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   One
 
    
 
   Heat and dirt. Air like molasses. Eighty degrees, but it was early still. One hundred and fifty feet from his tent to the hut, though it seemed further in the hot, wet air. Jake was good at that sort of thing—figuring out temperatures, people’s height and age, the desires of their secret hearts.
 
   From habit, he checked his watch—half past seven—and rubbed the titanium-cased face for luck. The watch had been a gift from his parents on his thirtieth birthday. It was much too nice and certainly too expensive, and a bit too big for his size, but then, wasn’t everything? He’d been embarrassed by their generosity, but pleased with the gift. In the three years since, it’d been a lot of places with him, some of them dicey, and he’d grown superstitious—as long as he wore the watch, he’d come home safe and successful. Safety mattered in the backwaters of the Amazon, but success this trip was critical. He drew a breath and stepped into the palm-sided hut occupied by the man he’d come a long way to see.
 
   The hut felt dark inside after the bright sun. Dust motes hung in the still air, caught in the thin shaft of light streaming through a small slit in the wall opposite the door. The man, Mawgis, sat cross-legged on a thick, woven-leaf mat. An identical mat lay across from him. Beneath the mat, the packed-dirt floor was a brown so deep it was nearly black. A pile of small stones lay near Mawgis, and nothing else, so it wasn’t living quarters. A place for gatherings? It struck him as odd. Why would the Tabna, a small tribe of twenty-seven people, need a building just for that? Unless a bedroll was stashed out back. That was possible. He’d been well briefed for this meeting, but the briefings had focused on what someone else thought he should know, not the small things he might wonder about.
 
   Mawgis squinted up at him, appraising. “Not very tall, are you?” 
 
   The man’s voice was rich and deep, a bow drawn slowly across cello strings, Hebrew or Gaelic sounding. The raisin-sized translator nestled in Jake’s ear droned, sorting language from the background noise of calling birds and nattering monkeys.
 
   “Three and a half feet,” Jake said, knowing the measurement had no meaning for the Tabna man. “About the same height as you.”
 
   The older man was thin and wiry, and though Mawgis calmly sat, Jake felt an electric energy in him. His face was interesting: golden-brown skin barely wrinkled with age, and loam-colored eyes. High cheekbones. Broad nose and thin-lipped mouth. Three precise rows of vertical scars on each cheek—the scars rubbed with yellow dye. The man’s features went together so well, he seemed more drawn by an artist’s hand than something natural-born. 
 
   Jake felt Mawgis inventory him in return, the man’s eyes flickering over him. Blue shirt, khaki shorts, leather hiking boots. Dusty-brown hair—longish. Blue-gray eyes. Sunburned skin, glazed with perspiration. Jake certainly didn’t look like the Salesian missionaries who’d discovered the previously unknown tribe, each priest tall and dark of skin, hair, and eyes. He wondered what Mawgis made of him, of all of them—the five pale men and one brown man who’d come to see him now, each for his own reasons.
 
   Mawgis ran a knuckle across one of the scars on his right cheek and adjusted the blue and red parrot feather circlet at his neck. Other than the feathers, he wore only a leaf folded around his penis. The Amazonian humidity had plastered Jake’s shorts and shirt to his body like an ill-fitting skin. He resisted the urge to pull the fabric away.
 
   Mawgis glanced at the empty mat across from where he sat, indicating that Jake should sit. He cleared his throat. “How was your journey?”
 
   “Difficult,” Jake said, settling onto the mat and crossing his legs into a loose pretzel form that mirrored his host’s. “We traveled the Amazon and the Japurá Rivers, then branched off to a tributary with terrible rapids. One boat turned over. No one was hurt, but we lost supplies and equipment. We hiked six days through the forest with our gear on our backs to reach you.”
 
   The older man gazed at him. “You’ve been other places?” he asked, making no comment on the ordeal.
 
   “Many,” Jake said.
 
   Banshees screamed in the trees—howler monkeys. It was hardly the first time Jake had heard them, but the sound still made his shoulders tense.
 
   Mawgis tapped his chest. “I, too, am greatly traveled.”
 
   Jake nodded and kept his face blank. Well traveled was a matter of perspective.
 
   The other man swept up a pile of pea-sized stones from near his feet. “When were you born?” The stones in his hands rattled softly—a sound like dry grass hissing in the wind.
 
   “I’m thirty-three.” He knew it was a meaningless answer. The Tabna had no concept of the 365-day cycle of the earth around the sun. They reckoned time by events—when the ants left their nests to forage, when the rains stopped, when the jaguar ate the old chief. That’s what he’d been told by Father Canas, the missionary who had spent eighteen months living with the Tabna, compiling a Tabna-English dictionary. Last month he’d helped Jake prepare for this job.
 
   Mawgis touched the translator in his left ear. “You misunderstand,” he said. A small yellow ant crawled up his leg and he squashed it between his thumb and forefinger. “I ask—when did you leave the womb?”
 
   Jake tried to figure a way to answer, but came up with nothing.
 
   The older man peeked at the stones in his hands. A quick smile lit his face—bright white teeth, the middle two a little long. “You were born when your chief first walked in his new house, though it wasn’t his then.”
 
   Jake silently cursed Father Canas, who’d assured him the English translations were at least ninety-seven percent accurate. They were going to have a hard time doing business if their words continued to be scrambled.
 
   “Delacort,” Mawgis said, the stones clicking in his hands. “Present Delacort.”
 
   He seemed so sure of himself; Jake tried to make sense of it.
 
   Jesus. President Delacort. Jake had indeed been born the year Jonathan Delacort, as a newly elected senator, first arrived in Washington. Now in his late sixties, Delacort was president.
 
   Jake bent his mouth in the smallest of smiles. Better to let Mawgis think him amused, not surprised. “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   The Indian’s eyes slid away from Jake.
 
   The morning mist turned into a sudden shower—fat raindrops falling like dotted lines outside the hut’s open doorway, thudding against the palm-thatched roof. Something—Jake saw only a flash of rat-like tail—skittered above the hut’s simple tree-branch framing, through the palm fronds overhead. He waited.
 
   Mawgis opened his hands and held out the stones. “Choose two.”
 
   A dozen or so pebbles of various colors, some speckled and some solid brown, white, or black, rested in his cupped hands. Jake chose one white and one gray-speckled. Mawgis closed his fingers over the remaining stones, chanted a few words that came through the translator as static, and threw the pebbles on the ground between them.
 
   On a job in Haiti, Jake had watched a thin, bumpy-spined woman read chicken entrails, bent over so far that her nose practically touched the offal, her eyes being not as sharp as they’d once been. Mawgis wore the same concentrating yet confident look as he studied the pebbles, though his spine was straight, his shoulders down and relaxed.
 
   “What do the stones tell you?” Not that Jake believed a handful of gravel had told Mawgis the year he had been born or had given the man a context in which to express the time. Not that he thought any significance lay in which two stones he’d chosen. What Jake wanted to know was this: what did Mawgis want to tell him?
 
   “The stones?” Mawgis said, and blinked slowly, like a turtle. The blink didn’t go with the feeling of pent-up energy Jake sensed in him. “That you are a plain man. More clever than you like people to know, and resolute. You will fight to the end for what you believe is right.” 
 
   A moment passed, the ever-present noise of the forest leaping into the silence. Mawgis shook his head as if trying to clear his thoughts. “Follow,” he said, stood, and headed out the door.
 
   Jake walked out behind him, thinking that the description Mawgis had given for him could fit any number of people. Thinking, too, that he had no more idea now what Mawgis wanted him to know than when he’d awoken that morning in the yellow canvas tent he’d hurriedly pitched the night before. He’d finally made it to his destination only to discover that the man he’d come to see was out in the forest somewhere.
 
   The rain stopped as quickly as it had begun, leaving the air so thick with moisture Jake felt he almost could have rolled it between his hands and formed a solid ball. He peered through the wet haze at the Tabna camp. His mind had been on his meeting with Mawgis when he’d come through the camp that morning. He hadn’t paid much attention to his surroundings. But these things mattered—appreciating where and how people lived, being friendly to and getting to know the people around the decision maker. A perk of the job, in Jake’s opinion.
 
   Spaced around the camp’s perimeter were eleven palm-sided huts the same size and shape as the one Mawgis and Jake had left. The thatched roofs were A-shaped, with wide eaves to let the rain slide off. Vine-woven hammocks hung between poles set in front of the huts. Some were in use, their occupants swinging contentedly. The people must have all been inside while the rain fell. None of them were wet.
 
   Three canvas tents were set up near the camp’s perimeter, Jake’s and the two used by the men who’d accompanied him on this trip—four Brits making a documentary about the Tabna, and Joaquin Machado from FUNAI, the Brazilian government office charged with protecting the rights of indigenous people. The film crew’s four-man tents were about the same size as the Tabna huts. Jake’s tent, big enough for two normal-sized adults, was smaller than the huts but spacious for him.
 
   A young Tabna woman—Jake guessed her to be fifteen, sixteen at most—swayed lazily in a hammock, one slim brown leg hanging over the edge. Small white dots covered her shoulders and upper arms like a shawl. Her thick, straight black hair was cut short, like Mawgis’s. Her breasts were small and firm. She eyed Jake and smiled. He smiled back.
 
   Birds called in the jungle now that the rain had stopped, every throat proclaiming its own loud and raucous song. Gnats as small as grains of salt whirled near Jake’s head. He batted them away and tried to come up even with Mawgis, but no matter how fast he walked, the older man stayed half a step ahead.
 
   In the large central area where the communal socializing, cooking, and eating took place, two Tabna men were showing a group of boys how to make spears. Ian, one of the British film crew, had his camera trained on a child struggling to attach a spear tip to the shaft. The boy looked up at the camera and grinned. Jake wondered what the Tabna thought about all the sudden attention they were receiving.
 
   Mawgis led him toward the smoke and then past the big iron cauldron that served as the community cooking pot. A dozen men and women worked at preparing the evening meal, which was, Jake saw, going to be termites, squirrel monkey, and kinkajou. Over the years he’d downed fish-eyeball soup, mountain oysters, and raw prairie dog. He could manage roasted monkey and a few bugs, but would pass on the beer two women were making by softening tough cassava stalks with their own saliva and spitting the juice into a bowl to ferment. Derek, the Brit filming the women, looked a little green. Jake bet himself a dollar Derek wouldn’t join them for dinner that night.
 
   Mawgis tapped Jake’s shoulder. The tiny translator felt loose in Jake’s ear. He pushed it back into place.
 
   “Shall we walk among the trees?”
 
   The forest loomed like a presence, something felt as well as seen, lurking just beyond the clearing’s edge. Jake inhaled a deep, wet breath. Two steps, four, half a dozen. The spacious camp surrendered to a dense landscape, pulsing with too much color, writhing with too much life. Leaves in a thousand shades of green blocked the sun’s light, leaving the forest floor as dim as evening. Orchids in vibrant purples, yellows, and glowing whites clung to trunks and branches of trees so tall Jake couldn’t see their tops.
 
   “Walk carefully,” Mawgis said.
 
   The ground beneath Jake’s boots was spongy. Moisture seeped out of the dark mulch, oozing around his heels with each step. Rainwater fell from the leaves like a second cloudburst, soaking his clothes and making his skin prickle in spite of the heat. He sluiced off the water with his hands as best he could. 
 
   Mawgis chuckled under his breath. “By parrot hatching, the water will seem fine to you.”
 
   Water dripped from the leaves constantly, even now in the dry season. The bugs were huge, many of them poisonous, and they got into everything. Jake didn’t know when parrot hatching might be, and he didn’t want to stay long enough to find out. “Make the deal and get out,” he’d been told. That was fine by him.
 
   They walked awhile without speaking, Jake following carefully in Mawgis’s footsteps along a narrow path that wound through the dense trees. A small green tree frog croaked angrily, leaped from a branch, and seemed to simply disappear. The idle translator hummed in Jake’s ear. The monkeys had departed, but the forest rang with the wild cackling of birdcalls.
 
   “Why have you journeyed all this way to see me?” Mawgis asked over his shoulder, not breaking stride.
 
   It seemed an odd question. The Salesians had set up the meeting, given Mawgis the translator, and taught him how to use it. They must have told Mawgis why he was coming.
 
   “I’ve been asked by the chiefs of many countries and businesses—a society of helpers,” Jake said, wondering how else he might describe a humanitarian aid group, “what we call World United, to speak with you about benesha.”
 
   Mawgis stopped and turned back to face him. “Benesha? Benesha is just rocks.”
 
   Benesha meant “soft fire,” according to the Tabna-English dictionary. Ashne Simapole, the head of World United, had said the name was fortuitous, being so close to the English beneficial and the Portuguese benéficio. The similarity put people in the right frame of mind, he’d said.
 
   “Why do your people want rocks?”
 
   “You and I are men who’ve been many places and seen many things,” Jake said. “There are places in the world where children are too weak from hunger to brush the flies off their faces or even to cry. Every day children and mothers and fathers die because there is not enough to eat. Our scientists have discovered that if animals eat grain mixed with benesha, their meat is more nourishing. A bird that would feed only you and me could, with benesha, feed us and eight more.”
 
   Mawgis’s tar-colored eyebrows shot up. His eyes went wide. “Ten people can eat one small bird and all will have enough? Such great magic. Your wizards must be strong to have found out this thing.”
 
   In truth, it had been mere luck that the mineral’s protein-enhancing properties had been discovered. The benesha had originally been fed to mice. The mice were fed to dogs. The dogs didn’t get hungry again for a very long time.
 
   “With benesha,” Jake said, “everyone can have enough to eat. No child need ever go hungry again. You can make that happen.”
 
   “Humph,” Mawgis said. He made a quick turn and sped down the faint path that nearly disappeared in the choked tangles of roots and thick layers of decaying leaves.
 
   Jake bolted after him, almost running into him when Mawgis came to a sudden stop. They’d come in a circle. The camp lay a few yards ahead.
 
   “I will think on this,” Mawgis said, and moved off faster than Jake could follow, leaving him standing alone in the forest among the oppressive trees.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake slept surprisingly well, considering how loud the forest rang at night. Maybe he was getting used to it. Or maybe it was relief at having finally met with Mawgis the day before. He sensed that things would proceed quickly with the Tabna chief. Mawgis didn’t strike him as a patient man—more the type who knew what he wanted and wanted it now. It was a matter of digging through the rhetoric. There was always rhetoric and bombast, people trying to seem more noble or concerned or hesitant or even greedy than they were. Just once, Jake thought, he’d like to deal with someone who said it straight out: This is what I want, no more, no less. Give it to me and you can have what you came for.
 
   Near the cooking area, several women and young girls sat cross-legged, chattering low and sharpening digging sticks. Two women wearing short banana-leaf skirts were mending small woven sacks. The Brits sat by a dying fire, finishing breakfast, tin plates in their laps, blue-speckled enamel mugs in their hands or sitting near them on the ground. Jake glanced around the camp, unease churning in his stomach as he walked toward the film crew. Where were the Tabna men?
 
   “I fuckin’ hate these fuckin’ bugs,” Kevin said by way of a greeting. He was sitting and Jake standing, which put their heads at the same height.
 
   “Damn BBC,” Kevin said, warming to his complaints. “‘Wanna take a crew to the Amazon?’ they said. ‘Have a grand adventure, Kevin,’ they said. ‘Be the one to record this unknown, untainted tribe on film.’ Bloody hell.”
 
   His crewmates laughed. All except Ian, who never seemed comfortable when Jake was around. Jake noticed Ian now, how he looked at the ground or into the trees beyond the camp, anywhere but at him. On the river journey, when they’d settled into the habit of riding with the same people every day, Ian had asked Kevin to switch with him—taking the cameraman out of the canoe Jake rode in.
 
   He’d been around plenty of Ians in his life—people who didn’t know what to make of his stature, people uncomfortable with his small size, the seeming wrongness of it, as though it were a malady that might be catching. It stung him every time, though he’d gotten very good at not letting it show. 
 
   But here in this world, the Brits were the freaks, giants in a place where he and the Tabna were the norm. Even Joaquin, who wasn’t more than five foot six, was oversize. It felt good to Jake, being right-sized and comfortable in this world. He wasn’t surprised by how much he liked it, or by the twinge in his stomach—knowing that this wouldn’t last, that he’d soon return to the regular world. 
 
   “Kevin figured the Tabna were goona be his Ishi,” Derek, the only Scotsman of the crew, was saying. “Goona make him fooking famous. Goona get him a cushy lecture job at some fooking university.”
 
   “Might do at that.” Jake ran his hands over his head, wiping salty sweat over hair already stiff with it. He’d been lured by the promise of a grand adventure too, of traveling where few white men had gone. Lured by the challenge of negotiating with a tribe that didn’t conduct trade.
 
   But most of all, he’d been lured by what he’d be negotiating for, the benesha, and the promise of an end to severe hunger.
 
   A woman ambled out of a hut and joined the sack menders. A little girl toddled behind. Still no men.
 
   Jake looked around the camp. “Have you seen Mawgis this morning?”
 
   Kevin shrugged and pulled himself to his feet. He wasn’t a tall man, but he towered over Jake. “Don’t know. They were gone when we got up this morning. We ate breakfast with the ladies.”
 
   “Where’s Joaquin?” Jake asked.
 
   “Gone off to some emergency upriver. Left right after dawn. Took his translator and the only working satellite phone with him, too. How’re we supposed to talk to the Tabna without a translator? Whole day likely gone to rot.” Kevin spat. “Bureaucrats.”
 
   Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out his translator. He’d brought two—one for himself, one for Joaquin. Mawgis already had one the Salesians had left. When negotiations were finished, Jake would return them all to World United.
 
   He walked toward the young woman he’d admired yesterday, the tiny machine visible in his flattened palm. She shook her head and turned her back to him. With a beseeching look in his eyes, he approached the women mending the sacks. One of them shook her head, but another stood up and came over, smiling nervously. Jake gently fitted the translator in her ear—a simple thing to do, since she was his height. He found himself smiling back at her, an easy, comfortable smile, enjoying the pleasure of being among people his own size, even as he worried and asked her where Mawgis and the other men were.
 
   She spoke. He tapped his own ear and then touched hers, in sign that he needed the translator back. She giggled slightly, then removed the machine and handed it over.
 
   “Gone hunting,” the translator voiced, turning her words into English.
 
   He took the machine from his ear and held it out for her. She gingerly set it in place again.
 
   “For how long?” he asked, and immediately regretted the unanswerable question.
 
   The woman gave him a blank look, handed back the translator, and turned away. She resettled herself and went back to her sack mending. The other women and girls looked at her with curiosity, but she only bent her head and concentrated on her task.
 
   Jake blew out a breath. Mawgis might indeed be hunting, but it wasn’t only meat for the pot he was after. His absence was about power, about making him wait. Jake knew it, and he was sure Mawgis knew that he knew.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Two
 
    
 
   “Jake. Jake. Jake. Jake.”
 
   He woke exhausted and confused, his brain foggy from too little sleep in a restless night mostly spent worrying about the success of the mission. Mawgis held the tent door aside with one shoulder, leaning in, grinning at him. The pale yellow light of early dawn framed the Tabna chief like an aura. The opened door let in the wet heat already ratcheting up for the day. Mawgis motioned with a softly fisted hand for Jake to follow him. Jake didn’t move.
 
   He knew more about the Tabna now, about Mawgis. The women had told him some useful things while he’d busied himself translating for the film crew—the little machine whispering in his ear hour after hour while he kept half an eye on the trees around the camp, watching for Mawgis’s return. He’d learned about the Tabna tradition of one-upmanship—a game devised by the first ancestors when they’d arrived in the forest, to trick knowledge from ignorant natives. These days the Tabna played the game among themselves, and with youngsters stolen from other tribes—to find the cleverest among them, as potential mates. Jake had wondered what happened to the less clever. Were they sent back? Abandoned when the nomadic tribe moved on, or left to fend for themselves? He hadn’t asked, since it would have meant trading the translator again. The Tabna liked to talk, but moving the translator back and forth seemed to weary them. They lost interest if he asked them to switch too often.
 
   The Tabna believed that playing the game with anyone who wasn’t of their tribe was a gift—a way to teach an “other” about life, and to make the other a better person. Sauleen, the woman most willing to wear the translator and talk, had said the depth of the game Mawgis played with Jake was an honor. He could have done without the favor.
 
   And now here was Mawgis, motioning again with his fist that Jake should come with him. Jake lay on the sleeping bag, his eyes locked on those of the older man.
 
   Mawgis opened his curled fingers like a hammy actor, displaying the translator in his palm. He made a great show of installing it, first holding up the tiny piece of hardware between his thumb and forefinger, then twisting his wrist and setting the translator in his ear with a flourish.
 
   Jake watched but didn’t move. Mawgis grinned and started talking, the words coming fast, rolling into almost a single long sound. His hands gyrated in sweeping arcs. Jake closed his eyes and rolled over, as if to go back to sleep.
 
   Mawgis laughed—graciously conceding defeat, Jake thought. Mawgis ambled over, chattering in Tabna as he walked. He knelt down, and clasped Jake’s shoulder as though Jake were his good friend whom he had missed terribly while he’d been away. Jake rolled back over and slowly opened his eyes. He sighed deeply and reached into the pocket of the cutoff jeans he’d slept in, pulled out the translator, and set it in his ear.
 
   “Come with me,” Mawgis said. “We will talk about the things your chiefs want to know.”
 
   Two fat, black-and-white-speckled worms fell out of Jake’s boots when he upended and shook the leather shoes. Yesterday it had been a large frightened cricket. The day before that, a Brazilian wandering spider, making Jake jump. The wandering spider was one of the few in the forest with venom that could kill a man. He’d smashed it with the heel of his boot.
 
   He pulled on a dusty T-shirt, tugged on socks and the boots, and checked that he had his watch. Mawgis kept his eyes on the procedure, grinning. Jake followed him out.
 
   A low campfire burned, bathing the ground in a soft glow. They walked across the hard-tramped soil toward Mawgis’s hut, the two of them the only people in the usually busy common area. The rest were still asleep, Jake assumed—Kevin and Joaquin in their shared tent, the remainder of the film crew in another, the Tabna in their huts. An early-rising woodpecker hammered loudly on a nearby tree. Jake winced at the irritating rat-a-tat. A dull ache had settled into the left side of his head, behind the temple. He would have given a lot for a cup of strong coffee. 
 
   Or better, a big mug of wicked, caffeine-exploding yerba maté, sweetened with four teaspoons of sugar. Something to kick his brain into high gear. Instead he sucked in deep gulps of air, oxygenating his blood. By the time they reached Mawgis’s hut, he felt fully awake, the ache in his head gone. Capable.
 
   The hut had been empty of everything but sitting mats and a pile of gravel the last time Jake had been there. Now, along with the two mats, it contained an incongruous tall silver teapot resting on a metal frame, a small candle burning beneath it. On the ground next to the teapot sat a box of long kitchen matches, two clay cups with heavy blue and red glazes, and another small, neat hill of tiny stones.
 
   “Maté?” Mawgis asked, offering the drink Jake had lusted for on the walk over.
 
   Jake shrugged away the sudden unease that tensed his muscles. Yerba maté was a common drink in Brazil. It wasn’t at all odd that it should be offered, and only a coincidence that he had just been thinking of it.
 
   “Yes. Thank you.”
 
   Mawgis poured maté for Jake and a cup for himself. The fresh, loamy scent of the tea filled Jake’s nostrils. The brew was warm and strong, and already heavily sugared exactly the way he liked it. He told himself again that the coincidence was just that.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he watched Mawgis sip his drink. The cups weren’t large, but both men needed two hands to hold theirs—Mawgis the distorted mirror image of himself.
 
   This was how he must look to normal-sized people, struggling with things they took for granted—two hands to hold the small mug, the trembling in the arms, like a child. Overwhelmed by knives and forks too big for his hands. Climbing on a step stool to brush his teeth and rinse his mouth. Using that damn grabber to get a glass from the cupboard, as if he were already an old man, infirm.
 
   Jake focused on the ground, to push the images away. He had work to do.
 
   They sat quietly and sipped their drinks, both men pretending it was companionable. Bits of dried palm frond came loose from the roof and floated down. Flies buzzed past their ears. Jake’s mind whirled ahead, planning, considering, choosing words. He was sure Mawgis was doing the same.
 
   “Do you enjoy your work?” Mawgis asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “I do,” Jake said. “I like helping two sides find an agreement that benefits them both. I believe my work brings good to everyone involved.”
 
   Mawgis set down his cup. “We’ll now talk about benesha.”
 
   Jake started to rise. “I’ll get Joaquin.” He wanted the FUNAI representative there to witness the terms he and Mawgis agreed on. To ensure that the Tabna got what was promised to them. He’d seen too many promises broken, too many people cheated out of what was theirs.
 
   “We will talk,” Mawgis said, the sudden scowl on his face enough to stop Jake from pressing further.
 
   “World United,” Jake said, sitting back down and keeping his voice casual, “is prepared to trade well with your people for benesha.”
 
   Mawgis spread his hands, palms up. “What do you have to offer that might interest me? What could you offer for benesha that is worth its value? What can you pay equal to a full belly for a hungry child?”
 
   Aspirin. Antiseptics. Steel trowels and shovels. Machetes. Fishhooks. Jake felt foolish. The air was hot and muggy. His shirt clung to his armpits. He worked at looking cool and comfortable, in control.
 
   “You have only one thing,” Mawgis said. “Yourself.”
 
   Jake tapped at the translator. This was a bad time for the machine to spit out the wrong word.
 
   Mawgis leaned slightly forward. “Tell me a tale from your life and I will judge its value. If it’s good enough, you will have your benesha.”
 
   “What kind of story?” He’d done enough deals with different sorts of people to be only mildly surprised at anything anyone said or asked for. In Kazakhstan, a farmer had insisted Jake arrange a marriage for his homely son before he’d agree to placement of a cell phone tower on his land. Telling a story would be easy.
 
   “A true one. Why are you small? You were not born stunted, I think.”
 
   “No.” Jake fiddled with his watch. Usually when some fool asked about his size, he answered, “Hormones” and let it go at that. He’d never told anyone the real story. He considered several answers he could give now—and decided on the truth.
 
   “It happened when I was five, just a few months shy of my sixth birthday, about the same time from the womb as Marl is now,” Jake said, naming a young boy in the camp. “A nervous age, when a child is leaving babyhood behind, looking forward with excitement and fear to finding his place in the grown-up world. I was bright—I’d taught myself to read when I was four. I loved watching baseball and ice hockey and playing violent video games. I thought the sun rose and set on my mother’s smile.”
 
