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	Chapter I

	Lightning carved through the cloud-choked heavens like a moonlit dagger, yet the bolt did not vanish. Not here—where everything seemed a prisoner of its own making, where even natural phenomena defied their nature. The colossal ocean waves stood arrested in time, neither crashing nor retreating, while grains of sand hovered in the air, suspended and indifferent. 
Though it was day in this arcane realm, the sky unfurled as a vista of cosmic abysses and violent celestial bodies while the tropical foliage whispered sinister confidences to one another. 
And the river—its waters had risen once again. And he was there, waiting downstream, as he always did, for it to deliver what it carried from the unknown. But this time the river bore stranger offerings than before: a ruined speedboat, a scatter of weathered camping bags, a drowned dog, shredded nets, garments—and blood. 

	Among these forsaken relics, his gaze fixed upon a single bag, marked by a small purple moon dangling from it as a keychain. 

	It had been eons since he remembered himself walking or even moving at all. Yet now, he did. He strode toward the chosen bag with a strange grace, almost careless in his poise. As he advanced, the forest, the air, the waters—the entire delta—shifted in unison with his steps. 

He lifted the bag, opened it, and discovered provisions: food rations, a map, a compass, two towels, a Swiss knife, and other unfamiliar trinkets—yet he grasped their purposes instantly. He rearranged the contents with precision, then raised the bag aloft. It drifted from his hand, whereupon a tree extended a branch, received it, and folded its limbs around it, forming a wooden cage. 

As the man turned away, a smile lingered on his lips. For the first time in uncounted ages, he began to walk upriver through the mystic, bizarre delta. Trees bowed aside at his passing, then sealed the path behind him.

	Aurora was lost in thought, pondering the meaning of this expedition. At first, it had seemed like the perfect escape from all her problems. Of course, Stinky Steve had played a part in it, but she was convinced this overseas job was precisely what she needed. 

	Now, with sweat streaming down her brow and insects gnawing at her arms, she began to second-guess everything. She had signed up for exotic scenery and watery paradises—not this verdant Gehenna with its monstrous species. She longed for her half-empty glass of smoked whiskey and the cigarettes that always accompanied it. Her mouth was parched, and her head grew dizzy just from the memory of that intoxicating blend. 

	 

	“Auri… Auri! Aurora, goddamn it, wake up!” said Steven in a cheerful voice. “Don’t go daydreaming without me woman!” 

	 

	“Sorry, Stinky. Can’t afford to see you in my dreams too—I already see you far too much in real life,” Aurora replied with half a smile. 

	 

	Steven Chamberlain was her colleague, a fellow assistant archaeologist at the University of Oxford. He did not stink at all—the nickname was self-inflicted one night at a random pub when he boasted he would drink anything alcohol related if placed before him. Ever since, the name stuck. A merry soul with an inexhaustible cheer, he was also the one who had first proposed this expedition to her. 

	Therefore, here she was—trapped with him on a speedboat alongside a dozen other specialists. One day had passed since they had left the yacht way behind, sailing upstream on this bizarre river. Their mission was to explore recently uncovered ruins revealed by floods and heavy rains. Experts had already mapped the area using LIDAR technology, but nature’s clock was ticking—soon the tropical deluge would bury the ruins once again. 

	One day without a drop of liquor. Aurora knew it was too short a while to feel it, but the withdrawal started already to feel brutal and any distraction was welcome at the moment. Steven had always been a distraction—always at her side, cheering her at her lowest, applauding her at her highest. Moreover, there was Milo, his faithful dog, another spirit cut from the same cloth. But what had she given in return? Nothing but dragging him into late night bar troubles. For the first time, she asked herself what kind of friend she truly was—and whether Steven even considered her one. Such thoughts never haunted her back in Oxford. A faint smile crept to her lips as she wondered if, perhaps, this was the very purpose of her escape. 

