who could act so mercilessly.

‘How could the shaman have lied to me so?’ Jabuti asked one day.

‘Oh, Jabuti,’ Rodrigo sighed. ‘It’s not as simple as that. What good would come from knowing the truth?’

‘But he told me about my father, why not the truth about my mother?’ Jabuti shouted. ‘I have felt all alone my whole life. If I knew of these truths earlier, then I could have gone in search of them, and maybe it would have all been...’ he trailed off.

‘I know, Jabuti. But I think the shaman was ashamed of the way in which the elders treated your mo—’

‘What?’ Jabuti snapped. ‘That they banished her from our village because of her relationship with my father?’

‘I cannot begin to understand your customs, Jabuti.’

‘My heart breaks to think that she wandered all alone, trying to find him.’

‘Come, Jabuti. Fretting will do you no go—’

‘But it could have all been so different.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I would have had a mother and father to comfort me, and I wouldn’t have felt so alone. I... I could have been happier and maybe...’ Jabuti said sobbing into Rodrigo’s comforting embrace.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rodrigo had become fond of Jabuti and Wanadi in the time he spent with them. He grew to like Jabuti’s determined spirit, despite all the hardships that life had dealt him. But he worried about his natural tendency to lapse into his thoughts, cutting himself off from those closest to him. Wanadi, by contrast, with his grin and an air of mischievousness, was like a rock to Jabuti’s more contemplative nature. To think that Jabuti had left the safety of his own village to search for a father he had never met was an astounding feat in Rodrigo’s eyes.

The old priest worried endlessly, though, about the many people who would take advantage of young men as unworldly as they. And knowing that several of his countrymen had already conspired to dupe them made him angry.

He had learned about their dreadful encounter with an evil man called Diego, who had attempted to trade Jabuti’s life to a cannibal tribe in return for golden treasure. Seeking revenge, Jabuti and his friends confronted him, and in the ensuing melee, two of Diego’s companions died bloodily. They walked away with the memories of that dreadful day and a golden figurine in their possession that seemed to hold much fascination and temptation for the white man.

Rodrigo had warned them about the dangers of holding onto it, as he had seen too often how men would kill to get their hands on such a valuable prize.

He had had experience with these types of ruthless men who worked on the ship that brought him to Jabuti’s land many years ago. They were uneducated and simple men with an easy tendency for violence and blasphemy. The meagre wages they earned were squandered in whatever port they arrived, on drink and women of loose morals. For someone as pious as Rodrigo and his brethren, it had been a shocking spectacle to witness.

But life at sea was a hard and sometimes short one, with men often dying from tropical diseases, scurvy and syphilis; so, they took their pleasures wherever they could. Many of these men were hardened criminals on the run or poor unfortunates who were press-ganged whilst drunk and unsuspecting in some tavern or dark alleyway. These voyages around the world sometimes took years, and with deaths commonplace, men were taken aboard from various locations to fill the vacant places. 

But Rodrigo had been blessed with the company of other Jesuit brothers with him on their voyage to pray with and confide in. 

He had tried in vain to convert Jabuti and Wanadi to his faith, but they steadfastly refused. But Jabuti was fascinated, though, with the ornate and intricately carved interior of the church, which stood as the focal point of the small settlement. It was within those walls that Jabuti and Rodrigo held lively discussions about the presence of a god, who to Jabuti’s uneducated mind could not be seen, heard or touched.  

As in all the other tribes that Rodrigo had encountered, Jabuti and Wanadi wore just a simple loincloth to hide their modesty. Unsuited to the habits of European custom, they found the concept Rodrigo described of walking around fully clothed an unusual practice. Therefore, they found it strange to see members of other tribes who had converted to Rodrigo’s faith, wearing white linen clothing and sandals upon their feet. However, Rodrigo explained that they would have to conform to European customs when they eventually arrived in Spain. Jabuti, therefore, promised that once the ship arrived, he would wear the unfamiliar garments that Rodrigo offered. 