   Mawgis nodded, his eyes closed as if seeing Jake then, a skinny kid who, except for softer facial features and a slighter frame, looked the same as Jake did now, doing things Mawgis could not conceive of—reading, video games. Was the machine in his ear crackling with static at the untranslatable words? Jake wiped his sweaty hands against his shorts.
 
   “It happened in what we call April, the time in my country when the land begins to warm again after the cold season. When I woke that morning, my mother was already up. From my bed, I heard the light rustle of turning pages as she read the newspaper in the living room. My father was away on business. My older brother was still asleep in our room. Half-asleep myself, I stumbled out of bed and down the hall and crawled into my mother’s arms. She kissed the top of my head and said, ‘Such a big boy you’re getting to be, Jake-Jake, but you still fit in my lap.’
 
   “My heart began to pound. I thought, ‘If I get too big to fit in my mother’s lap, she won’t love me anymore.’ A crazy fear. A child’s fear—real-seeming, narrow in its vision, and all-consuming, the way only a child’s fear can be. With all my being, I wished never to grow any bigger, and I didn’t.”
 
   Jake hadn’t thought about that moment for a long time—the instant when a five-year-old boy did the impossible and changed his life forever. It was like those stories about terminally ill but determined people whose cancers disappear. On some cellular level people had more control over their bodies than they consciously understood. His parents had hauled him to every specialist on three continents. No one could explain what had happened. No amount of human growth hormone could make him taller.
 
   Mawgis opened his eyes. “Did you look back later with sorrow?”
 
   “Many times. And many times I struggled to undo what I’d done that morning. Especially in high school and college, when I became aware of women. Not many wanted to be seen with a man my size, much less consider courtship with someone who looked more like a child than a potential mate. Everything else about my body moved right on schedule. My voice changed at twelve. I started shaving at seventeen. I had all the usual urges.”
 
   Mawgis regarded Jake and seemed to make up his mind about something. “You are no longer sad.”
 
   “Reconciled,” Jake said, and shrugged.
 
   But not without forlorn hope. Not without the dream that one morning he would awake and find himself grown. Not without bitterness and anger and bewilderment at what he’d done—and a vain pride that he’d achieved as much as he had in life, despite his size.
 
   “A good story,” Mawgis said, resting his hands on his thighs and leaning forward. “Worth something.”
 
   “Worth letting the hungry have benesha?”
 
   A smile crept across the Tabna’s mouth. “Worth sharing a secret with you.” He stood up. The hut felt suddenly unbearably hot and stuffy. For no reason Jake could explain, he wanted to flee. He started to stand, but Mawgis motioned with his chin for Jake to stay.
 
   The older man left the hut and almost immediately returned carrying a wooden bowl about the size of a cereal dish, half-filled with greenish mud.
 
   “Benesha,” he announced.
 
   “Mixed with what?” The benesha Jake had seen in New York looked like finely ground jade.
 
   “Only water.”
 
   “Our scientists fed it dry to the test animals. Should they have mixed it?”
 
   “Benesha like this is only for Tabna,” Mawgis said. “And now for you, too.” He slipped the translator from his ear.
 
   “Would you enjoy some travel?” he asked. “Benesha can take us many places.”
 
   Father Canas, the Salesian who had helped prep Jake for this job, had said the Tabna used trance-inducing drugs.
 
   “The Salesians,” Mawgis said, as if hearing his thoughts. “Very nice people, but narrow in their minds.”
 
   Jake shifted his position where he sat, thinking, once was an incident; twice was coincidence; three times was something he’d have to think about. Later. He focused on what Mawgis had said about benesha.
 
   The mice that had eaten the mineral hadn’t gotten stoned, Jake consoled himself. If the Tabna believed benesha induced trance, their belief could make the mineral perform for them—if not for him.
 
   Jake tapped his translator as a sign Mawgis should put his in again so they could talk. Mawgis shrugged. Evidently their conversations were going to be one-way for a while.
 
   Jake shrugged too, opened his mouth, and pointed, mutely asking if he should eat the benesha. It seemed likely the worst that could happen was that he’d get sick. If benesha were hallucinogenic, then he’d be stoned. In Mexico, he’d done some peyote and found the drug experience pleasant once the nausea had stopped.
 
   Mawgis’s face wrinkled in disgust. “Like an animal? No.” He pushed Jake’s head back and spread a thin coat of watered benesha on his forehead. Then he pulled up Jake’s shirt and smeared the paste over his chest and abdomen. 
 
   Except for the polite-society handshake, Jake didn’t like being touched by strangers—not that it happened much, a man his size. He made people uncomfortable. He blew out a short breath and let Mawgis rub the mixture on him. Mawgis covered his own skin the same way, then sat back down on the thick, woven-leaf mat across from him. The flame beneath the tall silver teapot had gone out.
 
   Jake waited for the first effects to start—nausea, a woozy feeling. He didn’t know what to expect. Minutes passed and nothing happened. He sneaked a look at his watch. 
 
   The benesha started to dry, making Jake’s skin feel tight and dirtier than it already was. With his mud-smeared face and torso, he felt like an aborigine—or a patron at an expensive spa. The contrasting images made him laugh aloud. Mawgis’s mouth spread into a grin, responding to Jake’s laughter. Or maybe at the sight Jake presented. Or maybe, Jake thought suddenly, at the knowledge that the Tabna was pulling his leg.
 
   The older man picked up a handful of the pea-sized stones from the small mound near the teapot and began rattling them in his palms. A soothing sound. He chanted so low, Jake could barely hear him. The translator hissed static. He pulled it from his ear. His mind wandered.
 
   He wondered again how Mawgis had known about President Delacort. In the eighteen months Father Canas had spent with the tribe, Mawgis had no doubt learned a thing or two from the priest about the outside world. The Salesian could have told him the name of the American president. But even if the Tabna chief had known Delacort’s name and title and the fact that he’d been a senator earlier, how did he figure out Jake had been born the year Delacort had originally been elected?
 
   An image of the tall, almost gangly Delacort formed in his mind. Not as Jake usually saw him—on television giving an address or answering questions at a press conference, his dress immaculate, his hair cut military short—but in his bedroom. He stood in front of a mirror. A tailor knelt at his feet, pinning a pair of pants to the proper length. Delacort held a phone to his ear. The scene, bizarre in its normality, made Jake feel like a voyeur peeping through the White House windows. The gauzy sleeve of a woman’s peignoir poked from a drawer. Delacort was a widower. Jake wondered who his lover might be, or if he wore the peignoir himself.
 
   The image faded as gently as it had come. Jake stole a look at Mawgis. The Tabna stopped his chanting.
 
   “An interesting way to travel, is it not?” Mawgis asked. “No passport. No jet lag.”
 
   Tabna words for passport or jet lag didn’t exist, but that hardly mattered since Mawgis’s lips weren’t moving.
 
   “Benesha is hallucinogenic,” Jake said. He didn’t feel stoned, not like he had on the peyote, but stoned he was—he knew that much at least.
 
   “Not at all. Benesha is a travel facilitator. Where else would you like to go? Tibet? France?”
 
   “Hallucinogenic.” 
 
   “Oh no,” Mawgis insisted. “What you experience is happening at the moment you see it. With some practice you’ll be able to hear and smell the image as well. For instance, I know that Delacort was on the phone with his social secretary getting an update on his agenda for the day, and that the coffee in his cup was amaretto-flavored.”
 
   Update. Agenda. Amaretto. Definitely not Tabna words. Not even in the Tabna consciousness. But this was his hallucination, not Mawgis’s, and those words were common enough for him. He stood up. By stretching his arms above his head, he could almost touch the lower corner of the hut’s A-framed roof. Outside, the howler monkeys were at it again with their storming ahoooowagh roar. There seemed nothing to do except wait for the monkeys to move on and the drug’s effects to wear off.
 
   “Remember,” Mawgis said, his mouth moving now, forming words in English, “I knew about Delacort’s first election the year you were born, and you weren’t experiencing benesha travel then.” His English was lightly but indefinitely accented—impossible for Jake to place.
 
   Jake sat down again, willing in his altered state to consider believing.
 
   The older man smiled. “When I told you I was well traveled, I meant benesha journeys. I’ve been to places you’ve not even heard of, though mostly I stick to large cities and the people in power. They’re the most amusing.”
 
   “Of course,” Jake replied calmly. Who was he to cast doubt on his own hallucination?
 
   Mawgis leaned forward, his hands on his thighs. “Why, of all the possible people in this world, were you selected to come here and negotiate for benesha?”
 
   Because I’m damn good at my job, he thought. But Jake knew that no matter how well he did his work, the real reason he’d been sent was his size. His employer had reasoned that the Tabna would be more willing to listen to someone who looked something like they did.
 
   “Exactly,” Mawgis said without waiting for an answer. “But they were wrong.”
 
   “You won’t give us benesha?”
 
   “We will give you all the benesha your hungry food animals can gobble down. Why wouldn’t we?”
 
   Jake should have been happy. He felt miserable. He was drugged and hallucinating and was sure this conversation wasn’t really taking place—and Mawgis was giving in too easily. “What’s the trick?”
 
   “No trick. We want the world’s people to have benesha.”
 
   He took that in, tried to think through the ramifications. But his mind slid in a different direction. “If benesha really induces this journey ability, why didn’t the mice and other test animals that ate it travel off to different places in their minds?”
 
   Mawgis shrugged. “How do you know they didn’t? Anyone looking at you would see nothing more than a man calmly sitting on a mat in the dirt. Besides, benesha only induces travel when properly prepared. The poison must be washed out first.”
 
   “Poison?”
 
   “Benesha is quite poisonous in its natural state.”
 
   Jake glared at him. Mawgis was playing at some stupid game, and there was much at stake. But he was stoned, there were still negotiations to finish, and this was definitely not the time to get angry. He shook his head, trying to sort out his thoughts.
 
   “The mice did fine,” he said, his voice harsher than he’d meant it to be. “None of them were poisoned.”
 
   “Animals always do. Toucans and marmosets are among the animals that are particularly fond of benesha, though kinkajou, howler monkeys, and others dislike it. Only people are affected by the poison.”
 
   “But the poison is filtered out or made harmless by passing through an animal’s digestion?”
 
   “Not at all. It’s like the poison dart frog. In these forests, there are plants that have special alkaloids. Insects eat the plants, take in the alkaloids, and get eaten by the frogs. The frogs turn the alkaloids, along with other chemicals in their bodies, into deadly toxins that pop up on their skin. You know this already. You’ve seen it on television. American and European film crews love to film Indians rubbing their arrows on frog backs, using the poison to make their weapons deadly.”
 
   Jake nodded stupidly. He’d watched that scene a dozen times.
 
   “In your land,” Mawgis said, warming to his subject, “the monarch butterfly does something of the same, eating milkweed when it’s in the larva stage so as to be poisonous to its predators when it turns into a butterfly. The caterpillar eats a poison that causes it no harm, yet is deadly to its enemies. It’s the same with benesha. Do you understand?”
 
   Jake nodded again, feeling more stupid by the moment. He was afraid he understood too well.
 
   “With benesha,” Mawgis said, “saliva and then stomach enzymes activate the poison. An animal becomes lethal with its first swallow. For humans it’s the same; one bite and they’re doomed. Any human eating a benesha-fed animal will die, just as the animal eating the frog or butterfly dies. We know this, so we don’t eat any bird or beast with a taste for it.”
 
   “Then if a jaguar eats a marmoset that’s eaten benesha, the jaguar dies?”
 
   Mawgis sighed noisily. “You should pay better attention. Benesha is poisonous only to humans.”
 
   Jake’s thoughts spun. No people had eaten meat from benesha-fed animals. Instead the scientists had used dogs, feeding them meat from benesha-fed mice and analyzing the canine urine to establish the overall value of the protein. Human trials were scheduled to begin soon.
 
   “You have an expression,” Mawgis said. “‘Your days are numbered.’ With benesha it’s truly so. Death comes when a certain number of days have passed. So many days that none would guess benesha is the cause.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   Mawgis shrugged. “More than the moon, less than the sun. The perfect amount.”
 
   More than a month. Several months, probably. Less than a year. Jesus.
 
   “But if benesha makes the meat poisonous for humans, then—”
 
   “Then,” Mawgis said, “the hungry will die.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Three
 
    
 
   A low-pitched sound, like a cell phone humming on vibrate, buzzed in Jake’s ears. The hazy light filtering through his tent’s yellow canvas was wrong for evening, the time he reasoned it should be. 
 
   He used his arms to lever himself into a stand and stumbled stiff-legged the few steps to the flap door. His mouth and throat were parched. He pulled back the flap and peered out. Dawn was inching its way into the forest. His skull felt like someone had poured hot coals inside. He squinted his eyes against the slim light and let the flap fall back.
 
   The last thing he remembered was sitting with Mawgis, green mud smeared over his chest and forehead like badly applied icing. He peered down the neck of his shirt. No trace of mud lingered on his skin.
 
   Bits and pieces of what had happened—the vision of President Delacort, Mawgis telling him that benesha was poisonous to humans—rattled in his brain. Was anything he remembered true, or was it all hallucination?
 
   His canteen lay on the floor next to the small pack that held his clothes and supplies. Jake uncapped it and sloshed water around in his dry mouth. He grabbed two high-dosage aspirin from the med kit and used a thin razor blade to cut each tablet in quarters, swallowing the pills in separate gulps. He dressed quickly, worried the Tabna chief would disappear into the forest again before he could corner him and drag out the truth. Subtly, of course. With finesse.
 
   A dead scorpion and a couple of crickets fell from his boots when he shook them out. Jake tugged on the boots and tied the laces. His toes felt cramped, his feet swollen. It would be just like the old fox to get him stoned, scare him half to death, and then disappear into the forest. That’d put him one up on the American.
 
   He pulled open the tent flap again and was surprised to find the man in his thoughts waiting for him, a translator already wedged in—visible by the hair-thin antenna that poked out only millimeters from his ear canal. Mawgis wore a bright smile on his face. A bulging cloth pouch dangled from a thick string around his waist. He held out one of the blue-and-red-glazed mugs Jake remembered from the day before.
 
   My mirror image, Jake thought again, seeing how Mawgis needed two hands to hold the mug, just as he would have needed two hands. Seeing again what others saw when they looked at him. Remembering the many meetings he’d sat in, using two hands on the coffee cup that others handled with ease one-handed. Those unavoidable meals with others who watched him struggle in public with adult-sized cutlery. Did they want to lean over and cut his meat for him, butter the roll? All of which were nothing compared to the looks of shock he’d seen too many times when he first walked into a room. No one expected a well-respected negotiator to be a small man—as though the job itself demanded height to be done properly.
 
   He’d used it though, that shock, to his advantage. Let people think he was as naive as the child he resembled. Not that he was proud of it, but you played the hand you held.
 
   “Morning,” Jake said coolly. He fished in his pants pocket, found the translator, and put it in place.
 
   “Sleep well?” Mawgis asked.
 
   “Poorly. Strange dreams.”
 
   “You mix journeys and dreams in your mind,” Mawgis said. “The visit to your president was real.”
 
   Jake, his face as blank as smoothed sand, gazed at the Tabna chief and waited for him to go on. 
 
   Mawgis raised his eyebrows and held out the mug. “Maté. You will feel better for it.”
 
   Jake thought he couldn’t feel much worse. He reached out both hands and took the mug, drained it, and handed it back. It irked him that he did feel better.
 
   “Come,” Mawgis said. “We will walk.”
 
   He couldn’t say no. There was a deal to settle. The aspirin had kicked in, and the maté, softening the burn in his head.
 
   They strode through the camp, past women preparing food, some with babies suckling at their breasts, toddlers and older children playing, and men making spears and arrows. Jake and Mawgis might as well have been invisible for all the attention the people paid them. Joaquin and Kevin and his crew were nowhere to be seen. Still asleep, Jake supposed.
 
   The Tabna chief never broke stride, even as they reached the camp’s edge and plunged into the forest. He moved with a purposeful and steady gait through the tangled growth. Jake half ran, half hobbled along behind, his boots slapping noisily against the wet, gummy soil where the Tabna’s bare feet had stepped in silence. A stork lifted itself heavily toward the sky—probably upset by all the noise he was making, Jake thought. He half tripped over a tree root, knocking his shoulder against a giant green-and-yellow flower that filled the air with an overripe scent. He caught his balance and picked up his speed to try and catch up with the man in front of him.
 
   “Mawgis,” he called several times as they went deeper into the forest, but each time the Tabna waved him off with a determined shake of his head and kept going.
 
   Winded and lost, Jake wondered where Mawgis was taking him and why. He was a fool to have followed the man into the forest and to have kept following until he no longer knew the way back and had no choice but to stay with his guide. He was a fool, and this was his job—to stick with Mawgis until negotiations were completed or had broken beyond repair. He silently cursed Mawgis and Father Canas, and his friend Ashne Simapole of World United, who had sent him here so ill prepared. His feet hurt and he cursed them too, but he kept after Mawgis.
 
   A heavy cannonball fruit crashed like a small bomb exploding from a tree in front of them. Startled, Jake covered his ears and nearly fell. The smell of decaying leaves rose from where the fruit had hit the ground. A burst of blue, yellow, red, and black filled the air as parrots and toucans took flight from a nearby fig tree. 
 
   At the banks of a small river, the Tabna finally slowed his pace and stopped. He looked around at the landscape as if assuring himself he’d come to the right place, and then settled himself on a large flat-topped rock. He motioned for Jake to sit as well.
 
   Jake stood half bent over, trying to catch his breath. His pulse hammered. Dirt stuck to every exposed inch of his sweat-washed skin. Mosquitoes buzzed through the air. His frustration with Mawgis burned brighter by the second. When his heart had slowed its pounding and he could breathe normally again, Jake adjusted the translator to make it more comfortable in his ear and sat next to Mawgis on the rock. He leaned forward and loosened the too-tight laces on his boots.
 
   “Feet first?” Mawgis said. They were the first words he’d said since the two of them had left the camp.
 
   “My shoes pinch, if that’s what you mean.” Irritation was in Jake’s voice. He swallowed it back down. Now that Mawgis had dragged him all this way, the Tabna might feel he’d sufficiently won the game and be ready to talk seriously about benesha. Showing anger risked offending him or giving him even more points in this game of one-upmanship they were playing. Jake didn’t want to do either.
 
   “You’re growing,” Mawgis said.
 
   Jake rubbed his sore feet through the thick socks. “I doubt it.”
 
   Mawgis smiled. “It’s true, though. You paid for the benesha with yourself. It’s no longer true that you stopped growing when you were a child, never to grow again. Soon you will be the height you were meant to be.” The older man folded his arms and looked away downriver.
 
   Jake’s face warmed. Mawgis knew just what to say to weaken him, a statement so ludicrous as to be laughable—the one thing Jake longed for.
 
   “Can we talk now about benesha?” he asked. “Are you willing to share the mineral and help end hunger?”
 
   Mawgis swiveled his head with studied slowness. “I have already said. We want the hungry to have our gift.”
 
   Jake let a few moments pass, the silence between them broken by the hum of insects swirling over the river and a flock of green parakeets flying overhead. He felt Mawgis’s eyes on him, but stared back toward the forest. Mawgis shifted on the rock where they sat.
 
   Jake turned and looked at him. “Tell me what happens to people who eat meat from a benesha-fed animal.”
 
   A harlequin beetle made its way up Mawgis’s leg. He flicked it away. “I have told you that, too. They die.”
 
   A cold numbness crept through Jake. To hear those words in a drugged state was one thing. To hear them in normal conversation, quite another.
 
   “Why should I believe you?”
 
   Mawgis shrugged. “Because to not believe me is to risk that I told the truth and you did nothing to stop it.” He leaned close, peering into Jake’s eyes. “You are still under the influence, you know. Perhaps a bit more benesha travel . . .”
 
   Jake felt his muscles tense at the suggestion, the idea that Mawgis could send him off to God-knew-where again with what? A flick of his hand? Unless Mawgis had wet benesha in the pouch he was wearing. 
 
   Mawgis grinned. Jake drew a deep breath and looked around.
 
   A half-dozen wood-sided buildings now stood by the river, a different place than where he and Mawgis had first settled onto the rock—the water so wide here that Jake could no longer see to the far shore. Bloated bodies drifted on the greenish-brown water, some facedown, some face up. More bodies lay on the ground outside the buildings, arms flung out or clutched tight to sides, legs twisted oddly, heads turned to the side. Men, women, and children, their faces distorted in looks of surprise or horror. Flies buzzed in the air, thick as lowering clouds. Vultures tore at the flesh. A distance away, chickens pecked at plates of feed—feed that was flecked with tiny bits of green stone.
 
   Jake slammed his eyes shut to block out the sight.
 
   Mawgis tapped his shoulder. “You can look now. It’s just the two of us again.”
 
   Jake opened his eyes and glared at the other man. “Why would you do this?”
 
   “Too many people wanting too much. It’s time,” Mawgis said. “The hungry will eat benesha meat and they will die, as they should, and the earth will come back into balance. The world will be better for it.”
 
   Jake’s throat went dry. “I won’t be returning to the camp, will I?”
 
   Mawgis hiked up one shoulder in a shrug. “You wandered off alone sometime last night or early this morning. Who knows why? To think, perhaps, or out of curiosity to see the forest. Your companions will spend a lot of time looking for you before they reluctantly give up and go back without you.” He smiled kindly. “They like you very much, you know. They were impressed with your bravery and clear thinking when the canoe turned over on the river during your journey here. Except Ian, of course. He finds you disgusting.”
 
   Jake’s heart hammered, but he kept his eyes on Mawgis and said nothing.
 
   “I and the men of the tribe will help in the search,” the Tabna said. “I will tell Joaquin that we concluded our trade before you disappeared and that I will honor our agreement. The film crew will call London on the satellite telephone. London will call World United, and they’ll send bureaucrats to wrap up the business. They’ll bring me presents. Won’t that be nice? I will supply benesha. Everyone will be happy.”
 
   The dryness in Jake’s throat turned his voice into little more than a whisper. “The doctors will figure it out. As soon as people start falling sick, they’ll know benesha caused it.”
 
   Mawgis shrugged again. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Benesha meat eaters don’t get sick right away, and only we Tabna and the unfortunate tribe we just visited have seen benesha sickness to recognize it.”
 
   “What is the sickness like?”
 
   A half smile crossed Mawgis’s lips, then fell away. “The people who will distribute the benesha meat want to be heroes. They’ll move quickly, dispensing it to the famished everywhere. Even if they do discover why people are dying, it will be too late. By then enough people will have eaten benesha meat to accomplish the goal.”
 
   Jake blew out a long, slow breath. “What are you going to do about me?”
 
   “Nothing.” Mawgis untied the pouch on his hip. “In here are nets, a knife, a sling for throwing stones, some fishing line, and your can of insect repellent. I wish you well. Knowing you gives me pleasure.”
 
   Jake didn’t take the bundle. “Why did you tell me about benesha meat’s effect on people? Why not keep it secret?”
 
   Tears suddenly clouded the man’s dark eyes. “I have heard many, many stories, but none so beautiful and wondrous as yours. A boy with heart enough to stop his body’s growing, even if by accident, is worth respect.”
 
   Jake took that in. Were it not for his history, Mawgis wouldn’t have told him the truth about benesha. It was the first time Jake was grateful for what he had done when he was five.
 
   “Tell me something else,” he said, his mind spinning, stalling, hoping for information and for time. For a brilliant idea that would stop Mawgis from leaving him here. “Where does benesha come from?” No one but the Tabna knew whether benesha was mined, was found in the forest, or fell from the sky.
 
   Mawgis spread his hands, palms up. “That,” he said, “is a secret.”
 
   Mawgis stood, tossed the bundle on the ground, and dusted his hands against his thighs. “Some advice. When you come to shallow rivers with slow waters, stay out. Piranha. If you keep going, you will come to where you need to be.”
 
   Fear twisted Jake’s belly. Mawgis was going to leave him here. Lost. With nothing but a knife and a slingshot he didn’t know how to use. Piranha? What about caimans, every bit as fast and deadly as their alligator cousins? Jaguars? Starving to death?
 
   Mawgis held out his hand. “The translator.”
 
   Jake shook his head.
 
   Mawgis smiled. “You’re wondering why I want it. God is in the details, one of your people said. Or is it the devil? No matter. You wandered off alone; there would be no reason for you to take the translator. It should be found in your tent along with your things. If you won’t give it to me, I’ll say it must have been in your clothing, that you didn’t know you took it, but it would be better if you were reasonable and gave it back.”
 
   Jake pulled the tiny machine from his ear and dropped it into his pocket—a small and useless act of defiance.
 
   Mawgis shrugged. He turned and loped into the dense trees, lost to Jake’s sight in seconds. Chasing him was useless. The older man moved too quickly and knew the forest too well. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Four
 
    
 
   The forest, hot and green, pressed in on him like a predatory animal. Enormous trees swallowed the light. Creepers twisted around the trunks, choking the trees that choked the sun from the sky. Unseen birds squawked and screeched. His pulse hammered and Jake heard it like words—Alone, so small. Alone. So small. He’d left his boots behind—they’d felt tight, blisters and chafing waiting to happen—but had taken the kit Mawgis had prepared. He’d tied it around his waist with the same string Mawgis had used, fashioning a surgeon’s knot to secure it, and then knotted the string again.
 
   Jake’s mind had churned. Straight north or follow the river’s course? Mawgis had brought him to this spot on purpose—to get him where he needed to go, the man had said. Jake had a pretty good idea that if he followed the water he’d likely come to a settlement. From there, he could get to a city. The sooner he got anywhere with a satellite phone, the better his chances were of stopping Mawgis.
 
   He’d walked until the river had bent and the forest had come up, cutting off the little clearing where he’d sat with Mawgis, hiding it completely by the time he’d gone maybe fifty feet further. Now he’d lost the sound of rushing water that had been a touchstone, a way to know he was going in the right direction—some direction, not in circles. 
 
   He slowed his steps and then stopped, his gaze darting around, seeing the same thing everywhere he looked—trees with thick air roots hanging from their branches like dangling nooses. Underbrush, low and spiky, with tiny, wrinkled brown leaves. Thick growths of ferns, solid as walls. He thought maybe he should turn back, retrace his steps, try to find the Tabna village. The Brits and Joaquin were there. He’d be safe with them. But that was useless, and Jake knew it. He was already far too lost to find his way back. Forward, whatever lay ahead, was his only choice.
 
   Underbrush tore at his clothes and skin. The sun climbed higher in the sky. He felt its heat, the passing hours marked in tiring muscles and rising air temperature. Sweat rolled down his brow, dribbling into his eyes, making them sting. He dragged his hand across his face. It came away streaked with dirt.
 