	Aurora glanced at the unfamiliar faces of her fellow colleagues on the boat. Was she the only one with such doubts? Everyone else seemed brimming with energy and pride, unlike the day before. 

Back in Belém—on their last night in the city—the group had partied wildly. Aurora and Steven had promised each other to quit drinking once the expedition began, but ten o’clock was still fifteen hours away, and neither intended to be the only sober scholars that evening. 
By midnight, Eloà, the bar owner’s daughter, had closed the establishment to the public and served only their group, amused by their antics. The bar in question was a well-known waterfront destination for anyone visiting Belém. Located within the Porto Palmeiraço, it stood as a place both beautiful and meticulously maintained, carrying within its walls a warm, almost intoxicating festive aura. It offered some of the finest regional cuisine in the city, while its atmosphere pulsed gently with the rhythm of local music, as though the very air itself hummed with distant melodies.
Outside, a wide, square wooden deck stretched toward the waters, filled with hundreds of white plastic chairs and tables beneath an intricately carved wooden rooftop. The structure cast shifting patterns of shadow and light, like something quietly alive above the guests. From there, one could gaze directly upon the waters of Guajará Bay, where the horizon burned softly at dusk, offering sunsets of haunting beauty—each one fading like a fleeting memory into the darkening tide.

	“Oh look, the crazy stone witch in her natural habitat” Steven laughed, spotting Aurora huddled with Milo beside a table crowded with empty beer bottles and cigarette packs. The women as always chose the quiet company of the loyal dog instead of other people…As if other people cared.

“Well, can’t burn a witch if she’s made out of stone” Aurora replied.

	 

	Steven slid a glass of whiskey toward her, along with another filled with a strange frozen yellow concoction.

	 

	“Try this,” he said with mischief in his voice. “Turns out I know how to bribe a witch”.

Aurora sipped it—and her eyes widened.

	 

	“Yes! That’s the look that made Eloà close the bar just for us,” Steven laughed. 

“Never thought I’d taste a dream with my tongue… What is this?” Aurora asked while inspecting her glace.

	 

	“Eloà won’t share the recipe unless we come back, but I’m sure it has tequila, lime, and ice at the very least,” Steven said, glancing at the young bartender. When he turned back, he found that Aurora was already drinking from his glass and both erupted in laughter. 

	 

	Their company consisted of Aurora and Steven as archeologists, two female geologists, a historian, a forensic specialist and one anthropologist, —each a respected figure in their field. Aurora had not even bothered to learn their names, Steven was more than enough, and she drank with him that night until the world itself seemed unreal. The air was alive with a drunken buzz and the heat of summer was tempered by this perfect night, one she wished could last forever. 

When sleep came to her after the party, she dreamed of staying in Brazil—fishing at dawn, drinking at dusk, basking in sunlight, feasting on exotic fruits, exploring waterfalls and never again enduring England’s gloom and ceaseless rain. It was a beautiful dream… until Steven woke her. 

“Wake up, silly! Breakfast time! Something salty I hope… and two liters of water,” Steven muttered, half-growling. 

	 

	“Pretend I’m dead, stinky. I won’t move unless you bring me iced water right here,” Aurora whispered, still half-asleep.

	 

	An hour later, the entire group shuffled into the hotel lobby as sunglasses could not mask their hangovers and every one of their movements was sluggish. Then came the news—striking like a war trumpet: the seaplane pilot, Antony, who was supposed to fly this expedition to its destination, is now refusing to do so. 

	 

	“No one! And I say no one in all of Brazil will take you there!” he shouted, his accent thick and his rage immaculate. “You lied to me, Richard! That place is malevolent! We tried to keep it hidden, but still—it calls to others. You people do not understand! That place is alive! Morte errante! Morte errante!” And without another word, Antony stormed out of the hotel.

	 

	“What does that mean?” Aurora asked her friend who was more fluent in Portuguese.

	 

	“Wandering Death,” Steven replied grimly. 

