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Chapter One: The Trip They Didn’t Think Twice About

The city morning was still and grey, a dull prelude to what promised to be a much louder, greener chaos. The hostel buzzed with energy despite the early hour, the kind of energy only hostel life could produce: a mix of excitement, impatience, and the faint edge of mischief. Rhea adjusted the straps of her backpack, checking one last time that her passport, money, and camera were secure. The Amazon jungle was not a place to risk forgetfulness. 

Lena, sitting cross-legged on the floor, smoothed out her travel shirt with careful fingers, trying to calm her racing heart. It wasn’t nerves, exactly; it was the thrill of the unknown pressing in, a sense that once she stepped beyond the city limits, everything she knew would be left behind. 

“This is going to be epic!” Tara’s voice broke through the quiet like sunlight through the clouds. She bounced on her heels, hair escaping from her ponytail in wild curls. “Imagine us, deep in the jungle, surrounded by trees taller than any building we’ve ever seen!”

Mila, camera already slung over her shoulder, gave a small, amused laugh. “You mean we’re going to be eaten by mosquitoes and fall into rivers.”

Tara waved her off. “Details, details.”

Noor, usually the quietest of the group, hugged her notebook to her chest and glanced nervously at the door. “Are we sure this is safe?”

Lena raised an eyebrow. “Safe? That’s the point, isn’t it? If it were safe, we wouldn’t remember it.”

Mateo, their guide, leaned casually against the bus door. He was tall, lean, and silently authoritative, his eyes scanning each of them with a calculated patience. “Stick together. Follow instructions. Respect the jungle. That’s rule one. Rules two through ten will be taught as we go along. Ignore them at your peril.”

The girls exchanged glances, part thrill, part unease. None of them really understood the magnitude of what awaited them. The Amazon was not merely a collection of trees and rivers; it was a living, breathing entity, ancient and observant, indifferent to human excitement or fear. 

The bus rumbled to life, and the city’s noise—the honking, shouting, the endless hum of traffic—began to fade behind them. Concrete gave way to greenery, and soon the greenery thickened into the towering canopy of the rainforest. The smell changed too: a heavy, earthy perfume mixed with the faint sweetness of unseen flowers and the sharp tang of wet wood. The jungle seemed to press in from every side, alive with movement, sound, and an almost sentient awareness. 

“Look at that!” Tara pointed at a flock of brightly coloured birds darting between trees. “It’s like stepping into another world!”

Rhea pressed her forehead to the cool glass of the window, trying to capture the enormity of it all. Her thoughts wandered to nothing but the unknown, her usual worries about exams and deadlines evaporating. Here, the only rules were survival and instinct. And perhaps that was why her chest throbbed with a peculiar mix of fear and exhilaration. 

Mila, ever the documenter, clicked photographs through the window, muttering softly about angles and lighting, though her eyes betrayed a mixture of awe and unease. “The jungle doesn’t just look alive—it feels alive,” she whispered, almost to herself.

Lena noticed the way Mateo’s eyes never strayed from the passing landscape, how his posture was relaxed but alert, like a predator observing the movements of prey. It unnerved her more than she cared to admit. She had seen guides before, but there was a sharpness in him that suggested this jungle had already taught him lessons she couldn’t imagine.

Hours passed, the bus bouncing along uneven dirt roads, leaves brushing the sides like spectators whispering secrets. The river’s distant roar reminded them constantly of the vastness of this place, a power both beautiful and dangerous. The girls shared stories, laughter, and quiet shivers of anxiety in bursts. Tara reached over to squeeze Lena’s hand, a fleeting comfort in a world that already felt too enormous and untamed. 

By late afternoon, the bus slowed into a small clearing where the wooden lodge awaited them. It was simple but functional: walls of dark timber, a roof of palm thatch, and wide windows that opened into the surrounding greenery. A small wooden pier jutted into the river beyond, the water flowing fast and silver in the late sun. 

“This will be your base,” Mateo said, stepping off the bus first. His tone brooked no argument. “Respect it. Respect each other. Respect the jungle. Do not wander alone. Do not underestimate what you see—or what you don’t see.”

The girls moved with a mixture of reverence and excitement, dragging bags behind them across the uneven wooden planks. The air smelled stronger here, richer with life, humid and almost tangibly aware. Lena could feel it pressing against her skin, a silent observer to every movement, every laugh, every whispered concern. 

As they settled in, Tara could hardly contain herself. “This is amazing! Look at it! Look at all of it!”

Mila, placing her camera on the table, shook her head. “It’s beautiful, but also… terrifying. I feel like it’s watching us already.”

Rhea hugged her knees to her chest, listening to the sounds of the jungle beyond the walls: birds, insects, the occasional rustle of something larger moving through the trees. Her chest tightened. There was a presence here, something intangible, patient, and ancient. 

Night fell with startling suddenness. The canopy above swallowed the remaining light, and lanterns flickered to life inside the lodge. The girls huddled together, arranging bedding and supplies. Outside, the jungle whispered, pressing against walls, windows, and doors as if curious about these tiny intruders in its vast, green domain. 