   The trees broke and he found the river again, the sound of the current like a friend, a guide, and it wouldn’t be long now, he hoped, before the river would surely lead him to a village. He followed a broken path that wormed along the bank. The spongy ground pulled at his bare feet as though it were alive. Bits of rotting leaves and fruit clung to his ankles. Land mines of sharp twigs and hard seeds battered his soles.
 
   The air was sultry, thick with dust and leaf mold. His skin itched and his lungs ached from breathing air so wet it was like inhaling dirty water. A haze of insects, each no bigger than a fleck of pepper, wheeled around his head and dove at his eyes. Mosquitoes buzzed past. Carapanás. Foot longs. A whine like a jet engine in his ears. Mosquitoes carry malaria, he’d been warned before he’d left the States, and biting flies can leave eggs and microscopic worms beneath your skin that can cause blindness. Jake slapped at the bugs, driving them off or smashing them on his face and arms. Red stains bloomed like bloody roses.
 
   It was hard to stop walking now—as if stopping even for a moment was giving up—but he knew he needed to. His fingers fumbled at the knots he’d carefully tied in the string around his waist, undoing them. He dropped the pouch onto the dirt. Crouching, he untied the knot that held the fabric closed. The can of insect repellent rolled away on the uneven ground. He clamped his hand on top to stop the roll, lifted the can, and shook it. Nearly empty. He sprayed his arms and legs, repacked the pouch and retied the string, and walked.
 
   And seemed to make no progress, to pass the same tree, the same creepers and climbers, to throw his arms over his eyes and push through the same column of whirling insects time and again. The only certainty was time passing, marked by the shadows stretching deeper across the river.
 
   The river ran swiftly here, the current churning the bottom, the water dark as espresso. Whirlpools spun near jagged rocks, each vortex spiraling down and down. Decomposing leaves and moldering fruit on the path made the ground slick and slippery, no matter how carefully he stepped. Dead things didn’t last long in the forest—living ants and vultures and fly maggots and all the rest of nature’s cleanup crew made short work of them. 
 
   He felt the stumble the moment his foot went wrong, sliding to the side, knees buckling. His arms windmilled, but he couldn’t get balanced. Falling, he crashed against a tree and wrapped his arms around it, sagging against the rough bark, panting like a runner. Sweat stung his eyes. A broken arm, even a badly twisted knee, and it would be over.
 
   It was a while before he felt ready to start out again. The sodden earth sucked at his feet with every step. He slipped on leaf-slimed divots and stumbled over hidden rocks. His foot caught in a concealed root and he tumbled again into the mud. Angry, Jake spat the wet dirt out of his mouth. A bright yellow frog with bulging eyes croaked, then hopped away. Something chattered gleefully in the trees. He told himself it was a monkey, and not Mawgis laughing at him.
 
    
 
    
 
   At night the forest was as dark as the devil’s soul, all light from the stars and moon blocked by the nearly solid leaf ceiling of the canopy. The air smelled of death and decay, of fur and feathers, of shit and rain. Sound carried: The incessant, maddening chatter of crickets. The earsplitting croaking of frogs. In the dark, fear ignited the animal portions of his brain, the dendrites and axons carrying the will to live—the synapses of survival. His senses sharpened, making him aware of minute changes in scent and the direction of the breeze. He tried to sleep but mostly couldn’t. When he did, he dreamed of dead bodies stacked so high, he couldn’t see the top.
 
    
 
    
 
   Heat woke him. Heat and parrots squabbling overhead in the trees. He was thirsty, hungry, and still alive. The trunk of the palm Jake leaned against was rough and uneven, but he was grateful for its support. A parrot flock took flight, a hundred wings beating almost as one. He drank it in, the tapestry of red and blue against the incessant green of the trees. When the birds had gone, he rolled his shoulders, working out the kinks in muscles aching from the night spent sleeping on the wet ground. He had no idea where he was, but still believed that if he followed the river long enough, he’d come to a settlement. If he came to a bigger river, he’d veer off and follow that. The bigger the river, the more chance of people living along it.
 
   Mawgis had told him, “If you keep going, you will come to where you need to be.” He needed to be somewhere with a phone. Needed to call Ashne Simapole at World United and stop benesha from ever leaving the forest. But Mawgis needed something else. Mawgis needed him as far away from a phone as possible. Where did Mawgis need him to be, and why?
 
   Last night’s rain still dripped from the ends of the fronds that sheltered him. He cupped his hands and held them still until they filled. Rainwater was less likely to make him sick, though he was thirsty enough he would have drunk from the river if it’d had a quick current. He drank and filled his hands again and drank that. He needed to find food. His feet were bruised and sore, but he could walk. Had to walk. Had to reach a phone, to tell people the truth about benesha. He picked up the kit, tied it around his waist, and started another day’s journey.
 
   There were thorns in the underbrush, some kind of shrub. The thorns snagged his clothes, ripping his shorts and scratching his legs—ratcheting up the anger he had walked with yesterday, and lain down with last night, and awakened with in the morning. He courted the emotion, swearing out loud each time he had to yank his pants or shirttail free from the barbed tip of a briar. Anger was a friend. It pushed him forward.
 
   Pushed him, eventually, out of the undergrowth into a sudden, glorious circle of light—sunshine streaming through a small gap where there were no trees. He stood in the late morning sun, his face tilted toward the sky, and let the sight of blue sky and white clouds cheer him. He could think then, take stock of his situation, consider alternatives. But there were none, really—only to keep moving and find a phone.
 
   The sun was well up, nearing noon, by the time Jake spotted something he recognized as food—a fig tree, its tantalizing fruit dangling from branches too high for him to reach. It’d been two days since he’d last eaten. His mouth watered and his stomach grumbled. He stood beneath the tree and wanted those figs as much as he’d ever wanted anything.
 
   If wishes were horses, beggars would ride, his mother used to say.
 
   Think! his father would say. God gave you brains and imagination. Use them.
 
   He opened the kit and pulled out the fishing line. It was nylon, hundred-pound test. Who knew where Mawgis had gotten it? The Tabna didn’t trade, but maybe they raided and stole goods like they stole potential mates. It didn’t matter now. Jake found a rock about the size of his fist, unwound a couple of feet of line, and wrapped the line around the rock in several directions. He pulled on the line, testing it. It was wound on good and tight.
 
   Gnats so thick they formed a living haze flitted around his head. He waved them away and heaved the rock as high into the tree as he could. Fat-fingered leaves shimmied where the rock knocked against the branches. Half a dozen bright-green parakeets took noisy flight from the tree. The rock crashed back down, thudding on the ground like a hollow laugh.
 
   He threw the rock again. It came back down. In the hot, dense air, every motion was a struggle. He threw a third time, and a fourth. Sweat poured down his face. Fifth throw, sixth, seventh—the line caught in a branch.
 
   Slowly, carefully, Jake gathered the line in his hand, then yanked, shaking the limb. A reward of ripe figs fell to the ground and he clapped his hands in joy. Large black ants came tumbling down, riding the fruit. Jake flicked the ants off and ate figs until his hands and face were sticky with their sweet, dark juice.
 
   Making himself stop eating was torture. He held a fig in his hand and could have cried for not devouring it, but he knew that too many at once would make him sick. He stored the rest of the fruits in the pouch for later.
 
   The flies and gnats grew bolder as the day got hotter. He held the insect repellent up to his ear and shook the can. Nearly empty. He sprayed on what little was left and hoped it would be enough. The river had calmed, the water no longer churning but placid—not the color of overcooked espresso anymore, but a more gentle shade, watery milk chocolate. Fish swam and leaped in the peaceful water. He stood on the bank watching them. Hunger gnawed at his belly and bitterness chewed at his heart. Mawgis had given him fishing line, but no hooks.
 
   “Watch this then, bastard,” Jake said, and cut a thin branch from a nearby tree and lashed the knife to it with the line, making a spear. He made a rope of sorts from strips torn from what was left of his ragged shirt, and tied one end to the spear and the other around his wrist. At the river’s edge, he waited until a good prospect swam by. He drew in a breath, gauged the fish’s speed and direction, and took careful aim—and missed.
 
   No matter, he told himself. Another would come along.
 
   A leopard-spotted fish with an orange tail swam near the bank. Jake recognized the type. They’d eaten them for breakfast in the Tabna camp. He remembered their taste—light and slightly buttery—and the firmness of their flesh. His stomach twisted and whined. He took aim again and missed again, the spear clattering on the rocks. Patiently he waited for another fish, and tried another shot. And missed again.
 
   This was stupid, he thought. What did he know about spearing a fish? He would have gotten into the water, stood in the shallows, probably have had a better chance there, but Mawgis had warned him about the danger of slow rivers—piranhas.
 
   He steadied his aim and threw the lance. And missed.
 
   Tears sprang to his eyes. He let the spear fall to the ground and stood, shoulders slumped, as still as the rock he’d perched on. Flies landed on him fearlessly, as if he were already dead and rotting. Jake snapped his spine straight and slapped at them, driving them away. He licked his lips, tasting sweat as salty as blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Five
 
    
 
   Night stole his courage. Especially the second night, when he learned how the vibrating darkness filled the world with things that crept, and scuttled, and prowled. Darkness leaping up too soon, the sun sinking toward the horizon like a boat surrendering to the sea. He uprooted small bushes and dragged them to a tiny clearing next to the river, broke off the branches, and ripped away the leaves. The rough bark tore at his damaged hands. He couldn’t afford to worry about infection—surviving the coming night was all that mattered. He scattered the leaves on the ground for insulation and piled the branches around until they formed a barrier he hoped would block the night wind. And hide him from any jaguars, snakes, or wild boars passing by.
 
   Darkness came with the suddenness of a switch being thrown. Jake huddled in his makeshift den listening to croaking frogs—as loud as New York traffic outside an open window—and the pounding of his own heart.
 
   Fireflies came out, thousands of them, lighting the blackness to dim shadows. Fireflies, and loneliness. Loneliness and fear. Lost in the jungle, with no means of protecting himself beside the knife. Alone, with no one to hear if he screamed or cried. His stomach knotted with hunger. A few figs were not enough for a day spent sloughing through the forest. He ate two more, saving the last three in his pack. He’d been lucky today and found food. Tomorrow he might not be so fortunate.
 
   In the distance an animal screeched—a terrified sound, ending in a scream. 
 
    
 
    
 
   On the third day, he found each step harder than the one before. His skin was torn, his shirt gone, and his shorts turned to rags. Insect bites festered, oozing pus and blood. Flies swarmed around the wounds, looking for a feast. Shooing them away wasn’t worth the energy it cost to wave his arms. Jake ate the last of the figs and kept walking the thin trail beside the water until it disappeared.
 
   Vines as thick as his arm dangled like snakes from branches jutting from tree trunks as broad as three men. Roots too high to step over tangled with thorny scrub to form a living wall as solid as any made of brick. Jake stood and stared, laughing under his breath. The forest was dense, dark, and filled with things that could kill him, but the river was calm here—and filled with things that could kill him. There was a certain symmetry to it, and a dark humor. The forest or the river? The devil or the deep blue sea?
 
   A parrot screeched in a nearby tree. Jake was surprised to see it was alone. Parrots, he’d been told, usually traveled in flocks. He watched the green bird watch him, turning its head from side to side, and realized the parrot had only one good eye; the other was gone, leaving a dark hole. He wondered if its flock had turned the damaged bird out. If he’d had any figs left, he might have offered it some. Instead he picked up a thin, almost-straight, fallen branch to use as a staff and waded into the water.
 
   It was shallow near the banks, sometimes up to his knees, sometimes up to his waist. The current was swift but didn’t feel dangerous, even when the water reached almost to his chin, and it flowed the direction he wanted to go. He moved slowly, using the staff to test the bottom for holes before taking his next step. The mud pulled at his feet and small fish banged against his legs, but the water soothed the constant itch of the insect bites.
 
   Finally he saw a path beside the river again, a clear area to walk. He hauled himself out of the water, back onto the bank, and screamed.
 
   Fat, black, river leeches, bloated with his blood, hung from his chest and legs like perverse decorations. Vomit rose to his throat. He forced it back down, grabbed a leech, and tried to pull it off. It was disgusting to touch, soft and slimy, a slug with teeth. He couldn’t get a hold on it. His fingers slipped and slipped.
 
   He knew he had to get them off, or he’d go crazy. With one hand over his mouth to keep from gagging, Jake dug the heads from below his skin with the dulling knife. His eyes watered and his nerves howled with each cut, but he dug out the leeches and cut them into pieces, one by one.
 
   When it was done, he walked.
 
    
 
   Old memories began to churn. He thought about women—Sara McGreeley, who, when Jake had asked her to the senior prom, had shaken her head in horror and run away, not even bothering to make up an excuse for her refusal. And Sara’s friends, who, for a week after, had snickered behind their hands when he passed by.
 
   And Trisha Harper, in college, who had said yes to a date and danced with him as if he were the captain of the football team—and showed him a thing or two in the back of the van she’d borrowed from her parents for the night. Trisha, who’d said yes to a second date, and a third, and a fourth—until he’d realized she saw him not as himself, but as a somehow noble and tragic figure that only she could save.
 
   Memory dredged up, too, the look on his father’s face, tears behind stone, when he finally gave up hoping Jake would turn out to be the tall, strapping son he’d wanted. He was twelve that year and his father, forty-two. Yet another doctor had reviewed Jake’s case history and run tests, prescribed treatments that didn’t work, and finally thrown up his hands in frustration. Jake’s father had played semipro baseball during and after college. He’d hoped for athletic sons, children he could brag about. He’d scored high with Jake’s brother, but in Jake he’d gotten a shrimpy kid who read a lot and gave up sports for good as soon as his parents let him.
 
   Memory also gave Jake his mother’s smile, her unconditional love. In that respect, he guessed he’d gotten his wish. And the guilt that went along with it—as clean, cold, and pure as an icicle to the heart.
 
    
 
    
 
   On the fourth day—was it the fourth? He was stupid from hunger and lack of sleep, and was losing count—he spotted them, their rounded sides just barely showing in the dirt, like Easter eggs hidden by a doting parent, concealed but not well, meant to be found. Turtle eggshells, as leathery as old tennis balls. He sawed through them with the knife and greedily sucked down the contents.
 
   It tasted good—warm and rich. He wiped his finger around the inside of the shell, like a kid scraping the last of the brownie mix from the bowl, and licked his finger. He wanted more, but there were no more to be had. He thought a moment of the turtles that wouldn’t be born because of him, then shunted the thought aside. The world was full of turtles.
 
   Maybe that was how Mawgis saw things too, he thought. The world was full of people. Sacrificing some so others could thrive made a twisted sort of pragmatic sense. The thought left him feeling sick and empty.
 
   A squawk in the branches overhead made him glance up. The one-eyed parrot was looking back at him. It had to be the same bird. How many one-eyed parrots were there? A strange coincidence, them being twice in the same place at the same time. What were the chances of that? Jake worked up a thin smile and saluted the bird. The parrot flapped its wings and disappeared into the leaves and tiny patches of sky. 
 
   A different sudden noise made him stiffen. Something was snuffling in the forest. Something big, with heavy footsteps, moving toward him. He glanced around, wondering if he should run, worried that it would make him look like prey to whatever was coming through the brush. He crouched in the clearing, knife in hand—not that it would do much good. A beast close enough for him to use the knife would probably rip out his throat before he could plunge in the blade. A spear would have been better. He’d made one. Tried to stab a fish with it. Stupid to have taken it back apart. 
 
   The surrounding shrubs quaked and a wild boar dashed into the clearing—a big male, with tusks a mile long and teeth as sharp as a chef’s blade. The stench of his musk filled the air. Jake stood statue-still, his heart pounding. The forest had gone silent around him, as if all the birds and insects had fled. He knew boars had no fear of people and could attack. The animal stopped and snorted. Flecks of froth flew from its snout. It dropped its head, its black eyes locked on the small, scared thing in front of him.
 
   The bushes shook again and three more boars appeared, then two young shoats. The new five also came to a quivering halt when they saw Jake. The big male didn’t shift his watch. Jake was between them and the river. He took a small and slow step backward. Mud sucked at his feet, making little popping noises. The male snorted and shook his head, but didn’t charge. Jake tried another small step. One of the boars took a tentative step of its own. Then a shoat, thirsty probably, young and impatient, bounded forward, followed in seconds by the others. Jake turned and jumped into the swirling water.
 
   A strong current dragged him under. Jagged rocks scraped his skin. He dropped the knife. The pack was ripped from his waist. He hit the bottom and pushed himself up, gulping at the air as he broke the surface, only to be pulled back down again. The current hauled him along, throwing him up against the bank, then back into the depths. His leg smashed into a submerged log and his shoulder against protruding stones in the bank. He clawed at the water, as if he somehow could pull himself to the surface.
 
   His hand hit a tree root and he grabbed hold. The current tugged at his legs, trying to wrench him back into its fury, but he held on. Inch by precious inch, he pulled himself forward until he made it onto the bank.
 
   Exhausted, he lay on his belly in the sweet, firm mud. His ragged shorts felt tight across his hips, uncomfortable. He didn’t know why he was still wearing them. The button had broken off and the zipper didn’t close anymore. He wriggled the shorts off, irritated. On his wrist, the watch still ticked off the seconds. One by one, a thousand small black ants paraded by.
 
   Five minutes passed—maybe ten, Jake didn’t know how many—his watch tick, tick, ticking. He could lie here forever—let the ants carry him off, one bite-size morsel at a time. He could. He would. If it weren’t for benesha.
 
   It was crazy, him being here—lost in the damn rain forest, shoved out by Mawgis for some reason Jake couldn’t grasp. There had to be a reason. “You will come to where you need to be.” That was looking less likely by the minute.
 
   A young sloth wandered out of the forest and made its way toward the river, moving as slowly as ice melting in winter. It seemed not to see him—at least it paid him no mind. Jake’s stomach twisted and groaned in hunger. Slowly he pulled himself up to his knees and then to his feet. The sloth plodded toward the river. Jake crept forward. The animal poked its nose into the water and lapped. Jake came up from behind and grabbed it by the scruff of the neck, the way a mother dog would grab her pup, and held it up, its feet dangling.
 
   The sloth yipped and swiped its sharp claws at empty air. Something broke in him, the rulebook chucked aside. He threw the sloth to the ground, and before it could right itself, grabbed a large rock and smashed down as hard as he could on the animal’s skull. The sloth was dead, but Jake kept banging the rock on its skull until the dirt was red mud and the sloth’s brains had oozed into the ground.
 
   It took a long time to skin and gut the sloth with a sharp stone he’d found, his knife having been lost in the river. He imagined the sloth roasting slowly over a fire, an apple in its mouth. He saw it on a platter in a fine restaurant, smothered in mushrooms and onions. His belly cramped and tears ran down his face. Toucans, marmosets, and others were particularly fond of benesha, Mawgis had said. Others. Jake couldn’t eat the meat, not without knowing if sloths, too, had a taste for benesha. Not if he believed benesha was poison.
 
   He’d killed it for nothing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Six
 
    
 
   It was a trick of the haze. Of exhaustion. Of hunger. Jake quietly moaned, pained by the cruelty of the dream. Five days he’d walked, eating nothing but a few figs and turtle eggs, sleeping hardly at all. He should have expected this—that awake, he’d dream of what he desperately wanted to see. There must have been flowers nearby, something that smelled like oranges and cinnamon. 
 
   He stood, rocking on unsteady feet, staring at it. A sugarcane field—the canes thick, like too many candles on a cake, and splintered from burning. In the distance, across the scorched field, a large mud-sided building gleamed impossibly white in the equatorial sun—a school maybe, or a hospital, set out in a squared U shape that opened onto a courtyard.
 
   In the field, three Indian women sat cross-legged, cutting the charred canes into pieces small enough to fit into their woven baskets. They’d surely heard him coming. Jake hadn’t learned to walk with the stealth Mawgis managed so effortlessly. He’d crashed through the forest with all the grace of the boars that had scared him the day before. They’d heard, perhaps, his moans, low and sorrowful, and now they saw him and stood up. Two of the women stepped back in alarm, but the youngest came forward. She looked twelve or thirteen, with thick, straight black hair that hung loose over her shoulders, small bare breasts, and a short skirt made of fresh green leaves. Twine or something like it was tied over her left shoulder and under her armpit, or maybe it was a tattoo. The same decoration circled both her wrists. She glared at Jake, holding her machete tight in her hand, not like a weapon, but with caution, as though ready to use it if necessary.
 
   Jake held out his hands like a beggar.
 
   He must have looked a sight to them—a tired, dirt-smeared white child with several weeks’ beard on his face, stumbling alone and naked out of the forest.
 
   “Please,” he said, or tried to say, or thought he said. He took a couple of steps forward.
 
   The two older women’s mouths dropped open in alarm. They turned and ran toward the building, calling out loudly in a singsong language. The young one stared at him a moment, then wheeled and walked away with slow grace in the direction the others had gone. He watched them go, unable to take one more step now that rescue seemed at hand. They would bring help. Dear God, Jake prayed, let them bring help. Let them bring people, voices, hot food, a pillow. Let me rest.
 
   Only one of the three women returned. Not the one with the machete, but one of the older ones, with hair chopped off short and thin lips. She wore a leaf kilt, a faded green T-shirt, and plastic orange flip-flops. She’d brought a nun.
 
   Not a nun. A woman—dark-skinned and pretty. European features, no-nonsense eyes. Her blouse probably had been white once but was now stained a shade of river-water brown. Her long black skirt kicked forward with each step. A once-white scarf covered her hair. Jake waited, limp with exhaustion, joyful, and nervous. The Indian stopped several feet away, but the other woman kept coming.
 
   “Good grief,” she said. “What happened to you?”
 
   English. Thank God she spoke English.
 
   “Where am I?” It seemed a miracle to find himself still alive and once again among human company. He blinked back the tears starting behind his eyes.
 
   “At the shaman’s compound,” the not-nun said, holding her hands out in front of her as if ready to catch him if he fell. “I’m Pilar Ramirez.” She nodded back over her shoulder, toward the Indian. “That’s Fant.”
 
   “Jake . . . Kendrick.” His legs felt wobbly. He feared the woman might have to catch him after all. “I’ve been . . . lost for days.” Later he would have to explain. Later he would come up with a lie or tell the truth, depending on how things played out. When he knew more about these people and could think straight.
 
   Pilar cupped his elbow in her palm. “Well, Jake, let’s get you out of the heat and into a bed. You look like you need it.”
 
   The Indian was shorter than Jake, but Pilar was barely taller than he was—which was strange, since he could tell by her voice that she was American. Except for dwarves and midgets, he’d never seen an American woman as short as he was. She must have thought he was jungle-crazy for asking, “How tall are you?” but she said, “Five-four,” as though it were a reasonable question. The blood rushed from his brain and his knees buckled. Everything went black.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rain clattering on the roof over his head woke him. Water hit his back and shoulders but not his face. Something was wrong with that, but he couldn’t reason out what. A mosquito buzzed near his ear. Jake swiped at it groggily, rolled over, and went back to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   He woke again slowly, confused about where he was, and forced open his eyelids. He was lying on a small green canvas cot. A thin, gray-blue blanket that felt rough against his skin covered him. Sweat prickled his forehead in the hot air, but he drew the blanket close.
 
   The room was small, maybe nine by nine feet. Dun-colored mud walls—probably part of the U-shaped mud-brick compound he’d glimpsed across the cane field, but not white inside, not gleaming. One small glassless window was cut into the outside wall. Mosquito netting over the rough-cut hole was held in place with rusted screws. Below it, water stains formed abstract art spreading out down the wall where the rain must have come in. A huge centipede was making its way across a blue-and-brown-striped rug lying on the hard-packed dirt floor. Something about the bug made him queasy—too many legs pumping along. Other than the cot and rug, the room was empty—a cell. It was too much. He slept.
 
    
 
    
 
   When Jake woke again, Pilar Ramirez was sitting near his cot in a plastic chair that might have been bright blue once but was now sun faded and discolored with ground-in dirt. She must have brought in the chair; he felt sure it hadn’t been in the room before. The scarf she’d worn the day they’d met was gone. Her head was down—she was writing in a notebook perched on her bare legs. Her thick, wavy black hair fell forward, hiding much of her face and neck, flowing down over her chest. Jake counted her up in pieces. Sleeveless off-white shirt. Shoulders freckled from the sun. Nice breasts. Denim shorts. Good legs. A faint glaze of sweat on her skin.
 
   “Hello,” he said, his voice rusty from lack of use.
 
   Pilar pulled her head up and glanced at him, stood, and set the notebook on the chair. Hands on her hips, she looked him over with a practiced eye, as though she’d seen plenty of half-dead men stagger out of the rain forest and had become good at judging their survival rate. A small smile crossed her mouth.
 
   “Welcome back,” she said.
 
   It was a relief to know that he was going to live after all. He tried to nod. His head felt heavy, hard to lift. “How long . . .” It was all he could manage.
 
   “Have you been here? Six days.”
 
   Five days in the forest, six lost to unconsciousness. Eleven days for Mawgis to work his scheme. He tried to sit up, but couldn’t.
 
   “Phone,” he said. “The States.”
 
   She shook her head and turned her hands palms up. “I can’t help you there. We don’t have one. Or rather, I do, but it doesn’t work. The batteries went out weeks ago. The heat and humidity ruin them.”
 
   He struggled up onto his elbows. Pain shot up his side, followed by crushing leg cramps. He yelped and doubled up on himself. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes.
 
   Pilar took the few steps to the cot and dropped to her knees. “Where is it worst?”
 
   “Legs.”
 
   She pulled the blanket up—an Ace bandage, ripped and tied first aid-style, was wrapped around his ankle—and pressed her thumbs into the balls of his feet. Jake focused on the pressure from her hands, pulling his mind away from the searing, knotted pain in his calves. She moved her thumbs, applying pressure to his insteps, then back to the balls of his feet. The knots began to untie. His ragged breathing grew smoother. He stretched out his legs slowly, fearful that the movement would bring back the pain.
 
   “Thanks.” He drew in a breath and let it out in pieces. “Nurse?”
 
   People went by outside—women’s voices floating like petals on the breeze.
 
   Pilar glanced toward the window, then lifted herself back up to her feet. “My grandmother used to get dreadful pains in her legs. One day I got the idea that if I pressed on the bottoms of her feet it would help, and lo and behold, it did.”
 
   “How old?” 
 
   “Ten or so. Still young enough to try any old foolishness that jumped into my head.” She smiled shyly, as though embarrassed at the girl she’d been.
 
   Her voice was light and sure. Not condescending, uncomfortable, afraid—the kind of reactions strangers usually had. It gave him confidence. He tucked the blanket back around himself, closed his eyes, and thought through what he wanted to say, to get it out without stumbling. When he thought he’d got it, he opened his eyes. “I need to call the States right away. What’s the closest village or town with a phone with global reach?”
 
