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It was still early when the Land Rover's tires started to face the muddy road that would take them to their final destination. The average speed reached by the SUV rarely exceeded fifty kilometers per hour while their occupants suffered from the bumps and the Amazonian heat. Due to humidity, the thermal sensation exceeded 40ºC outside the vehicles.

The team, who enjoyed the benefits of the air conditioning, consisted of six people and a lot of equipment. Four men and two women reunited with one common goal: audiovisual coverage of the precarious working conditions in the middle of the Amazon forest.

In the car ahead were Jorge, Fabíola and Zeca. Jorge had been a professional cameraman for over fifteen years, though, by a stroke of bad luck, he had lost his steady job in a broadcasting company in the interior of São Paulo, where he lived with his wife and two children. Aside from recording the images, he was the designated driver.

The silence on board left Jorge with his thoughts. He would have never accepted to go into the woods, so far from home, if it weren't for the negative bank accounts and credit cards he had to pay. He straightened his glasses to see better amidst the dust and ran his hand over his face feeling the full beard he liked to stroke. It calmed him down a bit.

In the passenger seat was Zeca, a hired guide to help the group not to get lost in the dense forests of northern Brazil. Native of Acre, that slender man with a curved walk and a cap that never left his head, alleged to be a descendant of indigenous people and made his living guiding tourist groups or workers around the region.

In the back seat was Fabíola. From Rio de Janeiro, she was a recent graduate in journalism looking to gather experience to try higher flights in her career. At the height of her twenty-four years of age, she already considered herself a high-calibre professional who was utterly uncomfortable in an environment that was so different from hers. The sun had barely risen, and her body was already covered with a combination of products, from sunscreen and insect repellent to moisturizers and anti-ageing creams.

In the car following behind were Badú, Raul and Dirce. Badú, whose actual name was Jéferson, was an electronics technician responsible for the team's equipment. From Curitiba, Paraná, he was responsible for the cables, microphones, and lighting, as well as taking the wheel of one of the SUVs. Single and young, he had a thin beard and a suspicious look in his eyes. He was on the trip for the adventure and the rent since he didn't have a steady job and was always working odd jobs that ranged from assembling weddings and graduations to being part of teams responsible for big bands' shows in the capital of São Paulo, where he lived far from his family in Paraná.

Raul Borges was in the back seat. Editor and founder of the project, the experienced journalist, born almost fifty years ago in Recife, had already taken part in several similar ventures, either in the written press or on television. He would try to sell his articles to influential television channels to make good money since he had to pay two pensions to ex-wives he had accumulated during his life.

Despite his age, he was charming and persuasive, whether at work or in his personal life. With a steady and assertive voice, he was extra artistry in convincing others to do what he wanted. Thus he became a born leader in the press and an unbounded womanizer in the private sphere.

Beside him was Dirce. A lawyer from Goiás, single despite her almost forty years of age and who was not one to talk much. She tried to ignore Raul, who insisted on making small talk while what she wanted most was to smoke another cigarette. She unsuccessfully tried to distract herself with the book she had in hand, which also worked as a shield against the advances of the gentleman next to her.

Through the rear-view mirror, Badú eyed the couple curiously. He imagined that the woman with short spiky black hair was only putting on an act in his presence since the man, who attempted to cover up his past years by disguising his grey hair with hair dye and dressing sportily, seemed sure that something would happen between them soon.

This heterogeneous group had gathered upon an advert placed by Raul on his blog seeking professionals willing to expose to the world the terrible conditions subdued by workers in the Amazon region. Each one there, however, had their own goals. Professional or personal, ethical or amoral, mainly assumed only by themselves. They would stick together as long as a promise of payment was honoured once the final product was delivered.
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Second Chapter – Estaca Zero
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The journey lasted just over five hours until they reached their first destination: a village on the shores of a large river called Estaca Zero (Square One). The village had been built no more than ten years prior and served as a commercial hub for everything produced in the region. It acquired its name because it would have been the first place to be inhabited permanently in the vicinity and served as a starting point for all activities developed there.

Three distinct guidelines were the basis of local production. The first stemmed from river mining, from which small amounts of gold and precious stones got extracted. Illegal withdrawal of wood from the forest was the second one. It moved to the south as logs for the furniture industry or was bagged as charcoal to feed the steel industry. The third activity was the most lucrative and dangerous of the three; drugs smuggled from neighbouring countries. The "product" would arrive in the village by boat or on the backs of animals after being unloaded by small planes that descended on clandestine airstrips scattered throughout the region and then went on for distribution at sales points in the large cities.
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