With a predictable routine, the days wore on as they learnt more about Rodrigo’s country, slowly mastering his language.

Many, many months passed without change, but one day, as Jabuti was gazing out beyond the crashing waves, he noticed a small, indistinct shape break the flat line of the horizon. Unable to distinguish what he was seeing, he expertly shimmied up the trunk of a palm tree and sat aloft to get a better view. Shielding his eyes from the blazing sun, he became transfixed as the small dot grew larger and larger before his very eyes. The small and hazy object slowly took shape until he realised he was seeing the ship that he had been expecting for so long. After so many months of waiting, he sat mesmerised, watching it sail silently closer and closer.

‘I have to tell Wanadi!’ he shouted, climbing down the trunk. ‘Wanadi, Wanadi- come, come!’ he cried out, running barefoot across the sand, keeping one keen eye on the encroaching vessel. 

Not looking where he was going, he tripped over some driftwood and tumbled into the shallow waters, laughing as he did so.

‘What is it?’ Wanadi asked, with a bemused expression, seeing his friend sitting bedraggled in the water.

‘There,’ Jabuti said, pointing to the ship.

Wanadi stopped in his tracks and stared in wonder at the imposing sight of the ship tracking its way into the coastal waters. With all the commotion going on, Rodrigo and the rest of the village had now joined them to witness the spectacle. 

‘It is amazing to behold, is it not Jabuti?’ Rodrigo said.

‘It seemed to come from nowhere.’ 

‘The ocean is a vast place, Jabuti; it stretches further than the eye can see.’

‘I can’t even begin to imagine.’

They stood watching the vessel sail nearer, its superstructure becoming more visible to the expectant crowd. The wooden ship had three masts, with the mainmast carrying, atop its vast height, a crow’s nest to aid in the search for land or early detection of pirate vessels. With the fully rigged sails taking advantage of the brisk prevailing winds, it made for an impressive sight. The white linen sails seemed like clouds skimming the horizon, and the bow ploughing through the waves created a powerful wake in which a pod of dolphins surfed. 

The waiting crowd then saw what looked like an army of ants climbing up the masts to furl up the massive sails, which had brought the sailors so far from home. Gradually, the forward momentum halted with the ship coming to rest no more than a mile from shore. 

‘This is the moment you have been waiting for, Jabuti,’ Rodrigo said, breaking the silence.

‘I’m nervous, Rodrigo.’

‘I know. That is why I am coming with you.’

‘But what about the church and all of your people?’ 

‘Don’t worry about them. This ship will have brought more of my brothers to carry on the teachings of God - they will be well cared for,’ Rodrigo replied.

‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘There is no need for words,’ Rodrigo said with a smile. ‘I could not allow you to travel to a strange land with no one to guide you along the way. It is my duty as a servant of God to see you come to no harm.’

‘Thank you.’
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CHAPTER THREE
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Unaware as yet of the many people gathered to witness their arrival, the captain stood proudly on the upper deck of the Pedro Menendez Marquez, watching his men scurry about under the barking, authoritative voice of the chief mate, Esteban. The captain, Jeronimo de Herrera, had an impassive, sunburned face with deep lines etched around his eyes. With a mane of thick black curly hair and an air of confidence and superiority, he instilled fear in his men. 

Punishments had been meted out regularly on the long voyage for even the slightest infractions. Being a devout Catholic and a teetotaller, he abhorred the drinking of alcohol on board his vessel and frequently addressed his crew with passages from the Bible, telling tales of wantonness and vice. For those sailors who had not heard of his reputation before, it came as a rude awakening to sail under his unforgiving command. With the sails furled and all equipment stowed away in its place and to his satisfaction, he called upon his men and the Jesuit priests who had sailed with them to thank the Lord for their safe deliverance. Several of the men risked a look of amusement and a snigger between themselves as they lowered their heads.