	 

	Silence fell over the group like a starless night while they exchanged worried looks to each other. 
Two hours later, Richard, after several phone calls, returned with light steps, his white hair gleaming, and his weathered eyes glinting with renewed hope. He always seemed familiar to Aurora but she did not give any attention to the matter as Steven told her that Richard got that elderly grandpa aura about him. He seemed familiar to everyone. 

	 

	“The university has secured a private company to take you by boat,” he announced. “They’re experts—foreign scuba divers company you see. At first, they refused, but we granted them a larger budget. It seems like the authorities forbid seaplanes but boats are still permitted and the company agreed to escort us to the site, ladies & gentlemen.”

	 

	No one replied to Richard but he was unbothered by the matter, his only goal was to get the expedition to its destination in any way possible…and he hopelessly tried to convince the scholars to stand firm and pay no heed to the plane’s pilot while repeatedly accusing him and the Brazilian authorities of cowardice.

	 

	“I require qualified academics on site at the earliest possible convenience. This may well prove to be the discovery of a lifetime, my dear colleagues. It is therefore imperative that the university secures its claim to whatever lies there, which is precisely why I urge such haste. Additional personnel will be dispatched shortly thereafter to assist you once you arrive,” Richard stated with composed authority.

	The Encantada cut a striking figure upon the waters—sleek, modern, and brimming with quiet power. At her helm stood Marcus, her captain: a man of measured severity, yet unfailingly gentle with his guests. He and his loyal crew answered every inquiry and attended every whim of Aurora and her fellow scholars, though a shadow still lingered from the cryptic conversation in the hotel lobby earlier that morning.

	Now, however, the day was warm and radiant. Sunlight danced across the bay, soothing their spirits and scattering away the remnants of wine-heavy heads. 

	The ship was no common vessel; but a full-blooded yacht, equipped with state-of-the-art radars, powerful engines, and all manner of maritime instruments. Two sleek speedboats hung poised at her flanks like hunting hawks awaiting command. Marcus explained the course they would follow: departing Guajará Bay Marina, veering briefly into the open Atlantic before turning northward, Belém sliding gracefully past on their port side and then advancing steadily toward the shadowed coasts of the Amapá. Thus, the well-awaited journey began. The ocean lay in eerie tranquility, a sheet of liquid glass and noon’s white fire poured across it until sea and sky became a single blinding flame. The air was salt-sweet, the breeze light as a whisper upon the faces of those who gathered on deck. 

	An hour into the voyage, Lisa and Beth busied themselves with their great-lensed cameras. To their biologist’s eyes, the unfolding majesty of the Amazon delta was nothing short of celestial—a place where the restless, mud-churned waters of the river collided with the cold, inscrutable Atlantic, yet never truly mingled. Behind it all, rose the solemn ramparts of the mighty rainforest. 
Their destination was the Lago Piratuba Biological Reserve, a journey of ten to twelve hours if fortune favored them with calm waters. They hoped to arrive by midnight. 

	Aurora found Marcus at the pulpit, eyes fixed on the endless horizon, though now and then they strayed toward the coast. Tall, dark-haired, his skin bronzed by sun and salt, his body honed by countless dives into the abyss—he seemed more a figure carved from the sea itself than a man.

	 

	“A fine vessel indeed you command, Captain,” Aurora said softly.

	Without looking away, Marcus replied, “I thought you would linger behind me all day.”

	 

	 Aurora chuckled. “So you did notice me? What is this—an extra eye in the back of your head?”

 His hand motioned downward, toward the fathomless depths: “Down there, one grows every extra eye one can. It is survival.”

	 

	“Ah… is that fear I sense? I thought sailors were immune to it.” She replied with a stinging grin.

	At that, he turned, offered her his hand, and guided her down to the deck. His gaze was steady, shadowed by memory. 