   “Oh, complete sentences,” she said. “You’re improving.” She laughed once, lightly, under her breath. He liked the sound of it, easy and unforced. 
 
   She rested one hand on her hip, thinking. “There’s one at the trading post in Catalous, ten miles or so from here. There are phones in Manaus, but that’s a long way.”
 
   Ten miles to the nearest phone—maybe further. He thought through the words again before speaking, half-afraid he’d open his mouth and gibberish would come out. A little afraid, too, that he was still out in the forest somewhere, dreaming this rescue. “Can I get a boat to Catalous from here?” He didn’t have any money but figured he could beg or cajole passage one way or another.
 
   Pilar shook her head. “There’s a trading boat that stops if there are supplies for us, but it came by a week ago. It won’t be back for another three, and then it’ll be going the wrong way.”
 
   He raked his fingers through his hair and tried to think of an alternative. His fingers caught on a snarl. His mind came up empty of ideas. He touched his left wrist. There was nothing there.
 
   “My watch.” He knew he sounded panicky.
 
   Pilar gave him a quick, puzzled look. “I have it.” She pulled the watch from her pocket and handed it to him.
 
   “It was a gift,” he said, fumbling in his attempt to strap it on.
 
   “From someone with an eye for quality,” she said. “Wife? Girlfriend?”
 
   “Parents.”
 
   He couldn’t get the clasp to close.
 
   “Here, let me help.”
 
   Pilar draped the silver band over his wrist, gauging the fit. She smelled like spring—new leaves and lemon buds. Jake knew he smelled like roadkill.
 
   “How are you feeling?” She adjusted a couple of links. “Other than the leg cramps. In general.”
 
   Mush-brained. Anxious. Confined. He wished she wouldn’t fiddle with the links. He had it set just right for his wrist.
 
   “Hungry,” he said.
 
   “I’ll bet. The rain forest steals most of your body fat even when you’re eating every day, and you don’t look like you’ve been doing that. You did manage to eat some soup. Do you remember?”
 
   He shook his head. He didn’t remember much of anything between meeting her in the cane field and waking up today—bits and pieces, nothing whole.
 
   “No matter,” she said, fitting the watchband on his wrist and fastening the clasp. “I’ll bring you something with salt, to help the cramps.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, and thought how silly it was that he felt better with his watch on.
 
   He had to reach a phone. How long until he’d have enough strength to walk? Ten miles was a long ways, though he’d probably walked further than that already. He tried pushing himself up to a sitting position again and made it this time. The effort was exhausting. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw Pilar coming back into the room with a pile of something in her arms.
 
   “I brought you some clothes,” she said, and set the pile on the cot—once-white muslin pants colored the same river-water shade as her shirt and a yellowish T-shirt, both of which looked too big to him.
 
   “I hope they fit,” she said. “We don’t have a lot here to choose from.”
 
   Jake looked away, uncomfortable with the memory of standing naked at the edge of the cane field, of practically falling on her when he fainted, though it didn’t seem to embarrass her now. It was worse, somehow, that she was pulse-quickening pretty and about his age.
 
   “You were a quite a mess,” she said cheerfully, as if they were old friends. “Filthy, and the gnats must have found you tasty. I sponged you down as best I could and cleaned the bites up with alcohol. You had a couple dozen thorns embedded in your skin. Naheyo cut them out with a razor blade.”
 
   She was talking for him, he knew—giving him words as a focus, a reason for his mind to work. He was grateful. If not for her, he happily would have slipped back into unconsciousness. He felt the tug, the desire not to know, to float again in the dark, unaware. He let his eyelids close.
 
   “Naheyo used rain forest remedies on your wounds,” Pilar was saying. “Brazilian pepper tree, bitter melon, andiroba, mango—different things. Last I checked, the infection had cleared up.”
 
   He forced his eyes open. “Naheyo?”
 
   “The shaman, a sort of combination doctor and priest. You saw her in the cane field. She was the young one. She takes care of the physical and spiritual well-being of the Lalunta village—a hour’s walk from here.”
 
   “Tell her I thank her.”
 
   Pilar stood a moment, a raw curiosity on her face. Jake turned away, too tired to answer any question that came with a look like that. Of course she had questions. He could see already that she had a quick mind. His own mind needed to be working better before he dealt with that. He didn’t turn back until he heard the shuffle of her steps as she left.
 
   When she’d gone, he slowly pulled on the shirt and pants—each movement an effort. The clothes more or less fit, surprisingly. He swung his legs over the side of the cot, then levered himself up with his arms until he was standing. Pain ripped through his left ankle and shot up his leg. His eyes watered and his ears rang. He collapsed back onto the cot and pulled up the pant legs. The fading but still-raised welts of the mosquito and pium bites covered his legs. The Ace bandage looked pale against his sun-browned skin. He touched his ankle gingerly and winced at how tender the bone felt.
 
   There were voices outside again, speaking in the women’s musical language. Jake picked out Pilar’s voice. She seemed to know the language but not fluently, hesitating sometimes, as though she was looking for the exact word she wanted. He wondered if they were talking about him, Pilar filling them in. They’d be curious about a stranger. He would be, in their spot. The voices moved away. He folded up the scratchy blanket and rested his ankle on top, elevating it, wondering how soon he’d be able to walk.
 
   Pilar returned, shouldering aside the red-striped black blanket that hung in the doorway. She was carrying a tray with a bowl of something that smelled wonderful and a mug that steamed. Jake recognized the musty scent of yerba maté. The smell reminded him of Mawgis, and the light in the man’s eyes when he’d served Jake the drink he’d been thinking of, sugared just the way he liked it—as if it was a joke made more hilarious because Jake wasn’t in on it.
 
   “How did I get hurt?” he asked.
 
   Pilar set the tray on the cot. “You fainted. The day we found you. I tried to catch you, but you went down so hard and fast, I couldn’t hold on. You must have fallen wrong. Your ankle twisted badly.”
 
   He remembered passing out. He remembered why, too, and had an urge to stand up next to her now, to measure himself against her to see if he was nearly as tall, held back only by a terrible fear that he wouldn’t be. Fear that his shirt had felt binding under his arms and his shorts had seemed to grow tight while he walked through the forest only because they had shrunk in the hot, moist air. That when he had stood, his legs weren’t really longer—but the cot lower to the ground.
 
   “You should eat,” Pilar said. “It looks a little ugly, but it tastes good.”
 
   Jake looked in the bowl at the lumpy, vaguely yellowish mash. “What is it?”
 
   She stood by the foot of the cot. “Manioc and Brazil nuts. There’s mango in it too, for intestinal parasites. There’s no telling what you picked up out there in the forest.”
 
   He took a spoonful of the warm mash. It slid into his stomach like a balm. The spoon fit comfortably in his hand, a child’s spoon. He tried not to let that bother him. He took another bite, eating slowly, savoring the flavors, the soft, comforting textures, the exquisite warmth. It was the most wonderful dish he’d ever tasted.
 
   How long until he could walk out of there to Catalous and a phone? If his ankle was fractured or broken, not just sprained, it would need four or five more weeks to heal. Too long. Much too long.
 
   “I’d better let you get some rest,” Pilar said.
 
   Food had restored his confidence. He didn’t want her to leave. She was pretty, and he was starved for company and conversation. He figured he could deflect any questions she might ask that he didn’t want to answer. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Are you a missionary?”
 
   She laughed low, under her breath. “No, I’m not even religious, much to my very Catholic mother’s eternal shame. I’m an anthropologist, studying the women of the Lalunta tribe. This is my second trip. I’ve been here three months. I’ll be another six, then back to Boston.”
 
   That explained the American accent. Not really Bostonian, though. Jake guessed that she was from somewhere else originally, probably one of the western states.
 
   “What about you?” she asked. “What are you doing lost in Lalunta territory?”
 
   The obvious question. Of course it would be the first thing she’d ask. He wanted to blurt out everything—the Tabna, Mawgis, and the truth about benesha—to make her a witness so that if anything happened to him, there would be someone else to spread the warning. But how could he? The story would sound crazy to a stranger hearing it. Even telling her he was here for negotiations would open more questions that could only lead to things he wasn’t ready to talk about. His ankle and the lack of transportation meant he’d be here awhile. Maybe later, when they knew each other better, if the feeling of trust he instinctively felt held up, he could tell her and she would believe him.
 
   “Seeing the rain forest up close,” he said.
 
   Her eyes flickered over his face, giving him a look that said she knew bullshit when she heard it. “Right,” she said. “Get some rest. Keep that ankle elevated. I’ll check in on you later.”
 
   She started to leave, then paused in the doorway.
 
   “I need to warn you, the Lalunta women here don’t regard you as entirely human. It’d be a good idea to stay out of their way.” She pressed her lips together a moment. “Especially Naheyo. She treated your wounds, but she grumbled about it. She doesn’t like you and won’t tell me why.”
 
   Jake wasn’t surprised. Most cultures considered outsiders inferior. Usually he didn’t let it bother him. This time, something in Pilar’s voice and the memory of the cold-eyed girl with the machete made him shiver.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seven
 
    
 
   Outside, someone walked past the window of the room—a glimpse of form, dark hair. Moments later, Jake sat up on the green cot, his back straight, listening to the sound of harsh footsteps padding in the space beyond, coming toward him. He finger-combed his hair and smoothed his sprouting beard, hoping Pilar had returned, a spare battery found perhaps, a working phone in her hand.
 
   The heavy blanket that served as a door was pulled aside. The machete girl stood between the jambs—long black hair streaming past her shoulders, a blue-and-yellow-striped T-shirt over her skinny chest, a plaid skirt that skimmed her knees. Her bare feet were tucked into an old pair of silver tennis shoes with the tongues pulled out. Only her eyes moved as she looked him over, her gaze as cold and bland as a cat’s.
 
   “Hello,” Jake said, thinking she probably didn’t speak English, but might know the greeting or guess the meaning from the tone. He tried to remember her name. Pilar had told him, but it hadn’t stuck.
 
   She stared at him a moment, then bolted forward as though hurled by an angry hand. Her arms were behind her back, a branch as thick as the grip on a child’s baseball bat showing above her head. Jake flung up his own arms to protect himself. She stopped just shy of him, bent down, and put her face up next to his, their noses nearly touching. Her breath smelled of chicory and felt hot on his skin. His eyes fastened on the branch. His heart beat hard against his ribs.
 
   Slowly, keeping the same bent-over position, she backed halfway across the room. Her attention never wavered from his face, or his from hers. He dropped his arms down by degrees, ready to fling them up again. The girl’s lips parted and she hissed—as clear a warning as any animal might give. She straightened her back slowly, still regarding him as though he were some unknown creature she’d chanced upon in the forest.
 
   “Naheyo,” she said.
 
   “Naheyo,” he repeated, remembering now that it was the shaman’s name, and feeling pleased that his voice stayed steady. He touched his chest. “Jake.”
 
   “Jake,” she said, and followed it with a string of angry-sounding words in her own language.
 
   “Naheyo,” he said softly, trying to make peace. His gaze darted between her face and the club she still held behind her back. He held one hand out to her.
 
   Her eyes narrowed and she sprang forward again. He squeezed against the wall, his injured ankle binding him to the cot like a goat fettered for slaughter. She skimmed his face with the fingers of her left hand, then jerked her hand away as though afraid of what contact with his skin might do to her.
 
   “Lish gorum.” She threw the words at him as if they were stones, then turned and stalked toward the hanging blanket, trailing the stick in the dirt floor.
 
   Jake stared after her. Sweat poured down his sides.
 
   At the doorway she twisted and bolted toward him again, shrieking, furious, the club held in both hands over her head. Jake thought suddenly of a film he’d seen of Amazonian tribes on the hunt, killing a monkey with a single blow. He tensed, ready to grab the stick if he could, to protect his head if he couldn’t.
 
   She stopped, the club held poised in midair.
 
   “Lish gorum,” she said again. And lay the stick at his feet. They stared at each other for a long, breathless moment. She turned and strode from the room, her retreating steps as light as a panther’s.
 
   The thudding of his heart marked the long minutes until he trusted that she wouldn’t return. His gaze darted from the stick to the door and back again. He expected her to appear again any second—maybe with more women, maybe with a knife. When his pulse finally calmed, he realized what Naheyo had brought—not a club to bash in his skull, but a cane.
 
   A gift.
 
   He slid off the bed, picked up the stick, and gingerly tried it out, hobbling around the room hesitantly, afraid to put any weight on his injured foot. Bit by bit, he tried more weight on the ankle, and found that he needn’t hobble like an old man, only take his steps slowly and let the cane support the burden of his hurt leg. He let out a deep sigh. Liberated.
 
   He stood near the doorway and looked across the room at the place he slept—a standard cot at standard bed height, about twenty inches high. He hobbled back over and stood next to it, his heart pounding. A month ago the top edge would have hit above his waist. Now it touched at least a foot lower than that. And the spoon that Pilar had brought had fit his hand. Maybe not a child’s spoon after all. The bowl hadn’t seemed huge, the way plates and bowls usually did, and clothes that looked too large fit him fine. He leaned on the cane, afraid to breathe, afraid to believe what seemed to be true—that he was growing.
 
   But it was impossible. Flesh and bone and organs and nerves and blood vessels and muscles and the rest of the human body couldn’t stretch what he guessed was about two feet in two weeks. Not without him feeling it. The stress on his body would have been incredible. There would have been pain. He’d felt some stiffness in his joints, some tenderness all over, the leg cramps of that morning, but nothing like what he imagined that sudden sort of growing would cause his body to feel.
 
   He’d been asleep, though, most of six full days in the compound.
 
   A twisted ankle, even a broken one, couldn’t explain needing that much sleep. The five-day trek in the forest shouldn’t have knocked him flat for more than a day and night, maybe two, once he’d stopped. He stared at the place where the cot touched his legs, just below his knees. Was it over? Was this his new height or would he keep growing? If he kept growing—
 
   Pilar’s voice startled him from his thoughts. “You’re standing.” 
 
   He whipped around, almost losing his balance in the effort. Pilar leaned in the doorway, one hand propped against the dried-mud jamb, a camera in the other. She’d tied her long hair up in a ponytail high on her head.
 
   “Standing and thinking pretty seriously about something, to judge by the look on your face,” she said.
 
   “Getting to a phone,” he said, struck again at how the sight of her made his breath catch in his throat. He pushed the thought away. Women weren’t interested in him that way. Except—he was taller now. Normal. Short for an American, but normal.
 
   “Why?” She took one step into the room and stopped, her eyes on his face.
 
   She stood shorter than him now—not by much, but she was—and that threw him. Her question threw him. He had known she would ask. He should have had an answer ready. All he could do now was skip over it and plow ahead, hoping she wouldn’t press him.
 
   “Do you have a boat I could use, or could you arrange for one to get me to Catalous?”
 
   Something flickered in her eyes—amusement? Interest?
 
   Pilar shook her head. “We’re strictly female at the compound, and Lalunta women don’t go out on the water without a man. There’s a village with men about a day’s walk from here. They have canoes. Someone would probably be willing to take you to Catalous.”
 
   She wanted to ask why getting to a phone was so important—she wanted to ask about a lot of things, Jake could see it in her eyes and the set of her mouth—but she didn’t.
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you could make the arrangements,” he said.
 
   Pilar laughed softly. “Not me personally. Naheyo wouldn’t allow it. But I’m sure one of the Helpers wouldn’t mind walking over tomorrow. You’d have an answer in a couple of days. It’s the best I can offer.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said.
 
   They’d stood the whole time they talked, and his ankle had begun throbbing. He set the cane on the cot and sat down, relieved to get the weight off his feet. 
 
   “You found a cane,” she said, eyeing the stick. “Does it help?”
 
   He nodded. “I think that by tomorrow, with some practice, I should be able to get around pretty well.” He looked down at the cane, rolled it away on the cot—gently with three fingers, as though it might turn into a snake—and rolled it back. “Naheyo brought it.”
 
   Pilar took that in. “Did she? She said you were ready for the next step in your healing. I hadn’t thought she meant it so literally.”
 
   He twisted on the cot, leaning his back against a wall so he could stretch out his injured leg, get his throbbing ankle on top of the folded blanket again. 
 
   “How did such a young girl become a shaman?”
 
   “She’s thirteen,” Pilar said, settling at the foot of the cot. She set the camera between them. “Naheyo began her training when she was three. The Lalunta believe that when a shaman dies, the soul flies into the next child born in the village. The child becomes the new shaman. There’s no choice about it, but it’s a high honor, so no one complains.”
 
   It felt good to talk, to hold a conversation in which no one angled for the advantage. Jake wanted it to go on. He wanted her to move closer. He reached for the camera, his longer arms crossing the distance so quickly it surprised him. He picked it up, turning it over in his hands.
 
   “This work?”
 
   She looked puzzled. “Yes.”
 
   “The batteries haven’t died?”
 
   “Different sort of battery than what my phone uses.” She touched his leg lightly. The heat of it seemed to radiate through his whole body.
 
   “You’re better, but you’re not well yet,” she said. “You need rest.” She stood up. “I’ll be off.”
 
   “What does lish gorum mean?”
 
   Pilar crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head.
 
   “Maybe I’m not pronouncing it right,” he said. “They’re words Naheyo used.”
 
   She glanced toward the rough-cut window in the wall behind the cot, and then back at Jake. “You’re pronouncing the words fine. Lish gorum means ‘infected.’”
 
   “As in having a disease?”
 
   “As in contaminated by evil spirits. Possessed.”
 
   He wasn’t fool enough to laugh. “Is that how your shaman sees me?”
 
   “Evidently.” Pilar untangled her arms and rubbed her hands against the denim shorts covering her thighs.
 
   “How big a problem is it?” he asked.
 
   “Big,” she said. “The Lalunta take these things very seriously. Naheyo will likely feel she has to do something about it.”
 
   Jake forced a smile onto his face. “Rain forest exorcism?”
 
   She didn’t smile in return. “I don’t know. I’ll talk to her. I don’t have any authority here, but I’ll try to convince her to leave you alone.” She picked up the camera from the cot. “Naheyo calls me little sister, though I’m almost twenty years older. She might do it as a favor to me. Maybe I can convince her you’re harmless.”
 
   There was something surreal about being thought possessed. And something unpleasant in the idea that a thirteen-year-old shaman girl was in charge here, that she held the power to either get him to a phone or hold him back.
 
   His eyelids felt weighted. He sank back on the cot. “Thanks,” he muttered, his mouth so heavy that he could barely open it to get out the words. He didn’t see Pilar go—only the last flutter of the blanket door settling into place.
 
    
 
    
 
   The early morning alarm clock of woodpeckers rat-a-tat-tatted loudly enough, Jake thought, to be heard in Manaus, hundreds of miles away. He felt head-to-toe stiff and rusty, as though his eyelids would creak when he raised them. At least his ankle no longer throbbed with a heavy pulse all its own. The sun was barely up, the light still mild and hazy through the one small window to the outside. He hauled himself to his feet, using Naheyo’s stick for support, and tested his ankle. It was still weak and sore, but pain didn’t shoot up his leg when he put weight on the foot. That was progress.
 
   Pilar had left him a worn-down bar of soap and told him how to find a nearby stream where he could wash up. He held the soap to his nose and inhaled. It smelled of lemon, like she did.
 
   The woodpeckers didn’t seem to have disturbed anyone else. The compound was quiet, though Pilar and the women could be up and long gone for all he knew. He hobbled down the long hallway, past doors like his—each hung with a different colored blanket—out to the grounds beyond. The stream was to the left, through the trees, less than a quarter mile away, Pilar had said. The opposite direction from the cane field. Jake moved slowly, cautious as an old man, afraid of pain, afraid of falling. It took a long time to go the distance, and he was covered in sweat when he reached the wide, gently rushing stream.
 
   Pulling off his shirt and pants one-handed wasn’t easy, but he didn’t trust his ankle enough to give up the cane. The effort was worth it. The cool water sluiced over his skin like fingers. Red and black dragonflies flitted by. Birds called, hidden deep in the green leaves of the canopy. He scrubbed hard with the lemon soap, washing weeks of jungle grit and dirt into the accepting stream. His various welts, bites, bruises, and cuts were healing. He wished for a razor, but decided water and soap were gift enough for one day.
 
   He’d dressed again in the muslin pants and T-shirt Pilar had given him, and was sitting on the bank dangling his feet in the stream, thinking about how to best tell Ashne Simapole at World United the truth about benesha, when she came through the trees.
 
   “You weren’t in your room,” she said. “Feeling better?”
 
   “Much,” Jake said. She wore the long black skirt she’d had on when he’d first seen her. He must have been more delirious than he’d thought to peg her as a nun. “Thanks for the soap.” He held out what was left of the bar.
 
   “Keep it.” She sat down next to him, pulling her legs underneath her skirt. “I spoke to Naheyo. She says the sooner you are out of the compound, the better. She’s sending Fant over to the village today to find a paddler to take you to Catalous. It’s a day to walk over, a day to visit her family and friends, and another to walk back. Then you’ll be on your way.”
 
   It was three days longer than he would have liked. “Thanks.”
 
   Pilar shrugged and the conversation shrank to nothing. A troop of monkeys made its noisy way through the trees and disappeared into the forest beyond. Small fish occasionally broke the top of the stream. He wanted to reach over and touch her, take her hand. She was leaning a little toward him. He thought maybe she wouldn’t mind.
 
   Minutes passed. He didn’t reach for her. Pilar sighed.
 
   “I should be going,” she said, and started to get up.
 
   He wanted to keep her with him awhile longer. “Naheyo doesn’t like me much.”
 
   “It’s not just you she doesn’t like.” Pilar settled back again. “It’s having a man, any man, in the compound. The Lalunta consider this”—she spread her arms to encompass a vague stretch of land”—to be a power center, a place where magic concentrates. Every shaman lives at the compound once she or he takes responsibility for the tribe. A shaman’s Helpers, which is what the other Lalunta women at the compound are, are always the same sex as the shaman. They live here, away from the distractions of everyday life, so they can concentrate on spiritual as well as practical matters.”
 
   “Celibate?”
 
   Pilar shook her head. “Most of the women have boyfriends or husbands in one village or another, but no men are allowed here unless specifically invited. Messes up the energy flow.”
 
   He thought that over. “I’m a kink in the works?”
 
   “In Naheyo’s eyes.”
 
   Pilar tossed a stone into the water. They watched the small splash the stone made, and how the ripples spread.
 
   “I do have to go,” she said. “The women are harvesting a forest flower today that blooms only once every three years. There’s an elaborate ritual that goes with the harvesting. I need to be there to record the ceremony.”
 
   “I’ll walk back with you.” He stood first, using the cane for leverage, and held out his hand, not sure if he should, if it was acceptable, but he’d seen men do it. It was another thing Small Jake couldn’t have managed, and he wanted to know what it felt like to be tall enough. Strong enough. To feel her hand in his, and help her up.
 
   Pilar smiled and took his hand, though he could feel that she did most of the work of coming to her feet herself. Probably just as well, he thought, considering his ankle. But she held his hand a moment longer than she needed to before letting go, and it pleased him.
 
   He walked back with her through the forest, and didn’t mind that his ankle made their progress slow.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Eight
 
    
 
   The silence bothered him. Not the absence of sound—the forest was filled with songs, hoots, and calls that filtered through the window into the room—but the absence of human sound. Pilar’s voice. The women coming and going, chattering among themselves. Sounds that reassured him he was no longer alone. The air in the little mud-brick room felt stifling. He got up to explore. Probably the only chance he would get.
 
   With Naheyo’s cane to steady him, he hobbled down the corridor, an ungainly spy, pushing aside each doorway blanket to peek inside the rooms. They were all much the same. Unlike the room where he stayed, the walls were beamed in the corners. Strung between two of the posts, on iron eyehooks, a rope hammock was positioned to catch the breeze that came through the mosquito-netted window. Every room also held a dresser—each one identical to begin with, but now customized by the owner—spirals and dots on one, painted handprints on another, a painted vine climbing the drawers of yet a third. The human need to embellish, Jake thought. To surround oneself with what brings pleasure, comfort, and inspiration.
 
   In the room he thought must be Fant’s since there were three pictures of her on the wall, a framed photo of a young boy and girl standing at awkward attention had pride of place on the dresser top. The photo looked old. Fant and a brother? Fant’s children? Maybe she would visit those people when she arrived in the village. Then she would come back. She’d bring someone with a canoe. Jake would leave. Find a phone. Warn people about benesha.
 
   Naheyo’s room sat at the end of the corridor, nearest the door. Nearest the forest. First, or last, in line. He stood in the doorway and looked around. That it was her room was obvious. Old glass or plastic bottles and plastic buckets were filled with leaves and roots, bones, and powders. Five photographs in tarnished frames were hung on the wall. She was in every one of them, staring straight at the camera, no trace of a smile on her mouth. A cape of jaguar fur lay carefully folded on what had to be a silent butler from a high-end hotel. Mawgis had ceramic mugs and a tall silver teapot; Naheyo had a silent butler. Was there some sort of Amazonian market that dealt in used hotel supplies? The top of Naheyo’s dresser was empty except for a red cloth tied into a bag and set carefully dead center. Colored stones in three concentric circles surrounded the cloth. For magical purposes or only decoration? Either way, whatever the cloth bag held was small and round and seemed to mean something to her. He took a step in, to peek closer at the cloth and the private space of the shaman.
 
   A soft, almost electric frizz ran through his belly. His fingers tingled and his ankle began to burn. He hobbled back out as fast as he could, then laughed at himself. Naheyo wasn’t even there and he was still afraid of her.
 
   Pilar’s room was down the hall from Naheyo’s, next to his, and he’d saved it for last. Like the Lalunta women, she slept in a hammock. Photographs covered the walls—the Lalunta women alone and in groups, going about their daily business, or close-ups with the women’s faces plain or decorated with colored mud and plant dyes. The photos must have been taken on an earlier trip—unless she had a small printer with her. Or someone else had taken the photos, maybe given them to Pilar to help her learn the women’s names and faces before she came.
 
   A dozen notebooks, a supply of pens and pencils, two digital cameras, a cell phone—all in plastic boxes—a pile of paperback novels, their covers curled by the humidity, and a large, rusting first aid kit with a red cross painted on the top were stacked under her hammock. A plastic chair, the mate to the faded blue one she’d brought to his room, sat up against the wall, next to the hammock. A pocket computer was on the chair, but no printer. Several bottles of hand lotion and a box of soaps marked Lemon Verbena lay on her dresser. Jake smiled. It said something that the non-work-related items she’d brought with her were books, lotions, and soaps. He liked that about her. There was a wooden hairbrush and plastic comb, but no mirror. Jake realized he hadn’t seen a mirror in any of the rooms.
 