‘Lord, we give thanks,’ he began in a deep, sonorous voice, ‘for your guiding hand throughout our long voyage and for giving us the strength to survive the storms and tempests that you, in your infinite wisdom, have thrown in our path. We continue to learn from the hardships that we endure with the certain knowledge that yours is the only true voice that will lead us to everlasting glory. Lord, we ask you to forgive those heathens and blasphemers amongst us and pray that they will see the light - Amen,’ he said, staring pointedly at the men who soon stopped smirking under his glare.

‘Amen,’ the men replied obediently.

Two of the worst culprits, Gaspar and Bautista, were well known to him, as they had endured many punishments under his strict, disciplinarian ways. Jeronimo tried hard to make these malcontents and troublemakers suffer for their insolence, but much to his irritation, they took whatever he threw their way with stoicism and grit. 

Gaspar was a short, stocky man with long, greasy hair of a dull colour, tied with a dirty bandana at the nape of his neck. With a twisted nose and the top of his right ear sliced off from a bar fight, he was a brawler and a hard man. Indeed, that is where he had been discovered by the chief mate one night, asleep in the corner of a filthy tavern, worse the wear from drink. 

He had awoken the next day with his head spinning, even more so when he found himself aboard the Pedro Menendez Marquez, sailing out to sea. Everywhere he went on board the tight confines of the darkened holds of the ship, the other men gave him a wide berth, keenly aware of his quick temper.

His cohort in mischief-making, Bautista, was strikingly different in appearance. He was skinny as he was tall, with what could only be described as a mad glint in his eye. He had just one single tooth in his cavernous black mouth, and he constantly irritated his companions as he greedily slurped his way through every mealtime. It was said that he had once killed a man in a dark alleyway for looking at him in the wrong manner. 

It was his bad luck that he had happened to murder the brother-in-law of the local magistrate. With the authorities hot on his heels, he gave them the slip within the dark, tight confines of the city of Cadiz. Hiding out for the night, he waited until he saw Jeronimo’s ship about to set sail. Belying his ungainly stature, he sped down the narrow streets with surprising speed and agility right up onto the gangplank. Gasping for breath, he came across the surprised chief mate, and in between laboured breaths, he asked for work. Being short of crew, Esteban readily agreed, but with his experienced eye, he summed up in the first few seconds that he was a shifty one. 

None more so than the others, Esteban had thought at the time. 

But at least men of limited intelligence soon fell into line once they felt the stinging lash of a whip cut into the flesh of their backs. With salt rubbed into the raw wounds and fed on half rations, they soon obeyed. 

It was the crazy ones you had to watch out for, Esteban thought ruefully as he permitted him to board.

Esteban was a massive brute of a man with enormous muscles, borne of a lifetime of hard labour spent amid the oceans of the world. He had started service as a cabin-boy at the age of eleven, escaping one cruel world of the orphanage, for the hardships of an ocean-going life. Being inured to such privations, he took readily to life aboard ship and kept his head down dutifully, rising steadily up the ranks to that of chief-mate. From such humble beginnings, Esteban was content with the position he had attained, as it was he who held the true authority over the men. 

The captain was there to make the bigger decisions about destinations and the like, and left the day-to-day running of the ship to Esteban. Wearing a tattered, old straw boater atop his bald head to protect it from the worst of the sun’s rays and a bamboo cane always in hand for punishments, he was not a man to be messed with. 

With the ship safely at anchor and the rigging in order, Jeronimo’s mind turned to the reason for their stop-off at the tiny Jesuit settlement. With his paymaster also being a devout Catholic, he let Jesuit priests travel on his numerous ships to carry out the word of the Lord. Jeronimo was most excited to meet with the priests at the mission and introduce the other two he had brought with him. He called Esteban to bring them to him as the crew prepared to lower the longboat to row ashore. With this underway, he recalled fondly the many conversations they had held in his cabin throughout the long voyage. Being men of intellect, it came as a refreshing change for him to engage with others in matters of philosophy, theology and the deeper meaning of man’s existence. 