	 

	“I am no sailor, lady from England but my grandfather was, and his father before him. My bloodline belongs to the sea, our summers spent in hidden waterfalls, and lakes whispered of in legends. No darkness of the deep ever frightened me; no wave ever broke my will. But the place you are bound to… that place chills even me.”

	 

	Aurora stiffened. The weight in his voice was unmistakable—his words were not wasted on empty cautions.

	“What do you mean, Captain?” she asked.

	 

	Marcus lowered his voice, as if naming the truth itself invited danger. 
“Brazil is ancient, the Amazon older still. Yet the place you seek is not old at all—it was born scarcely six months past. Evil does not wait for the night to crawl out of the shadows there, Miss Aurora. It walks in broad daylight, unchallenged and proud. Planes that venture near do not crash; they ignite in midair. Anglers lose their minds merely gazing upon its horizon… The government forbade seaplanes from its skies; only the ocean remains, for too many lives depend on it. Whatever compelled your university to hasten this expedition, if it was in my hands, I would have ended it here and now.”

	 

	With that, he inclined his head and withdrew, leaving Aurora in silence, her thoughts weighed down by his veiled warning. 

	Yet she knew why the mission had been forced forward. Others were circling—the universities, the collectors, the wealthy patrons of hidden science. Time was running thin. New species, uncharted fauna, perhaps even ruins and treasures long buried… all could mean eternal renown for those who found them first. 

	And so, beneath the brightness of day, the Encantada pressed onward toward a darkness whispered to exist at the very edge of maps. 

	Steven noticed Aurora brooding alone in the middle of the deck, her thoughts adrift like the calm waves beneath them. He approached with a sly grin, breaking her solitude. 

	 

	“Marcus did us a favor by keeping the coast within sight. Even though he fought against it at first, it has pleased our more… studious companions, wouldn’t you agree?” he asked. 

	 

	Aurora tilted her head, her gaze lingering on him. “Perhaps… but why was he against it in the first place? Has Richard told us everything about this expedition? Or is there really some rival party racing us to hidden discoveries?” 

	 

	Their words faded into silence as they locked eyes, shadows of unspoken questions passing between them. Suddenly, Aurora’s expression hardened. 

	 

	“You wretched rogue! That stench—booze on your breath? You’ve broken our promise!” Voiced Aurora angrily.

	 

	Steven smirked, unfazed. “It’s easier if I show you.” 

	 

	Without warning, he seized her hand and led her below deck. The dining hall burst alive with laughter and chatter—the crew and her colleagues gathered merrily around tables. Behind the bar, a familiar figure appeared: Eloà, with a bottle of liquor in hand as she seemed to vigorously mix a cocktail.

Aurora’s brows furrowed. “But… she was supposed to remain in Belém. Why is she here?” she asked.

	 

	“They know each other well, she and the captain,” Steven replied. “But it was I who invited her aboard, with his blessing, as our bartender.” 

	 

	Aurora narrowed her eyes. “Truly? And why, you shameless drunkard? Don’t tell me you’ve grown fond of her—she is leagues above your reach, and you know it.” Her tone carried a playful sting. 

	 

	Steven leaned closer, whispering. “Truth is, I’ve never seen you laugh as freely as you did in her bar. I wondered if perhaps the secret lies in her drinks.” 

	 

	Aurora sighed, though her voice remained stern. “Even so, Steven—we made a promise and you shattered it far too easily.” 

	 

	“I’m sorry, Auri. Truly. But tonight feels less like an expedition and more like a tropical holiday. How about this: let us drink once more, for the last time and tomorrow we start anew, sounds well?” 

She wished to scold him further, yet his contrition and her own thirst betrayed her resolve. “Very well, stinky… one last night. But if we cannot keep our promises, we’ll never escape the bottles.”

	“That’s the Auri I know!” Steven beamed. “Then let us make it count!” 