   On the dresser, too, in a tarnished silver frame, was a family photo—Pilar, her mother and father, a sister, and two brothers. The picture looked current, maybe taken shortly before she’d left on this trip. He wanted to pick up the photograph, study the people who meant something to her, but his ankle had begun to throb again, more painfully now. He left the photograph unexamined and limped back to his room.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake counted up the days again. Four since Fant had left. It was supposed to have been a day’s walk over, a day to visit, a day’s walk back. She was overdue. Five days lost to him in the forest. Six days more or less unconscious. Fifteen altogether—time that Mawgis had gained and he could never recover. By now the Brits had phoned London or maybe directly to World United headquarters in San Francisco—they knew he worked for World—and reported him missing. Worst case was that an export crew had already arrived and was shoveling up benesha and sending it to the feedlots. The best was that not a grain of the stuff would leave the Amazon before he could get to a phone.
 
   He still slept more than seemed normal, but less than he had those first six days he’d been in the compound. He’d taken to marking his height each morning, scratching the wall next to the door with a sharp stone. His growth was erratic. An inch one day, a quarter inch the next, two inches the day that followed. “You’ll be the height you were meant to be,” Mawgis had said. At five-foot-nine or ten, he was already taller than he’d ever dreamed.
 
   He seemed to be growing with all parts in proportion. Even without a mirror to help him see, he didn’t seem to be all arms and legs, or long body with squat limbs. He felt his face and was satisfied that it, too, had stayed the same but grown bigger. No bulging forehead or fishy eyes. No grotesque chin that he could feel. No looks of horror from Pilar or Naheyo or the Helpers. The shaman came a couple of times a day to anoint his wounds with her unguents and to bring him food. She never spoke. She hadn’t spoken to him since the day she’d brought the cane. Whenever he tried to express his thanks, she’d snort and turn away.
 
   Where the hell was Fant?
 
    
 
    
 
   Footsteps thudded in the hallway, fast and hard, but Jake paid them no mind. The Helpers seemed to always be moving quickly up and down the hall. He’d stopped jumping up at every sound, hoping for word that Fant had returned with a paddler to take him to Catalous. Even the soft swish of the blanket in the doorway hardly registered with him.
 
   “Naheyo drugged you.”
 
   Jake wheeled from where he’d been standing looking out the small window at the creeping dark of nightfall. What had she said? His thoughts were still locked on benesha.
 
   Pilar stalked through the small room to stand beside him. Her fists were balled and she leaned slightly forward, as though still in motion. Her hair was loose and fell forward over her shoulders in angry black waves.
 
   “She told me today,” Pilar said. “She’s been drugging your food so that you sleep two, three days and nights straight through. She said she was building your strength to fight the demon that has a hold on your soul.”
 
   Jake shook his head and pointed to the series of scratches on the wall by the cot, his height markers, one made each morning when he awoke. “I’ve been keeping track of the days.”
 
   “I see that,” she said, “but I know how long you’ve been here.”
 
   “Two weeks and two days.”
 
   “Not two weeks,” she said. “Eight. And growing taller the whole time.”
 
   His pulse roared in his ears. Eight weeks. Time enough for tons of benesha to have been shipped to the States and India and Congo, the places planned for the first feedlots. Time enough for fast-growing benesha-fed chickens or rabbits to be ready for eating.
 
   Time enough for people in the human trials to be already poisoned.
 
   Pilar stood so near he could feel her heat. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “What’s happening to you, Jake?”
 
   He looked down at her and felt again that same disorientation he’d had at the edge of the cane field, the disbelief at what his eyes told him. She couldn’t be that much shorter than he was.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I stopped growing when I was five. Now I’ve started again.”
 
   Lines formed in the space between her dark eyebrows. “Does it hurt?”
 
   “No. Not since the cramps the day I woke up here.”
 
   He had to get in touch with the people at World United. Why hadn’t Fant returned with news of a canoe and guide?
 
   “And emotionally?” she asked.
 
   He swallowed hard. Emotionally? Now there was a question. But he knew the answer. “It’s . . . like being caught in a dream. I’m scared I’ll wake up and it’ll be gone.”
 
   She rubbed her arms as if a sudden chill had hit her. “Naheyo says you’re getting taller because the demon wants you to. It suits his purposes.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as demons,” Jake said. “I’m not possessed.”
 
   “I know that,” she said, “though you’d have a hard time convincing Naheyo and the others. I also know that you are getting taller. Day by day. Honestly, it scares me. I can’t make sense of it.”
 
   He looked toward the small window. From this angle, he saw only darkness. Of course it scared her. Scared Naheyo and the Helpers too, no doubt. It scared him.
 
   “Why isn’t Fant back?” he asked.
 
   Pilar’s jaw clenched, then she sighed. “Naheyo told her to stay in the village until she was sent for. So that you would have time to grow strong, and Naheyo would have time to drive out the demon before you went home.” Her shoulders slumped a little. “I’m sorry, Jake. Naheyo lied to me. She never had any intention of letting you leave until she’d driven out the demon.”
 
   For a moment his brain stopped working, thought lost to action, muscles clenching, ready to move, to strike out. She’d said it as though driving out demons were a reasonable thing.
 
   Outside, the crickets slowed their chirping. The room slipped into deeper shadow.
 
   “Pilar,” he said, “I have to reach a phone. Now. It could already be too late.”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s their world, Jake, not ours.”
 
   “People are going to die if I don’t. Thousands of people.”
 
   She gazed at him, her eyes flickering over his face as if trying to decide if he was telling the truth or simply raving. Who could blame her? What kind of shift did it take for her to believe the words of a man who’d appeared from the jungle naked and half-dead, was growing in front of her eyes, and suddenly gibbering about people dying?
 
   “My room is next to yours,” she said. “Sometimes in your sleep you moan. At first I thought it was pain from the growing, but you didn’t seem to be uncomfortable when you were awake. Now I think maybe the pain comes from a burden you’re carrying. What people are going to die? How? Why?”
 
   Jake rubbed the face of his watch. He sat on the cot, lowering himself carefully from the height of his new, longer legs. She settled beside him, her posture as prim as a schoolmarm’s. He couldn’t see her face clearly in the growing darkness.
 
   “I came here to negotiate a trade with a tribe called the Tabna for a mineral called benesha,” he said, wondering how much to tell her, what details to leave in, and what to leave out.
 
   He wanted to tell her everything—how he’d told Mawgis the story of why he was small, the story he believed in his heart even though his mind said it wasn’t possible, there had to be some organic reason he hadn’t grown, some faulty wiring in his genes that no one could identify. He wanted to tell her about the benesha travel to the president’s bedroom and the village of the dead. About Mawgis’s seeming glee over the impending deaths of tens of thousands, and the reason Mawgis had told him the truth. What Jake believed was the truth.
 
   Really, what proof did he have? Just Mawgis’s word, and what was that worth? That and his own gut feeling that benesha was a poison and people were going to die. What it came down to was that he trusted his gut.
 
   He stuck to the facts with Pilar, explaining how the protein-enhancing properties of benesha had been discovered and what it could do to end hunger. He told her Mawgis had said it was a slow poison, and that everyone who ate an animal fed with benesha would die. He said he believed Mawgis, but even if it wasn’t true, people in authority had to be told so it could be checked.
 
   She sat listening, her eyes flickering back and forth between his eyes and his mouth, listening, not interrupting once with a question. She stayed quiet when he finished. He could see she had questions, though—see it in the way her lips pulled into a line, in how her eyes slid away from him but didn’t focus on anything new. He waited for her to speak.
 
   “How long were you with the Tabna?” she asked.
 
   Surprised, he blinked. Of all the things she could have asked, why that? “We arrived at night. Four days after that. I walked through the forest from their camp to here.”
 
   While he’d been talking, she’d leaned toward him, concentrating, interested. Now she pulled back.
 
   “Three years ago,” she said, “there were no Tabna in the forest.”
 
   He waved off the notion with his hand. “They were here. They stayed hidden.”
 
   Outside, someone lit a fire. The sudden light focused Pilar’s features into sharp planes. The smell of smoke drifted into the room.
 
   “I know the story of how the Salesian missionaries found this supposedly unknown tribe,” she said. “It’s not true. The entire Amazon Basin isn’t big enough to hide a tribe of even thirty people or whatever small number they’re supposed to have. Most of the tribes here are nomadic. They get around and know of every other group in the area. The Lalunta swear there were no Tabna before they were ‘discovered.’ I believe them.”
 
   “No,” Jake said. “There was another tribe discovered not all that long ago. Two hundred people that no one knew about. There’re probably groups still out there hidden in the jungle.”
 
   “Anglo arrogance,” Pilar said. “Just because white people didn’t know about that tribe doesn’t mean the locals weren’t aware of them. The Lalunta knew all about the ‘unknown’ tribe. They laughed and laughed with other neighboring groups about the ‘discovery.’” 
 
   “People don’t appear out of thin air.”
 
   Pilar stood and paced the small room, her arms wrapped tightly across her chest. “The Lalunta have a whole array of spirits both good and bad, but the Tabna—they regard the Tabna as evil beyond evil. If Naheyo knew you’d been staying with them, I doubt she’d do the exorcism.” She rubbed her hand across her mouth. “In any event, Naheyo and the Helpers aren’t going to let you leave until your demon is driven out. Their beliefs are real to them, and as I said, it’s their world, not ours. They set the rules.” She stopped and turned toward him. Her voice dropped low. “Jake, this is bad.”
 
   His mouth felt like he’d been chewing dirt.
 
   More logs must have been thrown on the fire outside. Light filled the room like a sudden explosion. A couple of Helpers passed by, talking. Jake and Pilar waited until the women were gone.
 
   “I’ll tell you something else about the Tabna,” Pilar said. “They’re supposed to be nomadic, right? They stayed hidden all those years because they kept moving all the time? But while Father Canas stayed with them, the Tabna never strayed from where they’d been found. The Salesians took their position with GPS. I’m willing to bet that’s how you found them yourselves, with GPS coordinates. If they’re nomadic, how could you have known where they were?”
 
   “The people at FUNAI arranged the visit,” Jake said. “The Tabna, knowing we were coming, were in a prearranged spot at a prearranged time.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, but he could tell she didn’t believe it. He was beginning to wonder if he did.
 
   “How do you know so much about all this?” he asked. She was standing in front of the cot, and he was seated. He hardly had to look up at all to see her face. It was confusing still, this vantage point, but he wouldn’t want to give it up.
 
   “Everybody knows everything out here,” she said. “The forest is an insular world. Gossip, information, is valuable coin. There are precious few secrets.”
 
   He nodded. It wasn’t only the forest where that was true.
 
   “If what you’re saying about the Tabna is right,” he said, “that’s all the more reason to help me reach the people who can stop benesha meat from being eaten. You have to help me get to a phone.”
 
   The firelight died down, leaving Pilar and the room in shadow. “I’m trying to help you, Jake. Naheyo won’t let you leave as long as she thinks you’re a threat.”
 
   “I don’t think she can stop me.”
 
   His ankle felt almost healed. Probably was healed, given the amount of time he’d actually been in the compound—the stiffness and soreness more from lack of use than the sprain. It would take time, but he could walk to Catalous on his own if he had to. He stared at Pilar a long moment, gauging whether she’d help him leave the camp. She stood with her hands on her hips. She tilted her head and her eyes shifted to the small window, toward the ground space beyond the room’s walls, where the women were. She wouldn’t go against Naheyo.
 
   Her gaze came back to him. “This is the Amazon,” she said, her voice so low he could barely hear her, “not Eden, and not America. The rules you live by don’t apply. Infanticide is common here. Indians and Anglos murder each other all the time, and neither side thinks much about it. I told you, the Lalunta don’t consider you human. You try to leave before Naheyo is willing to let you go, and she’ll kill you like she would any other dangerous beast. I wouldn’t be able to stop her.”
 
   Her voice wavered just the slightest bit. Someone not paying close attention wouldn’t have noticed, but Jake did. She was frightened. He was frightened himself.
 
   “If I let her do what she wants, can you guarantee I’ll be helped to reach a phone?”
 
   Pilar exhaled, and Jake realized she’d been holding her breath. “Naheyo says you can leave as soon as your demon is gone. She knows you want to reach a phone. She’s promised to give you a fast paddler for your canoe. She’s never broken her word.”
 
   His breath caught in his throat. Is this what it came down to, the fate of hundreds, maybe thousands of people resting on the whim of a thirteen-year-old girl? Jake toyed with his watch. “Is there a ceremony of some sort?”
 
   She sat down next to him again, the sides of their legs almost touching. “Naheyo will give you some drugs. She’ll call the good spirits to you and ask for their help in driving out the demon. You’ll do the same. You’ll get a sign about what to do next, how to get rid of the demon.”
 
   “And if it can’t be driven off?”
 
   “Naheyo rarely fails at anything.”
 
   “Lucky for me.” Sweat pooled under his armpits. “When does she want to do this?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning. Tonight you need to be properly prepared, your soul nourished and made strong for the battle.”
 
   Jake sighed, nervous and resigned. “What do I have to do? Eat ritual food? Be scourged with nettles?”
 
   She looked at him a long moment, her eyes narrowing. “Nothing so bad as nettles,” she said, and started toward the doorway.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Nine
 
    
 
   Pilar returned carrying two beat-up-looking plastic tumblers—one green, one orange—the kind his family had used on picnics when he was young. Whatever was in them smelled like wet fur. 
 
   “You’re supposed to drink this,” she said. “It’s a natural, light sedative. It’ll help you relax and then sleep.”
 
   He took the cup she offered, reaching out two hands, still half-surprised that with his new, larger hands he needed only one. Small twigs and leaves floated in an oily black brew. The wet fur smell grew stronger with the cup closer to his face, and he wrinkled his nose.
 
   “Try it,” she said. “It’s good.”
 
   He shot her a skeptical eye, but raised the cup to his lips and tasted. It wasn’t bad—lukewarm, and milder and more floral than its look and smell had made him expect. Pilar sipped at her own drink. She’d sat on the cot beside him again, and it struck him that she could have sat in the faded blue chair that was still in the room. She could have kept some distance if she’d wanted.
 
   Outside the compound, in what Jake guessed was the courtyard beyond the door at the end of the hallway, the women were singing, their voices low pitched and sweet, every voice holding the same note. He realized that what he’d thought drumming was in fact the sound of many feet slapping the ground in unison.
 
   “Are they singing for us?”
 
   “For you,” Pilar said. “They’re calling the helpful spirits, telling them that tomorrow Naheyo will ask them to drive out the demon that has possessed the pale foreigner. They have to sing extra hard since you’re not quite human and the spirits might be reluctant to help. They’ll probably sing all night.”
 
   “Do you believe in this”—Jake turned up his palms, at a loss for a polite word—“hocus-pocus?”
 
   Pilar shrugged. She didn’t seem to take offense. “I’m a scientist. I’m supposed to be non-judgmental about cultural differences.”
 
   “You’re human,” he said. “So you have an opinion anyway.”
 
   Singing voices wove through the small silence. Pilar smoothed her hair away from her face and sighed.
 
   “There are spirits here,” she said. “And magic is real.”
 
   He stared at her.
 
   “You know it too, Jake.” She looked hard into his eyes. “You’ve seen things. Say the truth, do you believe Mawgis is a man or something else? How can you explain your growth, except by magic?”
 
   He opened his mouth to answer, then shut it. He’d been afraid to tell her all that had happened in the Tabna camp, afraid she wouldn’t believe him, and here she was talking about magic like it was one of the physical laws of nature. Then again, with Pilar beside him, the women singing outside, the wood-and-flower night scents of the forest floating in the room, and the brew providing its own peace—magic seemed as good an answer as anything else.
 
   Except it was “magic” that drove the exorcism he faced in the morning—and he didn’t believe in demons. He drank some more of the brew. He thought maybe he should gulp it down in hope of falling unconscious. He’d grown tired of thinking. Of plots and plans. Whatever was in the brew was working. He found his mind too lazy to worry. His body felt heavy. He slumped back against the wall.
 
   “How’d you wind up here?” he asked, unwilling to let sleep have him just yet.
 
   Pilar seemed relaxed, too. She too slouched against the wall, her arm resting across his leg. Jake liked the casualness of it. How they’d slipped into a sort of “we’re in this together” mindset. How maybe that could turn into something more.
 
   “Two years ago,” she said, “I came on a research mission with another anthropologist, a man. We stayed a year with the Lalunta. I learned their language. I seem to have a facility for languages. And the women appreciated that I’d eat monkey brains and grubs without flinching—a good trick for a middle-class, all-American, white-bread girl like me. Mike—Dr. Samuelson—was more squeamish.”
 
   “White-bread?” Dark-skinned and dark-haired, with round brown, almost-black eyes, she looked anything but that.
 
   “As white as they come,” she said. “I’m fourth-generation American. I have a sister named Heather, a brother named Brent, and another named Taylor. We watched American TV, not the Spanish channels. We sang ‘Baby Beluga’ and ‘The Streets of Laredo’ as kids, not corrido songs. I’m no more Mexican than you are of whatever culture your ancestors came from.”
 
   He knew what she meant. “Euro-trash, my mother calls our forbearers. A mix of poor and working-class people from six or seven countries who fled famines and wars or chased dreams to America. I guess you could call us mutts.”
 
   She smiled at that.
 
   “I chose my work because I felt I’d lost my heritage,” she said. “If I couldn’t have it myself, at least I could try to help others preserve their cultures for themselves.” She took another swallow of the oily brew. “Naheyo took a liking to me and asked me to come back alone. She said if I came again, I could come to the compound—we’d been in the main village before—and she would teach me to be human. For a researcher, the opportunity was too precious to turn down. It meant the women would share their entire culture with me, not just the parts they wanted the outside world to see. I was able to get a grant based on the uniqueness of the research, and here I am.”
 
   His eyelids felt heavy. He tried to hold back from falling asleep. “If the Lalunta don’t want their entire culture exposed, aren’t you betraying their trust by doing your job?”
 
   Pilar nodded slowly. “I’ve thought about that. Of course I’m recording everything. I keep notebooks and I have a camera. When I go home, I’ll lecture and write a book.”
 
   “It is a betrayal, then,” Jake said.
 
   She set her now-empty cup on the floor. “Cultures are fluid. All cultures eventually die or are so absorbed into another that they might as well be dead. If I don’t record everything accurately, knowledge of Lalunta life as it exists now will be lost forever. Fifty, a hundred years from now, the children’s children of these women will be able to see what I recorded here and know their true past. I think that’s worth doing. They do too, or they wouldn’t have invited me here.”
 
   The voices of the women grew louder, coming toward the window.
 
   “They’ll be singing out there for a while,” she said. “These are songs your companion is supposed to sing. I haven’t learned them, so they’re doing it for me. They’re supposed to help you sleep.”
 
   They weren’t what he would have called lullabies—more like spirituals, with intricate, soaring tunes. Still, they did their job. Pilar slid down next to him, drowsy, as he was, her back against him. The cot was narrow. He lifted his arm to put it around her and drew it back, unsure. And then did drape his arm over her, his hand gently resting on her belly. She leaned into him, a soft comfort on a hard night.
 
    
 
    
 
   Parrots squawked in stands of banana trees just beyond the cane field. Monkeys with white and brown fur and completely black Yoda faces clambered through the branches of a tall Brazil nut tree. Purple orchids burst through the fat green leaves of a gray-barked tree like tethered birds aching to take flight. Jake saw and heard all this in a flash, as though he had been blind and deaf to the forest and only now saw it as it was, not cacophony but opera: spectacle, music, and beauty. Leftover effects from last night’s oily drink, he figured, and was glad of it—a sense of wonder to damp down the fear.
 
   The Helpers stood in a horseshoe in the field, each clutching a walking stick much like the one Naheyo had given him. Ten Helpers, like exotic flowers themselves, wrapped in capes of monkey fur or feathers in neon colors—blues, greens, yellows, oranges, and scarlet. The colors appeared brighter in the wet, gray morning, the way fog made headlights glow.
 
   Naheyo sat apart, her back to them, waiting while Pilar and Jake crossed the open ground between the compound and the field. Naheyo had insisted he not use the cane. He leaned lightly against Pilar’s shoulder, still favoring his ankle, though he thought maybe it was from habit now more than need. The calm the brew had provided had fled, and his stomach knotted from nerves and hunger. The shaman had been adamant that he not eat. Probably to help the drugs work quickly, but she might have had other ideas—notions of providing an empty vessel for the good spirits to enter for the fight, or maybe of starving out the demon.
 
   Maybe it was nothing like that at all. Naheyo had her own reasons for what she did—reasons too different from his own way of thinking to make sense to him.
 
   The air felt squeezed from his lungs as they passed the first Helper and entered into the horseshoe. He was grateful Pilar would interpret, and stay at his side. He wanted to take her hand—the feel and warmth of her skin a promise that everything would be all right, that he’d get out of there and be able to warn people about benesha. He rubbed his hand over the face of his watch, for luck.
 
   Naheyo looked at them over her shoulder. Her face was blackened with charcoal, the whites of her eyes extraordinarily bright in contrast.
 
   Pilar froze in her step. “She promised me.” Her voice was low and tight. “Naheyo’s never lied to me before. Now she’s lied twice.” She leaned close to Jake, whispering in his ear even though the women wouldn’t have understood what she said. “You have to know. Naheyo promised this would be easy—a quick ritual to drive away the evil spirit and you’d be on your way. This rite, it’s a healing, the black on her face, it’s . . .” She clamped her jaws shut and shook her head.
 
   “It’s what?”
 
   “It either works or the Helpers kill the patient. Either way, the world is protected from the contamination.”
 
   He couldn’t move for a moment, taking in what she’d said, his feet as heavy as boulders. Then his muscles twitched and screamed, wanting to run. It took all of his will to stay where he was.
 
   The women closed in behind Jake and Pilar, surrounding them in a circle, each one standing behind a white rock about the size of two clasped hands. Jake’s eyes were like cameras, fear clicking the shutter. He looked over the women’s heads to Naheyo. She sat bent over a bowl made from a halved coconut. Long, green macaw tail feathers were woven into her tar-colored hair. She wore a short skirt of yellow-speckled leaves and the cape of jaguar fur that Jake had seen in her room. The cape was pushed back over her shoulders. The skin from her elbows to her wrists was covered in black mud circles, wavy lines, spirals, and yellow dots. A light drizzle began. The rain did nothing to cool the heat. Sweat poured down Jake’s body.
 
   One of the Helpers tilted back her head and screamed. He flinched at the wild, piercing sound—a call, he thought, to the spirits, or the signal to begin. The women began singing, moving their feet in place, lifting them only inches from the moist ground, left, right, left, right, going nowhere.
 
   “They’re charming the field,” Pilar said, low. “Setting up a protective barrier against the harmful spirits. When they’ve finished, Naheyo will take over. Don’t step outside of the ring, no matter what happens. If you step out, they’ll see it as the demon trying to escape. They’ll—”
 
   Jake nodded. He understood.
 
   “Jake—” 
 
   “It’s okay,” he said, his nerves strung tight. 
 
   The women began shuffling in a slow circle around them, stepping to the side and dragging their sticks in the dirt, digging out a visible ring. Jake picked out one to watch—the tallest of the Helpers, with a necklace of dead lizards around her neck—concentrating on her to track the steps of the ritual, to help keep focused. They circled completely three times, then abruptly stopped singing. The Helpers turned and walked away and found places to sit on the ground outside the ring, by the white rocks. The ever-present cacophony of birdcalls seemed too loud to Jake, and he realized he’d tuned them out completely while the women had been singing.
 
   Naheyo pulled herself to her feet and walked toward Jake and Pilar, the coconut bowl in her hands. Jake’s heart galloped. He was keenly aware of being much taller than the shaman, of the top of her head not reaching halfway up his chest—an odd and pleasant feeling, to look down at her. A quick smile bent his mouth.
 
   Naheyo chattered in Lalunta, her eyes narrowed, her young face suddenly as pinched and harsh as an old Puritan’s.
 
   “She wants to know why you are smiling,” Pilar said, “and asked if you are so stupid that you don’t know this is a serious time.”
 
   Not a good beginning. Jake’s pulse rang in his ears.
 
   “I apologize,” he said, looking at Naheyo as he spoke. “I know how important this is. I thank you for being willing to help an ignorant stranger and I promise to do better now that you are here to help me know how to behave.”
 
   Pilar translated. The shaman looked Jake up and down, hissed, and then spoke.
 
   “She says that I should tell you what a good teacher she is, that there is no other like her in all the world, and that if you are not stupid after all and you work very hard, she might be able to teach you something this morning, as well as drive out your demon.”
 
   Jake scratched nervously at his cheek. “I’m honored that such a great teacher and healer is willing to help me,” he told Naheyo. “I will work hard and do what you say.”
 
   Pilar translated again and Naheyo seemed satisfied. The shaman settled herself cross-legged on the ground and motioned for Pilar and Jake to sit. 
 
   Naheyo took several large swallows from the bowl, then handed it to Jake. He felt grateful for his bigger hands that let him hold the bowl without fumbling. He looked into the container, half expecting to see the green-mud concoction of benesha. Instead, the bowl held a brown liquid that smelled like licorice.
 
   “You drink the rest,” Pilar said.
 
   Jake lifted the bowl and let the liquor flow into his mouth. It tasted awful. Anise was certainly an ingredient, but its strong licorice flavor didn’t block the taste of whatever else was in there. He forced himself to swallow instead of spitting it out, and handed the empty container to Naheyo. She held it up and turned it over, showing that he’d drunk it all. The Helpers murmured their approval.
 
   “How long until the effects set in?” he asked Pilar.
 
   “Not long,” she said. “A few minutes, maybe.”
 
   Nervous heat radiated through his chest. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if the healing failed. What he wanted was to ask Naheyo if she’d seen or heard of benesha. She was likely to know about most of the trance-inducing substances found in the forest. He’d been told that only the Tabna had benesha, but now he’d begun to see how unlikely that was. Nomadic people crossed into each other’s territories to hunt, fight, trade, gossip, and find mates. Surely more people than the few members of the Tabna would have run across a green mineral lying on the forest floor? Unless benesha was mined and there was only one, well-hidden vein that lay within Tabna territory.
 
   His mouth was as dry as sand, which was strange since he’d just had something to drink. He licked his lips and tried to swallow. His thoughts were foggy—too late to ask Naheyo about benesha. Too risky now that his mind was clouding. He could easily say the wrong thing and be stuck here.
 
   Stuck. The mantra of the lonely and disappointed.
 
   Stuck in the Amazon.
 
   Stuck in a boy-sized body for too many adult years.
 