From the lofty vantage position of the upper deck, he regarded the two priests. Augustin was a short, fat man with an ever-cheerful grin upon his portly face. Jeronimo had wondered if the harsh conditions on board ship and the meagre rations it provided would lighten his frame a little, but as he waddled and wheezed his way along the deck, he saw it was not so. Melchor, by nature, was very different to his companion, being quite serious in his countenance and sparing with his words. He was an average man of normal height and weight, who could easily pass through a crowd and be forgotten - apart from the livid, red scar that ran from his left eye down towards his jawline. Some of the ex-criminals on board suggested that he was a man with something to hide, due to their uncanny ability to sniff out another of their own kind. Jeronimo had mused that that was the reason Melchor kept so much of himself a secret from others. He had found it hard to get to know the real man behind his priest’s robes, but he was indeed a very devout man, which was what mattered in his eyes.

‘Are you ready to begin your new lives, gentlemen?’ Jeronimo asked of them as they gathered before him, sweeping his hand across the vast expanse of the rainforest that stretched into the distance.

‘Oh, yes, captain. I am most eager to teach the people of these lands the glory of God’s beneficence,’ Augustin replied with a smile and a glint in his eye.

‘I am but here to do God’s will,’ Melchor said with his usual reserve.

‘Let us waste no time then, gentlemen. Gather your belongings, meet me topside, and we shall see what awaits us.’

In no time, they had assembled on the main deck. Jeronimo looked at the pitifully few possessions that they had brought with them, gathered in two small sack bundles. Under the heat of the blazing sun, the two priests were sweating profusely underneath their heavy, long grey cassocks.

‘You will not last long, my friends, wearing your priestly robes in this heat. Here, take these clothes and change in my cabin,’ Jeronimo said, giving them some lighter clothing.

Offering their thanks, they walked to his quarters at the stern of the ship, returning shortly afterwards in white cotton blouses and trousers. With the crew lounging around, they started clapping and wolf-whistling as they passed their way. Augustin took it all in good humour and stopped to give a bow with a grand flourish. Melchor, by contrast, looked bemused and even a little angry and carried on walking with a frown and his head down.

‘Quite the missionaries,’ Jeronimo said, slapping them on the shoulders. ‘Come,’ he said, clambering down the netting and into the awaiting long-boat. ‘You have the ship, Esteban,’ he called out as they were all safely seated.

‘Aye, aye, sir.’

Worried by the destabilising influence of Gaspar and Bautista being left on board together without his presence, Jeronimo decided to split them up and take Gaspar with him. He could see the disappointment in their faces as he made his decision, and he knew then that he would have to keep a close eye on them now that they had made landfall.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The mood onshore was one of excitement and expectation as they watched the men row closer and closer to shore. With a clap of Rodrigo’s hands and a few gentle commands, the people of the settlement scurried away to prepare a welcome for their guests. There was nothing else for Jabuti, Wanadi, and Rodrigo to do, so they sat down on the beach under the shade of a palm tree, watching the boat draw ever nearer. With the sudden reality of his situation hitting him with full force, Jabuti felt an immediate sense of alarm wash over him. 

How can I leave the land of my birth? He thought, recalling all the sacrifices that his friends had made. And what of Rodrigo?

They had come stumbling into his village one day, uninvited and now he was willing to accompany them back to his homeland, leaving behind everyone who had converted to his faith.

‘What troubles you, Jabuti?’ Rodrigo asked, with his keen sense of perception.

‘Now that the ship has arrived, it seems... frightening.’

‘We don’t have to leave,’ Wanadi said.

‘All this sacrifice has to mean something. I must see it through.’

Wanadi nodded.

‘Look,’ Rodrigo said, returning their attention to the shoreline. They turned to see Jeronimo’s boat rolling perilously in on the crashing waves with oars stowed and men poised to hop out of the boat. They made it through with a man expertly guiding them with a steady hand on the tiller. 
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