	 

	The night grew wild, joy spilling like wine from overturned cups. Milo was also sitting on a chair and behaving elegantly like a true gentlemen while drinking from a bowl of milk the crew provided. Eloà raised her voice above the noise, fixing her eyes on Aurora. 

	 

	“Steven here tells me you won’t be visiting after your work is done. What a shame to lose such fine company!” Announced Eloà in a tuneful voice.

	 

	“A shame indeed, but sadly the university holds us on a short leash, dear.” Aurora replied. 

	 

	“Then what must I do to keep you for one more night in my bar?” Eloà challenged. 

	 

	Aurora’s smile sharpened. “This sounds like a dare! So how about you trap whiskey within a sphere of ice for me now, and we’ll stay with you for three whole years!” 

	 

	The room erupted in laughter.

	“Not even the greatest shaman in all Brazil could conjure such a marvel!” screamed Eloà in a joyous giggle. 

	 

	But joy has its predators. Marcus arrived, his voice as cutting as the night wind. “Enough. The revel ends here. I am charged with your well-being, and I will not have you all hungover when duty calls. Party’s over everybody.” 

	 

	“Come now, Captain!” protested Frank Carter, the forensic specialist. “The night is still young, why don’t you—” 

	 

	Marcus’s voice turned cold, authoritative. “There will be no more drinking until our return. Midnight has struck, and we have arrived. Rest while you can. You think this voyage a holiday, but it is not. Some among you may not return to tell the tale. Retire now, we meet at dawn.” 

His words fell like a curse, extinguishing laughter, chilling the air, and one by one, they withdrew to their quarters, sobered by his warning.

	Aurora and Steven shared a cabin that made them recall their first year in the university’s dorm. They whispered and chuckled briefly before Steven quietly surrendered to sleep. But Aurora lay awake, staring through the window at the starlit horizon. The yacht floated in water so still it seemed suspended in glass but beneath, endless dark abysses called to her imagination. 
Milo, ever loyal, padded to her bed and curled beside her. Comforted by his warmth, she slowly but steadily drifted into a dream—only to find herself trapped in suffocating darkness as sinister sound roared all around her and rattling her very bones. She wanted to cover her ears but her hands were fingerless; her teeth crumbled one after the other and her eyes boiled in their sockets. She screamed, but only shadows answered. Then—what seemed to be a distant pearl gleamed faintly in the abyss, its fragile light washed her with desperate hope—just before she awoke drenched in sweat and trembling.

	A knock on the door roused Steven and Milo.  The happy brown dog stretched and yawned preparing for breakfast too.

	“I blacked out after you mentioned your mother. Best sleep I’ve had in ages.” Spoke Steven with a lazy tune.

	 

	Aurora’s face was pale. “Darkness was not so kind to me. Come—we need coffee. I don’t wish to linger longer in this room.” 

	Above deck, seagulls mocked with shrill cries while the sea remained eerily calm as the crew and scientists gathered for breakfast. Eloà served steaming coffee, buttered bread, pastries and exotic fruits. When the meal ended, Marcus unfurled a map upon one of the empty tables in the dinning room of the yacht.
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	 “Last night, we anchored twenty-five nautical miles from the coast for safety. Today, we will move closer—eight miles precisely—then launch the two speedboats. We will skirt northward to avoid the delta’s pull, and only then press upstream. And make no mistake: this river is no Amazon tributary as some of you seem to believe” 

	 

	Confusion stirred in the room

	“But the data says it is,” said Erick Smith, the group’s historian. 

	Marcus’s eyes glinted. “The data is wrong. Lago Piratuba lies in Amapá, one of the Amazon’s most remote and uncharted places. What you believe to be knowledge is little more than illusion.” 

Erick scoffed lightly. “I wouldn’t call a highly advanced drone’s LIDAR mapping reports a mere illusion.” 