   Stuck, and yet Jake didn’t feel as disappointed as he might have. Maybe it was the drugs, but it all felt . . . inevitable. It seemed obvious now why he’d stopped himself from growing all those years ago—so he would be sent to meet with Mawgis and discover the truth about benesha. Wasn’t he clever to have known that when he was only five? And it was equally obvious to him why he was growing again—he’d fulfilled the mission and didn’t need to be small anymore.
 
   “Jake, it’s time to work now,” Pilar said, breaking into his thoughts.
 
   He turned to look at her, moving impossibly slowly, like pushing through a syrup sea. When he found her face, he shook his head. “I’ve done my job already.”
 
   Naheyo spoke, stood up, and walked past the circle the Helpers formed, toward the trees. 
 
   “Is it over?” Jake said, asking himself as much as Pilar.
 
   “Wait,” she said
 
   His eyes burned. He realized he’d been staring a long while, and closed his eyes slowly, to rest them. When he looked again, he saw Naheyo standing inches from a tall, thick-trunked tree, her back to them, her arms raised above her head. He thought maybe she was saying something, but he couldn’t hear her over the birds. The Helpers who sat between him and Naheyo kept their eyes on him, not turning to watch their shaman. Naheyo dropped her arms and turned. She ran toward Jake and Pilar, bent at the waist, her rump stuck out behind her. Not over, Jake thought, his confidence sliding away, a frizz of nerves tingling in his chest. He leaned away.
 
   The Helpers began singing again, each making her own song—magpie voices that hurt his head. Naheyo screamed in his face, then backed off, her eyes never leaving his, her body still bent in the same unnatural position.
 
   “She’s calling the good spirits to come help you,” Pilar said. Her voice sounded easy but edgy—worried and trying to hide it. “You need to summon them as well. She’ll break the request into easy phrases. You repeat exactly what she says.”
 
   Jake exhaled a long breath. “I’m ready.” 
 
   Naheyo came toward them again, not running this time, but skipping almost, with tiny steps. She spoke, or rather, half sang her words, the syllables meaningless to Jake, taking life inside the tones. He listened carefully to repeat the sounds exactly. Her words seemed to hit his skin and penetrate straight through, then ricochet up his chest and out of his mouth. Naheyo cocked her head, listening. She shifted position slightly and spoke to Pilar.
 
   Pilar touched his arm. “Naheyo says you must be part human after all. You call the spirits well.”
 
   He knew that already. He’d felt the rightness.
 
   “Do you want me to translate what the words mean?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. He knew the essence of the words; the exact meaning was unimportant.
 
   The women stopped singing. Naheyo called again. Jake repeated her words. Seconds or hours passed. A faint path had appeared in the dirt from Naheyo’s runs forward and back, her bent position never changing. Time stretched out, became eternity and no time. Naheyo called. Jake repeated. The forest breathed. The earth’s heart pulsed in a soft and regular rhythm. Drizzle fell, as soft as kisses on his skin. Jake learned the words and no longer waited for Naheyo’s lead, but called with her, two voices merged into one. She came and sat in front of him, their knees touching.
 
   The women were singing again. Birds and beasts from the forest made their way into the cane field—a leaf-shaped mata mata turtle, an anteater, a snowy egret walking as stately as a diplomat on long black legs beneath its pure white body. A cricket hopped beside Jake, settled in, and began chirping. Jake watched them come, fascinated, wondering if the singing had drawn them. A jaguar appeared, and a pink river dolphin swimming through the air above their heads.
 
   “The spirits are here,” he whispered to Pilar, as though sharing a deep secret with her.
 
   “Ask for their help,” she said.
 
   He looked at Naheyo. She sat, their knees still touching, her eyes closed, paying no mind to the arriving spirits or to him.
 
   “How?”
 
   Pilar shrugged.
 
   Panic rose in him. He jumped to his feet. “Ask Naheyo for me,” he said, suddenly desperate. “Ask her what I should say.”
 
   “You know the words,” Pilar said, or he thought she said—an odd ringing clogged his ears. 
 
   Irrational fury pumped through his blood. “This is crazy. You can’t hold me prisoner here. I have to get to a telephone.” He leaned down and shouted into Pilar’s face. “Don’t you realize what’s at stake?”
 
   Pilar looked pained, but she only shrugged again. Naheyo sprang to her feet and began screeching.
 
   “The evil one is speaking through you.” Pilar’s voice as she translated was maddeningly even, professional. Her arms were wrapped over her chest as though she were afraid of flying apart. “Your demon has filled you with anger and fear. He wants you afraid, so you will do his bidding. Ask the spirits for help, or you will be lost.” Her voice broke. “Ask for help, Jake, or you’ll never, never get home again. Please.”
 
   Naheyo stood near him, her hands on her hips—the jaguar sitting on its haunches near her feet—watching, waiting to see what Jake would do. The Helpers sang, leaning forward, attentive. The turtle stretched its long neck and regarded Jake with its dark, wet eyes. Jake turned back to Pilar.
 
   “Ask for help,” she said.
 
   He licked his lips and knew his throat wouldn’t work even if he could find the words.
 
   He didn’t know how long he stood there, silent, his mind frozen. The Helpers had stopped singing. Birds cackled in the trees. Naheyo watched him, her head tilted to the side. Slowly she raised one arm and stretched it out straight in front of her.
 
   The Helpers rose to their feet. In silence, they gathered the sticks and rocks that lay near them and looked to Naheyo for orders.
 
   Pilar grabbed Jake’s arm. Her eyes were wide. “Say it,” she begged him. “Ask for help.”
 
   He wanted to. He could say anything—the words didn’t matter. All he needed to do was open his mouth, give the words the right sound to satisfy Naheyo. It would save him for a while, at least. His tongue felt like iron in his mouth, too heavy to move. He wanted to run, but his legs felt as heavy as his tongue.
 
   The Helpers squeezed toward him.
 
   “Say it,” Pilar said again.
 
   Jake’s heart boomed in his chest. The sky ruptured and rain poured down. Across the cane field, the tree leaves began to rustle, too much to be caused by the rain.
 
   Someone, something was coming.
 
   His gaze darted among the leaves, the Helpers, and Naheyo. The shaman turned toward the rustling leaves, waiting, expectant. Her arm dropped to her side and the Helpers stopped coming toward him. Jake felt the breath shake out of his chest. They weren’t going to kill him, not this moment at least. Maybe whatever made the leaves rustle would distract them, give him time to find his voice again. Or to run—what he wanted to do, but knew that was the wrong thing. He had to stay and finish this.
 
   The Helpers had all turned toward the rattling leaves, their hands tightening on the sticks they held. Jake thought it ironic that if it were a boar or other dangerous animal shaking the leaves, the Helpers might save him before they turned on him.
 
   The quaking foliage parted, and Jake blinked. Mawgis stepped onto the edge of the cane field, the bottom half of his face painted red and the top half covered in what looked like blue glitter. His short hair stood out from his head as though he’d used static electricity as a comb. He raised his hand in a slight wave and walked casually across the field. They watched him come—Jake, Pilar, Naheyo, and the Helpers, everyone’s eyes trained on the same spot, not one of them moving. Only the drum of rain against the dirt and leaves broke the silence.
 
   Mawgis stopped in front of Jake.
 
   They were the same height.
 
   Oh, God. Had he shrunk? Was he again no taller than a five-year-old? He looked around wildly at the others. Naheyo had not grown taller. Pilar didn’t look larger. Mawgis had grown, as Jake had grown.
 
   Were their fates tied together?
 
   Mawgis wagged his finger. “You are too trusting, Jake Kendrick. If you take drugs with strangers, what can you expect but an unpleasant experience?”
 
   English, Jake thought. He didn’t know how he could understand Mawgis without the translator—or benesha traveling.
 
   Mawgis grinned. “Life is full of surprises.”
 
   “Lish gorum,” Naheyo hissed.
 
   “She thinks you’re a devil,” Jake told him, surprised how easy it was to speak when he hadn’t been able to manage it before. “She says you’ve invaded my soul.”
 
   Jake listened for Pilar’s translation to Naheyo, but none came. When he shifted his gaze to the two women, he saw they were as still as stone.
 
   “I’ve disrupted their time sense,” Mawgis said. “Or rather, stopped it altogether for a bit. It’s just the two of us now.”
 
   Jake didn’t believe that. His mind searched for an explanation. Hypnosis sprang up as a possibility. Either that or the women were in on it with Mawgis, but that didn’t seem true.
 
   Mawgis smiled and stepped closer. “What do you think? Am I a devil?”
 
   Jake leaned away from him. “There’s something evil about you.”
 
   “If that were true, would I be here now to save you? No, I’d have left you to these superstitious women and their crude methods of dealing with the possessed.”
 
   Jake stepped back again. Maybe whatever Naheyo had given him to drink made him see things that weren’t happening—the forest was full of hallucinogenic plants. Pilar and the women couldn’t be frozen in time. Mawgis wasn’t here at all. But maybe he was.
 
   “I don’t trust you.”
 
   “You don’t have much choice. Either the shaman sees a demon fly from you or her women kill you. Sticks and stones may break your bones, Jake. Not a pleasant way to go. I’m the only hope you have.”
 
   The rain hammered down, heavy as quicksilver. The muslin pants stuck to Jake’s skin as though they were glued on.
 
   “What do you want, Mawgis? You’re not here from kindness or concern for me.”
 
   Mawgis cupped his hands and watched the heavy rain bounce off his palms. “Perhaps I’ve missed the pleasure of your company. Most likely, I have future plans for you. Something for you to do. Whatever reason I’m here, I wouldn’t turn down my offer if I were you.”
 
   Mawgis was playing him. He felt sure of it. A bright-green lizard darted across the ground near Jake’s feet and vanished into a pile of sopping leaves. He could run now, with the women frozen. He knew the way to the river. He could run and keep running all the way to Catalous.
 
   “Really, Jake?” Mawgis said. “You think you could outrun these women’s stones once I freed them? They’re not like us. They have very good aim and absolutely no remorse.”
 
   The rain pelted down, tiny bullets against Jake’s skin.
 
   “All right,” he said. “How do we give the shaman what she wants?”
 
   Mawgis spread his hands. Water streamed from between his fingers. “Do what the woman said; ask the spirits for help. Beg for deliverance.” He grinned, leaned close to Jake, and said, “We’ll give ’em a good show. I promise.”
 
   Jake raked his fingers through his hair and glanced around. Naheyo, Pilar, and the others were like cardboard cutouts, their eyes wide and empty. His skin prickled at the sight. Mawgis clicked his tongue and light returned to the women’s eyes. They were all looking at Jake, waiting.
 
   He felt stupid, with no idea what he should say. The words didn’t matter, but tone did. Determination. Desperation. Anger. He dropped to his knees, folded his hands together, and looked up through the hard rain to the glimpse of gray sky above. Jake raised his voice for everyone to hear. “Drive this foul demon away from me. Save the world from the death he wants to bring it.”
 
   Naheyo chittered. The Helpers sang, loud as a thousand frogs on the riverbank. Mawgis straight-armed Jake in the chest. He fell, his back and head thudding against the hard ground.
 
   “Ee-ee-ee,” the women called. “Gorum!”
 
   Jake lay on his back, panting, unable to get up or turn over, though nothing held him. Nothing, but he felt something on his chest, a weight making it hard to breathe.
 
   “Ee-ee-ee,” the Helpers cried.
 
   He raised his head and looked down, along his chest and legs. His heart crashed against his ribs. A phosphorescent green mist streamed from his body, rising like smoke. The smoke thickened, became a fog, and in the fog tiny bright dots, like diamond chips, gleamed.
 
   Mawgis’s face loomed above him. Jake wanted to grab him, pull him down, or knock him in the jaw, but his arms wouldn’t move. The Helpers were singing again—a jittery song, discordant and hostile. Mawgis grinned.
 
   The fog swirled, spinning into an armed disk, a phosphorescent-green Milky Way sparking with burning stars, growing, growing, until it spread over the cane field, hiding the women and Mawgis, spreading until Jake was blind and terrified and the world was nothing but fog and embers and the strangled cry of his scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Ten
 
    
 
   The sun cut through the room’s single window, a harsh yellow shaft that made the small room hot and bright. Red ants flowed down the mud wall like drops of blood over the scars Jake had carved to mark his erratic growth. He tugged off the now-filthy muslin pants that no longer reached his ankles, and pulled on a faded pair of cutoff jeans brought by Knonee, the Lalunta man who would take him to Catalous in his canoe. Knonee had arrived that morning with Fant, bringing a sack containing the shorts and an old T-shirt emblazoned with a faded black-and-white soccer ball and the legend “Brazil: World Cup 2002.” Jake pulled on the shirt. The clothes were tight, but a better fit than what he’d been wearing. He stepped into a pair of gray rubber flip-flops that had come in the same sack as the shorts and shirt. It felt odd but good to wear something on his feet again—safe somehow.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he saw Pilar in the doorway, shifting her weight on the balls of her feet. Her eyes looked tired. His chest felt tight.
 
   “A little small for you,” she said, about the new wardrobe. “Clean, at least. Cleaner. Nothing’s ever really clean out here.”
 
   “Hi,” he said.
 
   A clumsy silence set in. He wondered what to say to her. What they had to say to each other. He didn’t know how long she’d been standing there.
 
   “It’s good-bye today, isn’t it?” she said. “I don’t suppose we’ll run into each other again.”
 
   He crossed the few steps to the doorway and took her hands in his. Hands that felt both rough and delicate—small—nestled in his own. “I’m in the San Francisco phone book. Call me when you get back to the States.”
 
   She hitched up one shoulder in a slight shrug. “I’ll be in Boston.”
 
   “Planes go everywhere.”
 
   She pressed her lips together before speaking. “You’re not the man you were, Jake. You know what I mean. Your life, when you get home, it won’t be the one you had before.”
 
   Outside, Knonee called Jake’s name. It was strange to hear a man’s voice in this place of women. He looked around the tiny mud-walled space that had been his home for the last two months. Does the prisoner miss his cell after he’s released? He didn’t know what to say back to Pilar.
 
   She picked up the cane the shaman had brought and held it out to him. “Naheyo wants you to have this. To remember us by.”
 
   “I wouldn’t forget,” he said, taking the stick. “Not Naheyo. Not you.”
 
   “I have something for you, too.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a camera’s optical recorder tucked in a tiny clear plastic case.
 
   “It’s still pictures, mostly,” she said. “Movies are too real, too confining. Stills are like paintings—they open the memory to more than just the moment.”
 
   Jake reached for the case. “Thank you.”
 
   She held on to it. “There’s narration, my voice. Listen to it after you get back to the States.” She set the little box in his open palm. 
 
   “Pilar,” he began, but stopped. Words were his business, his ability to use them his most valuable asset, and he was bankrupt.
 
   He put his arms around her and held her close. Her scent—lemon and new leaves— and the warmth of her body anchored him. Knonee called his name again, with impatience this time.
 
   “Safe journey, Jake,” she whispered, and kissed him lightly on the cheek.
 
   She turned and walked out of the room. He wanted to call her back, to ask her to come with him, but he didn’t. She had her work to do and he had his.
 
    
 
    
 
   Knonee wasn’t much of a talker. His English was better than Jake’s Portuguese, but not by much. Jake managed to thank him for the ride to Catalous. Knonee managed to express that Naheyo hadn’t given him any choice about it.
 
   He sat in the front of the wood canoe and craned his neck to watch Knonee paddle, two hands on one oar, side to side, pushing them eastward on the river. A second paddle lay on the floorboards. River water lapped over partially submerged trees, their branches reaching upward—arms and fingers trying to touch the sun. Jake turned forward. Frogs croaked on the banks. Schools of fish in all sizes and colors swam and leaped beside the canoe. Caimans opened their sleepy, wet eyes and flexed their great jaws as they passed by. The minutes seemed to drag. Jake thought about what he’d say to Ashne once he phoned the head of World United. How to get the truth about benesha across quickly. What to say to make Ashne believe him. He waved Naheyo’s cane, swiping at the wasps and mosquitoes that dove at their heads.
 
   “Big stick against little bug,” Knonee said from behind him. “And you missed.”
 
   Jake looked at him over his shoulder and shrugged.
 
   Knonee grinned then, a smile full of straight, white teeth, and Jake saw that he was playing.
 
   “How much longer to Catalous?” he asked, laying the stick across his knees. The trading village was ten miles in a straight line from the compound. He had no idea how long that distance would take to cover on the meandering river.
 
   Knonee frowned, as though trying to puzzle out the meaning of the question.
 
   Unconsciously, Jake tapped the top of his watch in that first world sign of time. He tried his limited Portuguese. “Quanto mais longo?”
 
   Knonee’s face brightened. “Depois de escurecer.”
 
   After dark.
 
   Jake slapped a mosquito taking her lunch on his arm. A tiny red stain spread on his skin. He flicked the crushed body into the river. The sooner they reached Catalous and a phone, the better. If there was no phone at Catalous, then Manaus—but Manaus was a long way, days and days of traveling on the river. Days and days for benesha-fed meat to be distributed. He saw in his mind’s eye the village Mawgis had taken him to—the bodies bloated in the heat, their dead eyes pecked out by carrion birds. Dead babies clutched in their dead mothers’ arms. He wiped his damp palms on his shorts.
 
   “Can I help?” he asked, and mimed paddling.
 
   Knonee smiled and shook his head.
 
   “I know how,” Jake assured him. Not so well as Knonee did, and he hadn’t paddled a canoe in years, but he thought he could handle it well enough to help speed them along. Sitting was making him antsy. His mind wandered to places he didn’t want to go. Bodies had floated in the water at the village of the dead. He’d seen a young boy’s corpse caught by the leg in a caiman’s mouth and dragged under the brown-green water, like being killed twice.
 
   “We’ll get there faster—mais rápido,” Jake said, picking up the paddle that lay unused in the middle of the boat. “Mais fácil. Less work for you.”
 
   Knonee shook his head again, more firmly this time and without the smile. “Naheyo,” he said, as though that were the beginning and end of it.
 
   Jake set the paddle back down, angry at the shaman. Why would she order Knonee not to let him help? Superstition? Did she think he wasn’t good enough—not being fully human? Or did she have some reason to keep them from reaching Catalous as quickly as possible?
 
   The canoe sliced through the black water. He tried to be patient. His mind slid again to the death village, the benesha mixed into the chicken feed. Had Mawgis given the benesha to the villagers, or had they found it themselves? Where did benesha come from? He shifted around again to face his guide.
 
   “Knonee, have you ever seen green stones in the forest?”
 
   “Que?”
 
   “Green stones. Rocks. In the forest.” Jake struggled for the Portuguese words. “Pedras verdes. Na floresta.”
 
   The paddler grinned. “You hunt the emeralds?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “Not emeralds. Other green rocks.”
 
   “Many rocks,” Knonee said. “Rocks everywhere. No green ones.”
 
   “Any magic rocks? Pedras mágicas?”
 
   “Plants with magic, sure. Plenty. But not rocks.”
 
   “Or rocks called benesha?”
 
   “Nada.”
 
   Jake turned back and watched the water part at the bow of the canoe. He tapped his right hand against his leg, in rhythm with Knonee’s paddling. How could he make Ashne believe him? What should he say? His hand tapped faster.
 
    
 
    
 
   Long after dark, when by necessity they’d slowed their pace, Knonee pointed toward a light glowing on the banks of the river. Soon the dim outline of a building showed in the darkness. The wood building had a peaked roof with wide eaves, probably thatched, and sat perched on stilts to raise it above the high water level of the rainy season. A short floating dock lay like a finger over the river.
 
   Pilar had said that Catalous wasn’t much more than a couple of houses and a trading post for locals bringing in exotic fish for the American aquarium market, but the trader had a satellite phone. Jake leaned forward in the canoe. He calculated the time in California and where he could most likely reach Ashne at this hour. The exact words he would use were still to be chosen, but he trusted himself. When Ashne came to the phone, Jake would know what to say. If he didn’t get it exactly right the first time, he’d keep talking until he did.
 
   Knonee guided the canoe up to the dock and called out. Moments later, a man appeared—short, Asian-looking, and in his sixties, Jake guessed, with a well-lined face and knobby knees below his tan shorts. The man bent down and threw a line to Knonee. The Indian caught it easily, holding the line with one hand and the dock with the other to steady the canoe. Jake climbed out, using Naheyo’s stick like a third leg, for balance. He turned, expecting Knonee to tie up and come ashore, but the man had already pushed off, disappearing into the wild darkness before Jake could thank him.
 
   He turned back to the trader, held out his hand, and introduced himself.
 
   “Toshi Nakagawa,” the trader replied, his accent American. He was a good three or four inches shorter than Jake. Jake liked the feeling.
 
   “I need to call the States,” he said. “Can I use your phone?”
 
   The fish trader looked Jake over and nodded. “Credit or collect?”
 
   “Collect. To California.”
 
   He nodded again, slowly, as though thinking through a weighty decision. “Inside,” he said, motioning with his chin toward the trading post, then turning to lead the way to the stairs. In the dark, he was as quick as a spider on its web. Jake followed at a slower pace, watching his footing.
 
   The building wasn’t much different from Mawgis’s hut—the ceiling only a wood frame covered in thatched palm—though bigger by maybe five times, and with a wood-plank floor instead of dirt. A large, rectangular, scarred-wood counter filled the center of the room like a square doughnut. The walls were lined with thick wood shelving packed with variously sized aquariums in which exotic fish swam. The air smelled of salt and chlorine. The trader didn’t turn on the overhead bulbs. Aquarium lights cast shifting, watery shadows on the floor. The soft hum of small electric pumps filled the room.
 
   Toshi Nakagawa lifted a hinged panel in the counter and stepped through. He stooped over, momentarily disappearing, then reappeared with a satellite phone in his hand. He punched a number into the ungainly handset.
 
   “Access code,” he explained, and handed Jake the phone. “Point it that way.” He indicated with his finger which direction the antenna should face for the satellite he used. “Dial your number and hit OK.”
 
   Jake pressed the buttons. The almost-immediate sound of ringing followed. Anticipation rose in him like mercury. An operator came on. Jake charged the call to his home phone and tapped his foot, waiting for Ashne to answer, silently counting the distant-sounding rings: one, two, three.
 
   Static crackled over the line, then stopped, followed by the hollow nothingness of dead air.
 
   “Got cut off,” he said, and held out the phone to Toshi. The fish trader again punched in the access code and handed the phone back. A busy signal bleated in Jake’s ear. He ran his hand roughly through his hair.
 
   Toshi rolled his eyes, and the two men went through the routine a third time. Nothing.
 
   “The call’s not going through,” Jake said, his voice as calm as he could make it.
 
   The trader turned toward Jake, his hand poised over a tank, a carton of fish food clutched tight. He set down the box, took the phone, and punched in some numbers. He held the phone to his ear, then frowned.
 
   “Gone,” he said. “It happens. The weather. Sunspots, or some shit. Knocks out the satellite access.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   Toshi shrugged. “A few minutes. A couple of hours. Once it went for three days.” He thought a moment. “Could be the battery. The recharger went belly-up. Been meaning to get to Manaus and pick up another one.”
 
   The trader looked him up and down. Jake was used to being stared at, though not this overtly. When he had been small, people usually had felt sorry for him and mostly tried to hide their stares. He felt suddenly self-conscious in his new body, taller than the other man, but dressed like a beggar in Knonee’s cast-off jeans and faded T-shirt, his wild hair and scraggly beard in need of a cut.
 
   “So,” Toshi said, picking up the fish food again and sprinkling some into a tank. “You’re what—an eco-tourist? How’d you get separated from your group?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I work for World United. I’ve been negotiating with one of the local tribes.”
 
   “Yeah? The government know about you being here?” The trader’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t just slide on in to take advantage? Maybe a land grab for some cattle ranchers? Gonna fuck up the forest and ruin my business while you’re at it?”
 
   “Nothing like that. A fair negotiation with one of the smaller groups here. Joaquin Machado with FUNAI brought me in.”
 
   Toshi’s jaw set like he’d caught Jake in a lie. “I know Joaquin. He wouldn’t let you loose in the park with just a native paddler.”
 
   Jake shrugged. “I’m on a deadline with these negotiations. You know how it goes—people back home think working in the Amazon is the same as doing business in Kansas.”
 
   The fish trader pursed his lips and muttered, “Idiots.” Jake figured that Toshi had worked with his share of unreasonable wholesalers in the States and elsewhere.
 
   “I need to go to Manaus as quickly as possible,” he said. “Can you get me there?”
 
   The trader thought it over, another weighty decision. “One thousand dollars American and I’ll have you there before lunch tomorrow.”
 
   Jake smiled thinly. “Must be a pretty fast boat.”
 
   “Plane. We can leave first thing in the morning. I gotta room you can have tonight.”
 
   Even for a plane, a thousand dollars was too much. Jake would have talked him down, but the price hardly mattered. He had no money. He didn’t even have a passport.
 
   “Fifteen hundred,” Jake said, “but you’re going to have to trust me for it.”
 
   Toshi leaned against the counter and regarded him. “Trust is expensive. Two thousand.”
 
   “Fifteen.”
 
   “Not gonna happen,” Toshi said. “No cash, no plane—not for less than two grand.”
 
   Jake fiddled with the stem of his watch, then nodded.
 
   “And good-faith collateral,” the trader said.
 
   Jake turned his empty palms up.
 
   Toshi looked at Jake’s wrist and smiled. “That’ll do.”
 
   The light went out in one of the aquariums and the background hum of motors dimmed. Toshi swore, strode over to a corner of the room, and fiddled with a nest of cables on the floor. The light came back on and the hum grew louder.
 
   The trader walked back to Jake. “You wanna go or not?”
 
   Jake stared at the man a moment, then undid the band and handed over his watch.
 
   The trader took it, pulled open a drawer, and dropped it inside. He slammed the drawer shut.
 
   Jake slept in the spare room at the back of the trading post, on a hard slat bed with a thin, dirty pillow he covered with a towel he’d found in the washroom. Dreaming, he found Pilar next to him, and gathered her into his arms. Her hair smelled of lemon. The heat of her body, the slight pressure of her against him, made him sigh.
 
    
 
    
 
   He woke to the screams of howler monkeys. Pilar leaned on one elbow, smiling down at him. Jake closed his eyes, content to stay in the dream.
 
   “It would be lovely to sleep,” she said, and he heard her voice as though it were something tiny and far away, “but it’s time to get up.”
 
   Pilar’s voice. At the fish trader’s. That was wrong. Jake snapped his eyes open. Sunlight poured through the little window into the familiar room at the compound. He was awake—clearly awake—and not dreaming. He lurched up, bumping against Pilar.
 
   “What happened?” he said.
 
   She shrugged and sighed. “Knonee.”
 
   “Left me off.” His gaze darted around the room. “How’d I get back here?”
 
   “Get back?”
 
   Confusion knotted his tongue. He had to think hard to get the words out. “Knonee took me to the trading post. The trader, Toshi—we’re supposed to fly to Manaus today.” He grabbed his left wrist. His watch was gone.
 
   Pilar lightly touched his leg. “We talked about Knonee taking you, but he didn’t come last night like he’d said he would. I don’t know why. He’s Fant’s nephew and she’s mystified. Naheyo—”
 
   He cut her off. “I was there. Knonee was here. We went down the river. I met the fish trader, Toshi. He took my watch as collateral for payment.”
 
   She gave him a tiny smile. “Sounds like a wish dream. You’ve been cooped up here so long, it makes sense that you’d dream about getting out. You’ll get to a phone, Jake, just not today.”
 
   “I can describe them. The fish trader is shorter and older than me, Asian. His hair is white and runs over his collar. Knonee is young, maybe twenty, maybe younger. He’s shorter than I am, but we’re built the same. He gave me this.” Jake pulled at his T-shirt, wanting to show her the words “Brazil: World Cup 2002.” Nothing was written on the plain white shirt covering his chest.
 
   He looked down. His watch lay on the dirt floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Eleven
 
    
 
   Pilar leaned over and picked up his watch, fastening the device on his wrist—the same way she had all those weeks back, the day he’d first woken in this room. Having it on was small comfort now, not like then, when just the feel of it on his wrist made him think everything would be fine.
 
   “This isn’t real,” he whispered, half-surprised he could still speak, his mind spun so crazily. His head pounded and the blood banged in his ears. He leaned forward, his arms between his knees.
 
   He wasn’t sure what was real—the trip with Knonee or being in the compound. Maybe he was at the fish trader’s, dreaming of being with Pilar. He’d wake soon. Toshi would fly him to Manaus.
 
   “It’s Naheyo, isn’t it?” he asked, looking sideways at Pilar sitting beside him, her hands clasped in her lap. “She’s keeping me here. You have to make her understand. People are going to die. Real people. Not ‘demons.’”
 
   “Naheyo isn’t keeping you,” Pilar said. “She wants you gone. She’s worried your demon will possess you again and you’ll ‘kick over the anthill.’ Her words, ‘kick over the anthill.’ I don’t know what that means. I asked, but if Naheyo doesn’t feel like answering, she doesn’t. She’s furious that Knonee didn’t come. She said that he’d better be hurt or sick—there’s no other excuse for him disobeying her order.”
 
   Pilar cut off abruptly, and he could see she was thinking, her lips pressed tight, considering, but he couldn’t guess at what. Did she know something she didn’t want to say? Watching her, waiting, his muscles clenched—each moment a vise squeezing the molecules of his body tighter, contracted by the weight of confinement. She had to be right—he’d been dreaming. Or was dreaming still. Pilar unlaced her fingers and stood.
 
   “I’ll take you to Catalous. We’ll have to walk and it’ll take a few days. It’s the best I can offer.”
 
   “Now?” He was halfway to his feet before the word left his mouth.
 
   She shook her head. “Soon. I’ll get some supplies together. An hour or so.”
 
   A sudden rain began—a hard rain that beat against the mosquito netting taped over the window, making netting bow at the bottom. Water trickled down the wall behind the cot. He glanced at the window and wall and then at Pilar. Hiking through the forest would be misery in the rain, but he didn’t want her to change her mind and say they’d go tomorrow. Her eyes didn’t say that, though. Her look said they’d be leaving as quickly as possible, the same as her words. A bit of the pressure in his chest let up.
 
   Pilar slipped from the room. He squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger. It helped the pounding in his head some.
 
    
 
    
 
   The rain stopped as quickly as it had started. The wall behind the cot was already drying, the color fading back to a dull dun, by the time Pilar returned. She handed him a pair of worn hiking boots and two thick gray socks.
 
   “Mike—Dr. Samuelson—I came to the Amazon with him the first time, when we stayed in the main Lalunta village. He left the boots behind.”
 
   He listened to her inflection and watched how she stood—still leaning slightly forward, her arms at her sides, not loose, but not clenched either. There was never anything between her and the man who had owned the shoes, no odd feeling about handing them over to him—he heard and saw that. Still, there was something, some hesitancy in her.
 
   The boots fit well enough, a little tight, but the length seemed good. He would have made the walk barefoot, but shod was better. He double-knotted the bow in the laces and stood up, anxious to start. Pilar seemed anxious too, though maybe he was reading her wrong, thinking she held something close when she was just primed to go, or resigned to a long trek she wanted to get over. They had at least a two-day or longer walk ahead of them. If she wanted to tell him something, she would. Two days’ walk, and he’d be at a phone.
 
   She bent down to the pile of goods she’d brought along with the boots and handed him a roll of canvas, a light blanket, and a canteen. She hefted a canvas pack onto her back.
 
   “I’ll take that,” he said, but she smiled as though vaguely insulted, then bent at the knees to pick up the last item she’d brought, a machete. He wondered if it was the one Naheyo had carried that first day.
 
   “Ready?” she asked, turning before he answered and heading down the short hallway out into the courtyard. She gave him a glance and nod when he caught up and matched his pace to hers. He was glad she didn’t talk. His mind rumbled, full of thoughts, and words were distracting. They crossed the cane field where he’d first seen Naheyo and then Pilar, and plunged into the forest.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beyond the Lalunta camp, everything was leaves and bark, mud and standing water, sharp smells, fly buzz, and monkey chatter. Behind them, the compound was lost in a frenzied maze of trees, shrubs, and undergrowth. He’d grown used to the compound—its walls, floors, ceilings. Now, in the wild world that had come so near to killing him, he gripped the head of the cane like a talisman. They’d get to a phone. Nothing else mattered.
 
   A raucous chirping of birds filled the air. He looked up but couldn’t see them in the dense greenery—bananas and small palms, and toothache trees with leaves that reminded him of ficus. Creepers twisted up tree trunks and dangled back down from branches hung with resting bats. He found himself breathing hard, falling behind Pilar. It irritated him that he wasn’t as strong and fast as she was. Fatigue weighed down his body like a water-soaked coat.
 
   “Am I going too fast?” she asked, looking back over her shoulder.
 
   He shook his head and pushed harder against the cane, using it to get spring and speed. A dung beetle rolled its prize across the ground in front of him. Jake stepped over it and pressed on.
 
    
 
    
 
   They were only three or four hours out, walking without talking, moving in that mind-whirling silence of people approaching a destination that is not an end. He licked his lips and tasted the salt of his sweat.
 
   Pilar stopped beside a tree with a trunk so wide Jake doubted that together they could get their arms around it. Thick, knobby roots snaked across the ground. The tree looked like Medusa, Jake thought, standing on her head. It was the only tall tree. The others nearby were lower, their branches floating like ballerina skirts over the sandy ground of the clearing.
 
    “Let’s take a rest,” she said, and slipped the pack off her back and let it fall to the ground.
 
   High in the Medusa tree, seventy, maybe eighty feet up, a colony of monkeys swung in the branches and chattered down at them. On a low branch, a black monster of a spider slid down its silken ladder. Jake ran his hands over his hair.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head, first feeling like he didn’t want to talk yet—not till he’d reasoned out to his own satisfaction what had happened—and then realizing he had to.
 
   “I don’t think it was a dream last night,” he said.
 
   She pressed her lips together, the way she did when she was considering something. “You fell off your cot,” she said. “Do you remember? I’d say three or four in the morning. The crash woke me. I came to your room to see if you were okay. You’d already gotten yourself back up and were asleep again.”
 
   He didn’t remember falling or getting himself back onto the cot. Would she lie to him? He didn’t believe she would, any more than he believed the trip downriver with Knonee had been a dream. There was a term for what he was feeling—the holding of two contradictory ideas at the same time, believing equally in both. He couldn’t remember the term, or whether it meant he was losing his mind.
 
   “I stayed with you the rest of the night,” she said. “I was afraid you might fall off again, hurt yourself. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   Maybe he hadn’t fallen off the cot. Maybe the crash was him landing back from the fish trader’s. Beamed back by a less-than-perfect transporter. He shook his head. That he’d had that thought scared him. Maybe he was coming unhinged.
 
   “No. I don’t mind,” he said.
 
   Pilar pulled off the once-white bandana that covered her hair and soaked the cloth with a bit of water from the canteen. She rubbed the fabric over her face and neck, cleaning away the light layer of dust on her skin.
 
   “It was kind of Naheyo to let you guide me,” Jake said.
 
   She nodded once, slowly—the way people do when the nod doesn’t mean agreement, but something completely different.
 
   “What?” he said, and it came to him as the word left his mouth. Naheyo hadn’t let her come. That was why she’d seemed hesitant just before they’d left.
 
   Pilar sat on a fallen tree trunk, using her feet to brace herself on the round log. “Naheyo wanted you out of the compound, but she didn’t want anyone to go with you. She wanted to drive you out, alone. You made it through the forest once, but I couldn’t let—” She glanced at the ground.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. It was such a small word to say all that he meant.
 
   Pilar laughed under her breath. “Two people have defied her in as many days—first Knonee, then me. She’s likely furious.” She held out the canteen.
 
   He took it and tilted it back, drinking as little as he could and still slake his thirst, thinking anything could happen out here—he hadn’t forgotten being lost in the forest. Best to be as ready as possible. He wondered if Naheyo really would have forced him out of the compound alone, or would have just flapped her arms and chattered on incessantly, but let him stay. Naheyo didn’t strike him as the sort of person to easily forgive defiance.
 
   “What will happen when you go back?”
 
   She half shrugged. “I’ll tell her I was beguiled by the pale foreigner and couldn’t help myself. She’ll storm a few days, but the truth is, she likes having me around. She likes the attention I pay her. Everything will be fine.”
 
   “And if it’s not?”
 
   “Most likely she’d turn a cold shoulder and my research would come to a quick end. I’d go home with incomplete data.”
 
   “To an incomplete career?” He handed the canteen back to her.
 
   “Naheyo won’t send me off,” she said, as if her words could make it true. “I’m the best audience she’s ever had. She’ll cry when my time here is done.”
 
   He hoped she was right. Kevin had led his film crew into the Amazon, hoping the Tabna would make him famous. Jake didn’t know what Pilar hoped her work with Naheyo would bring her, but he didn’t want to be the cause of a rift between them.
 
   “Are you beguiled?” he asked, and his heart went up into his throat.
 
   She screwed the cap back on the canteen and smiled.
 
   A cloud of termites whirled through the clearing, tiny white wings glinting like splinters of mirror in the sunlight. They ducked their heads, batting the insects away from their faces, and Pilar laughed—a single chuckle that broke something in him, and then they were both laughing, silly as school kids. Tears welled in his eyes and he wiped them away with the back of his arm. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed liked that—deep, from the gut, over nothing—probably not so long ago, but it seemed forever. He wanted it to go on and on. 
 
   The termites whirled across the clearing and into the forest. Their laughter dropped away, the last chuckles floating on the same breeze the insects rode, drifting among the trees.
 
   “Well,” Pilar said, and walked over to where she’d dropped her pack. “Are you hungry?”
 
   He was famished and hadn’t realized it. She handed him the pack. Inside were small loaves of fresh-baked bread, a cake of dried fish, shucked Brazil nuts in a large plastic jam jar, and a small Swiss Army knife. A second jam jar was packed with some sort of fresh leaves. Jake took out the bread and fish, cut off hunks of each, and offered them to her. They ate and drank, then moved on, Jake thinking as they walked that for a moment, when they were laughing, he’d almost forgotten where they were—and why.
 
    
 
    
 
   The forest thickened, the brush and trees growing close together—so lush and green it hurt his eyes. Walking in a straight line was impossible. They detoured right and left, Pilar wielding the machete like a warrior, hacking away any limbs in their way. He trusted that she knew how to get where they were going.
 
   “This will open up soon,” she promised.
 
   A butterfly, neon orange and blue, flittered across his view, suddenly rose, and disappeared into the canopy overhead. Jake watched its flight upward and saw the one-eyed parrot looking down on him from a low branch.
 
   He nudged Pilar and kept his eyes on the bird. 
 
   “One-eyed and alone,” she said, following his gaze into the branches. “Unusual. Parrots are flocking birds. If one flies off, the mate, at least, goes too. Usually the whole flock goes. The bird seems to be doing fine, though. Feathers aren’t ragged and he’s plump enough.”
 
   And keeping track of me, Jake wanted to say. It couldn’t be true—he hadn’t seen the bird at all while he’d been with the Lalunta. Likely they were now once again in the bird’s territory, and the bird so distinctive that he noticed it from time to time—but his stomach tensed anyway.
 
   The bird hopped off the branch, disappearing into the shadows. Jake thought that maybe it had flown away, but heard it squawk loudly and saw the leaves shake. The bird appeared again, turning its good eye to them.
 
   They were almost under the tree when the bird rose up from the branch, lifting into the air, and swooped down, winging directly toward Pilar. She ducked her head and threw up her arms for protection. Jake saw the bird coming too, saw how the parrot changed its flight when Pilar ducked, its wings tilted, tail spread, coming right at her, dropping through the air like a stone. He grabbed her arm and jerked her to the ground just as the parrot’s beak grazed the scarf covering her hair. Jake turned his head to see if it would come at her again, but it had flown past, slanted upward, and was disappearing through the trees.
 
   “You all right?” He knelt beside her and gently brushed away a few leaves that had stuck to her hair.
 
   She nodded, took in a deep breath, held it, and let it out. “I’ve never seen a parrot do that. It flew right at us.”
 
   You, he thought. It flew at you.
 
   She braced her hand on the forest floor and pushed herself to her feet, the backpack she wore making the move awkward. He stood faster and grabbed her arm, to steady her.
 
   “We should keep moving,” she said.
 
   He bent down, picked up the machete she’d dropped, and handed it to her. He leaned over again and closed his hand around the walking stick. She took the lead. He followed close, thinking the machete was a weapon, and the stick, and he wasn’t going to let the one-eyed parrot get that close again.
 
    
 
    
 
   The fire cast a pale light against the moonless night. They sat in the open air, a small breeze cooling skin still moist from the thin waterfall that had provided a shower of sorts, though not big enough for both of them to bathe in at the same time. He’d been shy, and had shifted away when she undressed, twisting his back to her when his turn came.
 
   The canvas backpack, emptied of food, lay near Pilar’s feet. They’d spread out the bread and fish picnic-style, adding some turtle eggs he’d spotted. He’d told her as they dug them from the nest about the eggs he’d found when he was lost, how they’d helped keep him alive. As they walked, he’d told her about his failure at trying to spear fish in the river, and how afraid he’d been during the nights. About the sloth he’d killed in his lowest moments. She’d told him about growing up Latina-looking and Catholic in small-town Utah, and how her parents had given her younger siblings Anglo names in hopes that they’d fit in better—and that it hadn’t helped much.
 
   Crickets, frogs, and night birds chirped, croaked, and sang beyond their view. He leaned forward and fed more wood into the fire. She unscrewed a jam jar lid and threw a handful of the fresh leaves into the flames.
 
   “Drives away the mosquitoes,” she said.
 
   The leaves burned slowly, smoldering, the smoke drifting like a cinnamon-scented fog. He thought how unsuited he was for the forest—how ignorant of the basics of life here. It was a miracle that he’d survived those days and nights alone. 
 
   Pilar seemed born to it. He watched her throw on a second helping of leaves—the curve of her back, the shape of her hand, the pink orchid in her hair. He’d spotted the flower growing low on a tree and picked it for her—something he maybe should have done for some girl in high school, not now, for the first time, an adult. He’d felt foolish as he handed it to her, but she’d tucked it behind her ear and smiled. He’d never seen her look shyly pleased before. He’d liked that look, and how it made him feel to have caused it. His life seemed full of miracles lately. And nightmares. Very little in between.
 
   He rubbed his temples with his fingertips.
 
   “You’re worried.” She sat beside him, the sides of their legs and shoulders touching. “About benesha and getting to a phone, but something else, too.”
 
   “Just thinking,” he said. “About the parrot.” He fell quiet a moment. “When I saw that parrot in the forest the second time, when I was lost and afraid, it was almost like seeing a friend. It cheered me. Helped me keep going.” He fell quiet again, thinking how to say what he felt without sounding—what? Paranoid? Deranged? “Now I feel like the parrot is keeping watch on me, seeing where I go, what I do.” His voice dropped low. “Making sure I do what it wants.”
 
   He thought she might laugh, but she sat quietly, her eyes focused on nothing for a moment, thinking.
 
   “Maybe so,” she said. “Many cultures believe that the shamans, brujos, or wizards among them can take the shape of an animal. Though I’m not sure why a person of that much magic would choose a one-eyed parrot as its surrogate. It’s not Naheyo. Her animal is the jaguar. Unless she’s taken on a second form.”
 
   He didn’t know what he’d expected her to say, but it wasn’t this mix of anthropological information and a practical judgment on the merits of a familiar. Pilar confused him—the way she could be a scientist one moment and superstitious the next.
 
   But it had been Jake who’d said he felt the bird was making sure he did its bidding. He couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow both Mawgis and Naheyo were controlling his life and fate. That he, and maybe Pilar, were tokens in some game neither of them could see.
 
   A light drizzle began falling. If the rain turned harsh, they’d lose the fire tonight and spend tomorrow tramping through deeper mud.
 
   “How long until we reach Catalous?” he asked.
 
   “We covered a good few miles today,” she said. “One more like this and we’ll be there.”
 
   He wanted to be there now, to have been there already and phoned to the States and sent out the warning. He wanted Ashne to believe him.
 
   A night moth flitted by, lit by the firelight. A bat winged after it, caught the moth in its mouth, and banked out of view.
 
   “We should get some sleep,” Jake said, and realized how very tired the long walk had left him. His calves and thighs were sore. His neck and shoulders ached from looking down for hours to keep from tripping over roots and branches or stepping on an insect or animal. He stretched his legs out and studied them. His old body never could have covered so much ground in a day.
 
   They set up a makeshift tent with the canvas they’d brought, working as quietly as if they’d done this together a dozen times before. They piled up fallen leaves and made a mattress of sorts, laid the blanket over it, and settled beneath the canvas—Pilar snug in his arms. The leaves they lay on smelled sweet and earthy. Crickets chirped fast in the darkness. A night bird called and was answered. Her hair didn’t smell of lemons the way it had at the compound, when she used the shampoo she’d brought from the States. It smelled of her now, a more natural scent. He breathed it in and wanted to kiss her. And thought maybe she wouldn’t mind. They knew each other now. She was warm to him—lying in his arms as if they were already lovers. And he was Tall Jake now—normal Jake. A man like any other. Who had to take the chance men took with women, fighting past the hesitancy, the fear of being refused—kindly or in disgust. He knew all about disgust, and it held him back now.
 
   Pilar shifted slightly, easy and relaxed in his arms. He told himself she wouldn’t turn him away coldly or angrily. If she said no, she would be kind. He thought he could risk that. Thought she likely already knew what he was feeling—his heart pounding so hard that she could probably feel it against her back. And he did think she felt something for him. She’d risked going against Naheyo to help him. 
 
   Still, she might think of him as a friend, nothing more. The looks he thought he’d seen from her, the lingering touch, the word beguiled—desire could make a man imagine things. If she wasn’t interested, it could make the rest of their journey uncomfortable. Jake sighed. He could talk himself in and out of trying all night long. He bent his neck and kissed the top of her head.
 
   She stirred and turned to face him. They kissed, long and deep and feral. Jake held tight to her not only because she was Pilar, but because she was warm and willing, and he had been alone for so long. She held tight to him for her own reasons, needs and desires that had a private genesis and were no business of his. His business was with lips and tongues, with the scent of her skin, and the heat rising from them both.
 
   He broke off the kiss and gently pushed her away. His heart raced. Her eyes were dark canyons, too deep for him to descend into. She tilted her head to the side in unasked question.
 
   How could he tell her he was thirty-three years old and had never been with a woman he hadn’t paid for? That he felt stupid for not having thought of that before he kissed her. That he feared being inept, laughed at—or worse, pitied.
 
   But his guard was down and she must have read something of it in his face. “Trust me,” she said, and kissed him again, easy this time. Drunk on the taste of her, Jake pulled her close. Her arms slipped around his back. The damp sweat on their skin tasted like ocean—their mouths locked together, all tongues and fire—and he wished that she had no bones, that he could fall into her like falling into the sea.
 
   She undressed him, her fingers practiced and skillful, then pulled off her own clothes, a cover she no longer needed. Naked, she astounded him. Not only because she was beautiful, her body snake-thin and muscled, her breasts small and sweet, curls of black hair filling the delta below her belly, but because she was completely present, as though she could have picked anywhere to be and had chosen the place she wanted most. Here. With him.
 
   “Like this,” she said, and showed him how she wanted him to touch her.
 
   And touched him back until he was wild and senseless. Their hands traveled each other as if they had eyes that could see into new worlds. For a moment he hung between the heavens and earth. Then all the worlds fell away.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the morning he woke alone in the same small room with the scratches he’d dug deep into the wall to mark his growth.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Twelve
 
    
 
   The sound of his breath sliding in and out of his lungs was all he heard. The metal cot frame felt hard under his thighs, his forearms, his heels—only parts of him registering: senses, breathing, blood flow.
 
   Thoughts skimming around his brain, sparking and fading. Going downriver to Toshi’s. Hiking through the forest with Pilar. Holding her, making love to her. Her making love to him. Had he made up the stories of her childhood in his own mind—the high school anthro class that had set her on her path? The cocker spaniel called Schooner, named by a younger brother in love with sailing ships he’d seen only in books? Was it crossed brain wires making him seem to remember—it felt like memory, not dream—the one-eyed parrot attacking Pilar? Dried leaves in the fire to keep away mosquitoes—of all things.
 
   Dreams weren’t like that—linear and sensible. Dreams came jumbled and jumpy, moving from scene to scene. His did, anyway. He’d never dreamed up another person’s history. Didn’t think he was even capable of it. It wasn’t the way his imagination worked.
 
   Was he sleeping beside Pilar in the forest now—fear making him dream of being in this room, the mirror image of his dream the night before? A man dreaming he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was a man?
 
   He tugged his shirt down, put his hands on the cot’s canvas-wrapped metal edge, and slowly levered himself to his feet. He stood a moment—not thinking, not trying anymore to make sense of it—only feeling the burn in his eyes and in the pit of his stomach. Focusing on the way fear glued his feet to the floor.
 
   “Go,” he said, and forced the first step and the second, and found the rest easier. Barefoot, he padded to the room next to his and pulled back the thin blue blanket hanging in the doorway. Pilar, still in the tank top and shorts she’d worn in the forest, lay asleep on her side, facing the door—one arm flung out, her legs drawn up toward her chest. The pink orchid he’d given her and she’d tucked over one ear lay crushed beside her head on the pillow, its petals bruised and torn, its vanilla scent a fading whisper.
 
   He wanted to wake her, to assure himself that they had walked halfway to Catalous yesterday and fallen asleep in the forest, miles away from the compound. But he didn’t. He knew the truth already. He let the blanket fall back in the doorway and stood listening again to the ragged edge of his breath, the soft beat of his pulse in his ears, the quiet of the compound.
 
   If Naheyo or any of the Helpers were up, he didn’t hear sign of them. They could be in the courtyard, or the fields, or the forest, but he doubted it. He could feel people were there, knew that if he drew back the blankets in the doorways, he’d find the women asleep, as if under a spell—no one awake and aware but him. 
 
   He stood in the gloom of the windowless hallway, numbness spreading by inches, as though soft fingers pulled every thought from his mind, every feeling and sensation from his body except the sense of his weight on his feet and the hard-packed dirt floor beneath them. Why that, he wondered, and then remembered sitting on the flat stone beside the riverbank, rubbing his sore feet through his socks—remembered Mawgis saying, “Feet first,” and how he hadn’t believed it when the older man had said he was growing.
 
   But he had been growing. Had grown. Was that Mawgis’s doing, or had he done it himself? Or was it, like Pilar had said, some kind of magic?
 
   Was it magic that had brought him back from the fish trader’s? Magic that had carried him and Pilar back to the compound while they’d slept?
 
   There was no magic. Magic didn’t exist any more than demons did.
 
   But Mawgis existed. Mawgis was as real as the dirt under his toes. And some sort of trickster, who’d made the green smoke appear during the exorcism and, Jake felt sure, had something to do with him finding himself back in the compound twice after he’d left it. He didn’t know how Mawgis could have done that, but he was positive that was the truth of it.
 
   There was no joy in the knowledge—a mystery solved. It pricked at him, a dull rasp across his skin, a hard ball inflating in his chest. He turned away and strode the short distance to his room, using his forearm to push back the blanket in the doorway.
 
   The light through the rough-cut window was thin and pale, as if the sun itself was weary. It seemed fitting, that pale light—the time between time, no longer night but not yet morning. He sat on the cot and pulled on the sweat-stiffened socks he’d worn yesterday—the only pair he had—and the boots Pilar had given him, the soles sticky with the fresh red mud picked up tramping between trees and through the prickly underbrush. He headed outside, closing the compound door quietly behind him.
 
   The thin light seemed to have swallowed the world. The shadowy trees bordering the swept-dirt courtyard were dark and still. No wind rustled their leaves. No monkeys swung through their branches or woodpeckers knocked on their bark. Jake could barely see the small bench he knew sat at the base of a tall Brazil nut tree. The cane field beyond was little more than a large, dark rectangle except where the creeping sun illuminated a tight corridor to the forest, as clearly defined as a roll of carpet.
 
   He didn’t call for Mawgis or look for the one-eyed parrot. Mawgis would come to him. He felt the certainty in his bones and blood as he picked his way down the narrow, sunlit path across the cane field. The charred stalks that had jutted from the land like spears when he’d first stumbled onto the field were gone. Hard, clotted dirt crunched under his boots. His eyes flitted up and down as he walked, shifting between the ground and the trees edging the forest beyond.
 
   There was nothing but forest to see, until where only trees had been before, there was Mawgis standing in a small, bright break, hands on his hips. No face or body paint this time, no parrot feather necklace. He wore a chambray shirt, blue jeans, and hiking boots much like the ones Jake wore. A gray canvas backpack hung over his shoulder.
 
   “What do you think?” Mawgis stretched out his arms, palms forward, displaying himself, and Jake realized the man always had been a peacock, angling for attention.
 
   He hiked his shoulders in an easy shrug and stopped a few yards in front of the other man, wanting distance. “Change of style for you. But no matter how small or tall I am, we’re always the same height.”
 