Marcus’s tone turned grave. “We have no such reports. Only faint satellite images and the landscape they capture always seem to change mysteriously. Think about it for a second mister Smith, I already told you all the planes tend to lose control around the area and fry mid-air. So why should a drone be any different? Seems to me that your university has hidden truths from you, that old merry fellow in charge of this expedition seemed rather resolved to send you here in any way possible…One could tell he was desperate…One could tell he didn’t care about you safety at all.” 

A shadow of unease spread among them, dark glances exchanged and again, Marcus ended it with a steel command: 

	“Anyway ladies and gentlemen, you all seem mad to me for wanting to go there and I might be crazier for escorting you, yet here we are. I strongly ask that all of you obey me to the letter. Safety comes before all. One speedboat will carry myself, you seven and two of my crewmembers. The second will bear provisions, fuel, equipment, and more crewmembers. I demand that you wear your uniforms and equipment fully as we demonstrated in the safety briefing. Be ready on deck in thirty minutes.”

	 

	Aurora's red hair was dancing with the wind as the speedboat advanced, she felt a surge of confidence and beauty ever since she donned her jungle uniform: high black boots, and full dark green military like cloths that displayed the elegance of her body. She found herself smiling as salty water droplets splashed in her cheeks, she liked the way her compass-watch clung to her wrist and she kept looking at the little radio strapped to her belt which the Enchtada crew provided for her. She turned to face Steven holding him on the shoulder with a head nod as a form of gratefulness for this overseas work trip. Being an archeologist is surely one of the best jobs one could occupy. 
The two speed boats reached the delta effortlessly as the ocean was calm and breezy like the day before, and as Marcus explained, the company rotated south of the delta to avoid the treacherous currents where salt water met clear one. Then the two boats slowed their speed to a minimum.
Thus, they eased their way into the river without fear of losing control. The current offered no threat, for the waters, though sometimes clouded with murk, carried no riptides, — only faint ripples crowned by the gold-stained touch of the sun.

	An hour into the voyage, Lisa and Beth indulged in a cacophonous exchange, their awe spilling into words as they marveled at the living treasure surrounding them. Ancient trees bowed their colossal trunks across the riverbanks; Victoria Amazonica blossoms drifted like silent spirits upon the surface; orchids of royal purple clung to the shadows, while coffee plants glimmered with fruit that burned like a thousand embers in the sunlight. Marcus, with a sharp gesture, directed the biologists’ gaze to a crimson-tailed flock of parrots roosting in a towering Euterpe tree. The sight of those endangered birds reborn from the brink filled Lisa and Beth with childlike ecstasy — they clutched one another as though it were Christmas morning and the entire company felt their spirits ascend.

	Steven, amused, scooped a red-eyed tree frog that floated closly to the boat on an Amazon Frogbit and placed it upon Aurora’s pale shoulder. She took several selfies whit her phone while the cute frog stood still before returning the jewel of the jungle to the waters, now gleaming not with muddied brown but with a haunting shade of Tiffany blue.

	Milo was overjoyed too; his tail was wagging all over the place for he picked up a thousand new scents and could barely keep his paws on the speedboat.

	 

	“This river is… unnatural,” announced Andy Gomez, the expedition’s geologist.

	 

	“How so?” asked Steven.

	 

	“Richard’s records clash with our captain’s tale. Yet both concur…somehow. This river is no older than six months and that notion unsettles me. Captain, are you certain of your claim?” asked Andy.

	 

	“I am,” the captain replied with grim conviction. “I once ferried divers to caves north of where my yacht lies now. Then came a week of storms — and after, this river appeared, as if birthed overnight. Six months past, no more.”

	 

	Andy pressed on, his voice low and uncertain. “Forgive me, Captain, but the riverbanks tell another story. These terraces speak of ages — a hundred thousand years, at least. The volume suggests a steady source, and the channel’s breadth, nearly thirty meters, defies your claim.” His weary smile curled brittle as old parchment.

	 

	Their exchange silenced the boat. All ears hung upon the words.
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