   “It’s an illusion, my friend,” Mawgis said. “All of it. Haven’t you reasoned that out yet?”
 
   Jake inwardly cringed at being called “friend,” and at the clear pleasure in Mawgis’s voice, the enjoyment on his face, and the way his eyes shone in the barely-dawn gloom. “All what?”
 
   “Well, not this.” Mawgis swept his arm to indicate the cane field and the compound beyond, where the women were still sleeping or just now rising. “This is real enough, unfortunately. But us, we’re an illusion. Well, not us, we’re real, but how we look.” He snickered. “Did you think you had grown, Jake? How would that be possible? You may have stunted your growth, but nothing, not even I, could suddenly unstunt you—without any growing pains, in a couple of weeks. It was a most ridiculous fantasy on your part.”
 
   A chill nervousness snaked through Jake’s gut. It made sense—more sense than the truth being that he’d grown. Small Jake, foolish Jake, so willing to believe the impossible when it suited him. The nervousness grew, vibrating through his arms and legs, up though his chest and neck, prickling the skin on his scalp and face.
 
   A jewel-colored hummingbird winged by, calling, “Tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk.”
 
   Mawgis grinned.
 
   Jake had seen that grin before, in the Tabna camp, whenever Mawgis thought he’d put one over on him. The chill racing through his body stopped, replaced by another coolness, the welcome glacial cold he sometimes felt in negotiations. He was in home territory now, the place of give and take where the only question was whether there would be one winner or two.
 
   “Why is it unfortunate the compound is real?”
 
   “Because,” Mawgis said, “the shadowline is near here and those wretched women were keeping you locked up so you couldn’t get there.”
 
   He tried to remember if Pilar had mentioned a shadowline, and didn’t think she had. Did it have something to do with benesha, or with what Mawgis had told him twice: that the older man had plans, a thing he needed Jake to do? He wondered how to turn Mawgis’s need to his advantage. Something would present itself, he hoped. He knew how to wait. He could wait through days and days—and then pounce.
 
   “Shadowline?”
 
   Mawgis pulled up his shoulders in the merest of shrugs. “The way in and the way out. It’s a long story.”
 
   A troop of monkeys arrived, their chatter so loud and raucous as they swung through the trees that rimmed the cane field that Jake couldn’t have heard a word even if Mawgis had shouted in his ear. He watched the little black-capped blond monkeys appearing and disappearing in the thick green leaves, their chatter rising and falling and rising again, and felt Mawgis watching him—a subtle prickle on the back of his neck. The monkeys moved off. Jake turned back to Mawgis, jumping in before the old man could speak.
 
   “Why are you here? What’s your goal?”
 
   “Fair is fair. You told me your true tale; I’ll tell you mine.” Mawgis looked across the field to the bench set under the Brazil nut tree. “Shall we sit and be comfortable?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “Here is good.”
 
   “You’re very stubborn,” Mawgis said. “I like that about you. It’s good we don’t get too comfortable. They will be up soon, those women, and they’d likely interrupt us anyway.” 
 
   The older man walked toward him, leaving the trees but coming only a little way into the cane field.
 
   Distance was good. Even the few steps Mawgis had taken toward him felt like invasion. He had to get past that and keep focused on the game. Had to be fine if Mawgis stood so close they could breathe each other’s breath. 
 
   “Why wouldn’t you just freeze them like last time?” Jake asked.
 
   Mawgis dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. “Repeat a trick? How dull. I could, of course, but—” He smiled brightly. “Better to do something new each time, don’t you think? The unexpected is more . . . joyous.”
 
   The sun had risen above the trees. Birds began calling and twittering, one here, one there—not yet the chorus full day would bring. Insects stirred in the warming air, the whir of tiny wings heard only when they flew near his head. Jake wanted to look back to the compound, to see if the women were out, but he kept his eyes on Mawgis. If someone were coming, he’d see it on Mawgis’s face plainly enough.
 
   “Let’s hear it then,” he said. “What are you after?”
 
   “You know how it is,” Mawgis said, shifting the pack on his shoulder. “Sometimes people know things without knowing they know—or how they know. Take, for instance, the idea of other worlds. Heaven. Hell. Lands of fairies, or places with dragons that fly through the air. These days, we call it parallel worlds, or the multiverse. It’s all the same though, a way for your people to explain what they sense, what they see from the corner of their eye—the shadowline, where worlds meet up.”
 
   Any other time, any other place, any other speaker, and Jake would have laughed. Not here or now. He’d seen too much that couldn’t be explained. 
 
   “It’s like this,” Mawgis said, clearly enjoying himself, discoursing on a favorite subject. “Imagine curtains wafting in a breeze. Sometimes the panels bump against each other. Where the fabrics touch, that’s the shadowline. Now imagine an ant on one of the panels. Two curtains touch and the ant walks from one to another.”
 
   “You’re the ant. You walked on over.”
 
   “Fell across, actually.” Mawgis puffed up his cheeks and blew out a breath. “If you’re in the right place at the right time—or the wrong place at the wrong time—well, things happen. Whoosh, and you’ve gone across to who-knows-where. In my case, to here.”
 
   Jake felt the words like a well—something deep and dark but with promise at its bottom. There was no such thing as magic, but maybe there could be this—a being from another world. Not little green men from Mars, but a creature from another dimension, slipped across. He didn’t know why this made sense to him—maybe not sense, but it was an explanation he could accept even as his mind rebelled against the idea of magic and demons. Maybe, he thought, the two were really the same after all.
 
   The smell of decaying leaves rose from the forest floor as the air grew warmer. A haze of gnats twisted past his eyes, a tiny universe of dark stars whirling by.
 
   “You can’t get back,” Jake said, understanding bursting in his mind like a tiny bomb.
 
   “No. Not on my own. I need your help to get home.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Thirteen
 
    
 
   That was it, then—the future plans Mawgis had for him, the thing Mawgis needed him to do.
 
   Leverage.
 
   Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Mawgis’s eyes widened. “It’s true. I do need your help.”
 
   “I know you do,” he said. “But I’m not going to give it to you. You might as well get on your way.”
 
   “Jake,” Mawgis said, drawing the word out, Jaaake, disbelief in the extra vowels, the same way his father used to say his name when he’d dared defy him.
 
   Jake turned and walked toward the compound, teeth clenched, nervousness zinging through his stomach again. But he held his head high, his back straight, crossing the cane field almost to its border with the courtyard, dirt clods collapsing beneath his feet, him wondering if he’d made the right move. He heard Mawgis running—Mawgis, who’d moved so silently through the forest—the older man’s boots thumping against the dirt, coming closer, getting right up behind him. Rough hands on his shoulders, spinning Jake around. 
 
   Mawgis’s face was distorted, every muscle tensed, his eyes so wide Jake thought they might fall out of their sockets. If Mawgis had drawn back his fist and hit him, he wouldn’t have been surprised. Wouldn’t have minded the excuse to hit him back.
 
   But Mawgis needed him—Jake saw the realization flood into the older man’s eyes, felt the other man’s hold on his shoulders loosen, and after a moment heard him exhale a held breath. His mind spun, wondering what Mawgis would do, what he’d say, how to use the other man’s desire. The smile on Mawgis’s face was thin and tight. His eyes narrowed and shining.
 
   Jake felt his jaw clench, nervous about what thoughts Mawgis might be growing behind those dark eyes. He forced his jaw to relax and bent his lips in a cold smile.
 
   Mawgis’s smile fell away. He leaned to the side of Jake’s head and said, “I know what you want.”
 
   The words were breathy in his ear, as warm as steam. Jake drew up his shoulders and waited.
 
   “I can make everyone see you as six feet tall for the rest of your life, Jake. Or taller. Any height you want to be. Just help me with this one small thing.”
 
   Jake thought of Pilar, of what he hoped for them.
 
   “It’s not the same as being tall, is it?” he said, his own voice low, not so breathy as Mawgis’s had been, but hushed. “I’d always know.”
 
   “You’d adjust,” Mawgis said—normal tone, straightening up. “And then you’d forget. And then it would be just the same as true.”
 
   He couldn’t let himself think about that, dream it—want it.
 
   “Tell me the truth about benesha. Is it poison?”
 
   Mawgis flicked his hand. “We went to the village. You know what benesha is.”
 
   He saw the village again in his memory—the staring dead eyes, or black holes where eyes had been pecked away by vultures, and the swollen bodies in the river. The stillness broken only by the buzz of flies. He wanted to turn his eyes away, but it would do no good. The vision would play whichever way he looked.
 
   “Has it been distributed?”
 
   “Everything has happened exactly the way I told you it would that day by the river.”
 
   “You have to stop it.”
 
   Mawgis lifted his chin and opened his mouth—an oval like a singer might make—and let loose a wild sound, half grunt, half mad cackle. Jake staggered back as the sound seemed to fill up the forest, echoing off the trees. He caught himself on the second step and bent his back knee for balance, digging in his toes, making himself step forward again. Forcing himself to act like nothing had happened even while his ears rang and his heart thudded fast in his chest.
 
   It seemed to go on for days, that sound, until Mawgis snapped his mouth shut and a sudden silence fell, as though every bird, beast, and insect, even the leaves and the wind were cowed by Mawgis’s voice.
 
   “Is that why you came here?” Jake asked, his words loud in the silent forest. “To poison half the population?”
 
   The noise around them rose again—a loud chattering of monkeys, heard before they could be seen. Jake, wondering if it was the same troop they’d seen earlier, kept his gaze locked on Mawgis this time. 
 
   The older man shifted his eyes, seeming to track the animals through the trees, then moved his focus back to Jake and said, “No, mostly. I fell through and couldn’t get back. The benesha. The deaths. That’s because of you, dear friend. All because of you.”
 
   Jake’s stomach rocked. Leaves rattled in a tree off to his left, on the far side of the cane field, but he wouldn’t look. He pushed the queasiness down. Nothing was his fault. This was just one more game Mawgis was running, one more try at getting up on him. He saw the other man’s eyes flick to the side, but he wasn’t falling for that, either. Mawgis’s eyes widened and his jaw tensed. If the other man was faking it, he was better at this game than Jake had credited him. Jake turned his gaze toward the trees.
 
   The leaves rattled again, harder. A cluster of small hard, brown fruits thudded to the ground.
 
   “Jaguar,” Mawgis said, low.
 
   Jake strained his eyes but couldn’t be sure what he saw—a flash of yellow and brown among the green.
 
   “Run,” Mawgis said, and grabbed him above the wrist, pulling him into the forest.
 
   Jake yanked and twisted his arm to wrest it free, but Mawgis held tight. Jake ran as fast as he could, bumping against rough-barked trunks, slipping on half-decayed leaves, afraid that if he didn’t keep up, Mawgis would drag him behind. Twigs snapped under their feet. It was crazy, Jake thought. Running would only make them look more like prey. Mawgis should have known that.
 
   “Is the cat another of your illusions?” he called, stumbling, breaking a small branch alongside the trail. Remembering that Pilar had said the jaguar was Naheyo’s familiar, and thinking maybe she was chasing them. He shook off the thought. Naheyo couldn’t turn into a jaguar. But Mawgis could change size, or make Jake think he had, and if Mawgis could do that, why couldn’t he make it seem as though a big cat was chasing them? The truths of this world were crazy—or not true at all—and they’d make him crazy too, if he thought about them too much.
 
   Was the jaguar following them? How would they know? He reached up and tore the leaves off a curling fern as they ran together, their legs pumping in matched rhythm, then slowing bit by bit, until finally Mawgis quit running a mile or more from the compound and Jake, not expecting the stop, kept on a few steps until Mawgis’s grip on his wrist pulled him short. He looked around wildly for any sign of the jaguar, but saw nothing. 
 
   The older man grinned. “And here we are. No jaguar. No worries.”
 
   Jake didn’t know why Mawgis had chosen this place. It wasn’t much of a clearing, just a break in the forest, and it wasn’t any better cover than a hundred places they’d passed—moss-covered trees, thick and green, the thin posts of saplings jutting up into the dim sunlight, tall ferns, and thick-leaved bushes where predators could hide. He felt Mawgis’s hand come off his wrist like cuffs being unlocked. The older man stepped away and sat on a wide stump, one leg crossed over the other, not even breathing hard. Jake leaned forward, his hands on his knees, his breath coming in hard gasps.
 
   “You won’t figure it out,” Mawgis said. “You could think and think for a thousand years and be no closer to the truth than a speck of dirt is close to the sun. Sit down and I’ll tell you more. It’s the only way you’ll learn anything.”
 
   Jake straightened up by inches, still sucking in deep drafts of air. He was tired of the game, weary and worn out—and terrified of what would happen if he stopped playing.
 
   “You’re such a do-gooder,” Mawgis said. “Working so hard to save the poor starving masses. Did you never think that benesha might be the better savior for your world? All those billions and billions of people. Why not let benesha do its work, cull the herd a bit? Everyone left gets more. What’s wrong with that?”
 
   Jake made himself breathe deeply until his heart slowed and he could no longer feel it banging in his chest.
 
   “We don’t do things that way,” he said, his voice calm, but his mind dull as a butter knife, words coming automatically—words he believed without thinking.
 
   Mawgis laughed. “You don’t do things that way. But ask that annoying shaman—she’d tell you different. You think the world is like you, all the same ethics and morals, but you’re wrong.” His eyes flickered over Jake. “No. You understand that others have different ways of seeing, but you think only your way is right. Naheyo would have killed you if I hadn’t saved you at the exorcism. She would have done what was best for her people. Why will you do less than that, Jake? Why leave the hungry to suffer? Why are you so cruel?”
 
   It was a word trap, and Jake knew it. There was no answer he could give that Mawgis wouldn’t turn to his advantage.
 
   “Because life is precious, Mawgis. Your life. My life. Each one of us.”
 
   The other man waggled his fingers dismissively. “Such a tender heart you have. So follow that heart—help me get my precious life home.”
 
   Slowly Jake walked to the stump and sat as far from Mawgis as possible. Another time he might have laughed at himself, a different situation—he’d taken the bait so easily. At least it’d snapped his mind back into clarity, that fall—a little late, but better than nothing.
 
   “Why me, Mawgis? Why not someone local, or Father Canas, or another of the Salesians? You could’ve been gone long ago.”
 
   Mawgis bent his arms at the elbows and turned his palms up. “I wouldn’t have worked so hard to bring you to me if just anyone would do,” he said. “Benesha is not only a poison. It truly is a travel facilitator, as you know. I’ve been here awhile. Long enough to have looked all over for a suitable helper. When I spotted you, I saw you were more than a little man who’d done well with his life. I could smell your resolve. When you told me the story of why you were small, I knew I was right to have brought you.”
 
   The wording threw him. Mawgis hadn’t brought him; he’d been sent.
 
   Mawgis leaned toward him. “You think you were chosen to negotiate because you are small, as I am. But the truth is, once I’d found you, I made myself look small so that you, and none other, would be sent.” He grinned. “I’m good at illusion, and it helped to pass the time.”
 
   The cold frizz shot through Jake again. He’d gotten it all backward. The people who’d died from benesha, all who would die, it was on him, as Mawgis had said—a scheme cooked up because he was a negotiator, the deaths to make him desperate, to make him keep going until he came to the compound—to be near where the shadowline was. The threat of more deaths to make him desperate enough to help Mawgis, whatever it took. Because Mawgis was desperate, too—why had he not seen that before? Desperate to get out of this world and back to his own.
 
   If Mawgis was telling the truth. Was he even capable of that? Were Mawgis’s truth and his the same? Jake didn’t know.
 
   “My waking up in the compound twice after I’d left it. Was that your doing, too?”
 
   Mawgis looked disappointed. “Really, Jake. Is there no room for mystery in you at all? For you, it’s all facts or fantasy. Black or white. Right or wrong. Why not leave it at magic? Very dull your way.” He shrugged. “Of course it was me. I need you here.” He arced his arm, indicating the tiny clearing. “You kept leaving. We were at cross-purposes. I could have left the woman in the woods last night, you know. I brought her back for you. So you wouldn’t worry. You seem fond of each other.”
 
   Jake raked his fingers through his hair. Mawgis expected his gratitude. He was grateful Mawgis hadn’t left Pilar in the forest. But that was the point—to make him more willing to do whatever Mawgis wanted.
 
   “How could you bring us back and I didn’t know it?”
 
   “You disappoint me, Jake. Can’t you reason it out? I can disrupt a person’s time sense. I can be any size or shape I choose. I picked you up and carried you back. Simple.”
 
   “Because you need me here.”
 
   “Yes,” Mawgis said. “Every bit of it was to get you to this spot.”
 
   Too much was being tossed his way at once. Jake wanted time to think, to find an advantage. “So many talents, Mawgis. Seems like you wouldn’t need help for anything.”
 
   Mawgis rolled his shoulders. “Yes. Annoying, but there is this one thing.”
 
   Jake’s ears pricked up. Here was something. “What is it—this one thing you can’t do?”
 
   He hadn’t noticed how tense Mawgis’s shoulders were, drawn up close to his ears. He saw now how they relaxed. That worried Jake. Why would that question ease Mawgis’s tension?
 
   “You need to know that the shadowline is like a door,” Mawgis said. “Like the door in your house, it is simple to open in one direction, but difficult to push in the other. You must force it.”
 
   “Maybe break the hinges?”
 
   “Opening the portal won’t destroy your world, if that is your worry. It is a matter of will. Nothing to it, really.”
 
   Nothing to it. Probably all sorts of things to it, Jake thought.
 
   “If it’s simple, why do you need my help?”
 
   “As I said, I fell over. Accident. Never should have happened. Think what it would be like if my kind could come and go as we pleased, slipping back and forth between our world and yours. You know the things I can do—we are gods to your kind. You would be at our mercy, and Jake, not all are as nice as I.
 
   “Lucky for you, I only want to go home. What if I wanted to rule your sort? It would be easy. And I’ll tell you something, there are worlds where your kind would be like gods. And worlds with beings who would be like gods to us. So the someone or something that set this all up made it so none of us can control the shadowline ourselves. We need help from a sentient being of that world if we want to get back. Keeps things under control, you see.”
 
   Birdcalls pierced the still air. Jake listened, feeling the size of the forest, the weight of it all. Would he have helped if Mawgis had simply knocked on his door at home, explained himself, and asked? He wanted to think yes, of course, but maybe not. 
 
   Mawgis pushed his hair away from his face with both hands. “Shall I tell you something more? Not just any sentient being can move the shadowline. It takes someone with will. Someone a bit stubborn in the face of logic; the kind who will do whatever it takes to get what he wants. The sort of person capable of stopping their own growth, for example.”
 
   Jake crossed his arms over his chest. “Someone like me.”
 
   “Hmmm,” Mawgis noised. “Yes. You would seem the perfect choice. Quite possibly the only choice, not that you should get big-headed about that. A man should keep his humility, don’t you think?”
 
   “What will you give in return for my help?”
 
   “The antidote for benesha. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
 
   “I want benesha not to leave the forest.”
 
   “Too late for that. Quite honestly, if not for you, there would be a good chance benesha never would have left the forest. The Tabna and benesha simply would have disappeared, leaving World United and the other do-gooders pining for the vanished dream. But you, Jake, require a different motivation.”
 
   His stomach clenched, but Jake shook his head. “I don’t believe you. For all I know, the Brits and Joaquin Machado were as much an illusion as the other members of the Tabna tribe were, and benesha having left the forest is as much a lie as everything else I’ve heard from you. Maybe it isn’t even poisonous. All of this is nothing but a scheme you cooked up. A crazy bullshit soup designed to get me here to do what you want.”
 
   Mawgis leaned forward and cocked his head. “Is that a chance you’re willing to take?”
 
   Jake stood up. “I think so, yes.” He looked around to get his bearings—pretty sure he knew in what direction the compound lay. If Mawgis didn’t stop him, didn’t prove somehow that benesha was a poison and was already loose in the world, he’d walk away now a happier man than he’d been in a while.
 
   “I can show you.” Mawgis slipped the backpack off his shoulder and set it on the ground beside the stump.
 
   Jake watched as the older man opened the kit, fished around inside, and pulled out a large stainless steel thermos. Mawgis unscrewed the cap, pulled out the plug, and poured a sludgy green mud into the cap.
 
   “Benesha,” he said. “Already prepared for travel.” He peered at Jake. “Are you ready for a bit of a journey? To see the truth with your own eyes?”
 
   To see with his own eyes—he wasn’t sure he wanted that. Wasn’t sure if he wanted a definite answer. Mawgis would just as soon lie as anything else, but benesha travel, what he saw—that always felt true. He nodded almost imperceptibly.
 
   Mawgis smiled, dipped his finger into the thermos cap, and rubbed a thin line of mud across Jake’s forehead.
 
   “This is really all it takes,” he said. “I overdid it last time in show for you. I do love a bit of theatrics.” He dipped his finger again and rubbed a line across his own forehead.
 
   The familiar light-headedness of benesha travel slipped over Jake, the same lack of concern he’d experienced in Mawgis’s hut. He let his mind wander, wondering about benesha, how it had been transported, where the majority of it was now.
 
   The room was huge—windowless, with unpainted cinder block walls. A large roll-up metal door took up most of one side. Jake guessed that the small wood door on the opposite end led to office space beyond. A yellow payloader sat idle, waiting to scoop up its next batch from a small mountain of ground green stone. He glanced around the building. The signs on the walls—Safety First; Warning: Authorized Entrance Only; Potluck Sign-up Sheet—were all in English, and he thought he might be seeing a place in Ohio, near where a benesha feedlot had been planned. He heard voices from beyond the smaller door, and the creak as the door opened. He didn’t know if the people coming would be able to see him. If they could, how would he explain why he was there? How he’d come to be in the warehouse? He didn’t know how to think or wish himself out of the place.
 
   The door swung open. Not the same door. A door that was metal, a dull pewter color, and opened onto a long, narrow building with stacked cages filled with rabbits of various colors against one long wall and cages full of white chickens against the wall opposite. The scratching and clucking of the chickens and the noisy, wheezing whir of the air system filled the room. The smell of fur and feathers and excrement, of animals packed together too tightly, made him gag. Each cage held two bowls—one filled with water and one filled with small brown pellets and green dust.
 
   Rabbits and chickens. Maybe the scientists were still puzzling out which was best. Maybe no people had actually eaten benesha-fed animals yet, or only a few. There was no one else in the barn. He walked down the wide dirt path between the cages toward a scarred wood door at the back.
 
   Beyond the door lay a dirt road in a small village. He knew this place. He’d been here before—working out a truce between Congolese warlords. His heart sank. Ramshackle buildings, broken-down carts, their wheels canted to the side. Emaciated dogs, every rib visible beneath their fur, grouped in the dismal shade of a nearly leafless tree. No people, but loud voices around a corner—not arguing, but shouting, insistent, wanting. It was hot in Congo, but cold sweat trickled down the center of his chest. He followed the road, and saw what he feared most.
 
   The air was sour with shouts and cries from the people—a language Jake didn’t understand, but the meaning was clear. Skinny brown men and women were clamoring for the paper-wrapped packages that well-fed brown men wearing yellow shirts bearing the blue logo of World United were handing out from the back of a rickety old truck. There were more people than packages. Many more. Loosely strung men shoved each other to get close to the truck, shouldering their neighbors out of the way, kicking those who fell, bare feet to bare ribs, eyes that never looked down to see who the victim was.
 
   Two women near where he stood fought over one paper-wrapped parcel, pulling and tugging back and forth, their voices loud and mean, until one pulled harder, yanking the package from the other’s hand. The winner clutched the package to her bony chest, her thin shoulders hunched, building a wall around her prize. Jake half expected her to throw back her head and howl her victory. The loser sat where she’d fallen, her long skirt hiked up over her knees, stick legs splayed out, headwrap knocked askew.
 
   Naked or half-dressed children with distended bellies ran everywhere, excited—thinking about the meal promised, maybe, or just wound up by the adults, by the desperate brutality.
 
   He wanted to step in, to warn them, to sweep up the naked child sitting alone and crying. But he was a phantom here, no more a solid presence than he’d been in President Delacort’s bedroom—as useless as dust.
 
   Mawgis tapped his shoulder. “Now you know. Now you must decide.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Fourteen
 
    
 
   Jake swiped his hand hard across his forehead. Flecks of dried mud fell to the ground, green shards against the reddish soil. He bent forward to wipe his forehead again, wanting all of it gone, wanting none of the flakes to fall on his shoulders or chest, even to touch him. Wanting the sights in the village gone, the view of what benesha would do—not just poison the body, but poison the soul.
 
   A dull ache spread in the center of his chest, a burn behind his eyes. When people started dying, panic would set in. Scientists and humanitarians would scramble, searching for a way to stop it. Maybe they’d figure out the cause. Maybe find a cure. Maybe not. And if not—then what? Nonchalance from those who weren’t affected? As long as it wasn’t them, or their family, or their friends, would the non-hungry agree with Mawgis that the world was better off? Would he, in some dark and honest hole in his heart, agree?
 
   “The antidote,” he said, leaning toward Mawgis on the stump they shared. Frogs croaked from the trees beyond their view. Flies buzzed and flitted through the small clearing. Sweat beaded on Jake’s forehead and slid almost imperceptibly down his face. He straightened his spine and made his voice matter of fact. “When I see it works, I’ll help you.”
 
   “Too late for that, too.” Mawgis shrugged. “Shadowlines drift among worlds like the phases of the moon. Very long phases. It’s been here awhile, but that wretched shaman kept you drugged and asleep through this tail end of its stay. If I miss this chance, we will both be dead before the opportunity comes again. It must be now.” His lips bent in a small smile. “I tease you, Jake, but I have never lied to you. If I tell you the antidote, it will be true.”
 
   The sights of the benesha travel played in his mind, turning up the heat on his skin, heat he kept from showing in his eyes or tone. “You’ve lied to me more than once. You told me it was no longer true that I stopped growing when I was five, and you told me that my new height is an illusion. You can’t say one thing and then another and have it all be true.”
 
   “As to your height,” Mawgis said, “both are true. There are an infinite number of planes, dimensions, and worlds, and on some of them right now, Jake and Mawgis sit having this same conversation. On some of them, Tall Jake has undone what he did as a child. On others, Small Jake believes he has grown, but it’s a trick.”
 
   Jake smiled thinly. “In this world, Mawgis. This world, right here, right now—which is true?”
 
   The older man shrugged again. 
 
   Frustration blew through Jake like broken glass. All his life, he’d succeeded through wits and brains, his innate understanding of what others really wanted—not what they said they wanted, but the desires of their secret hearts. Mawgis, though—he had no idea if Mawgis wanted what he said, or something else, or simply liked the game so much that playing it was a part of him, as automatic as a heartbeat.
 
   “The antidote to benesha—is that only true in some worlds but not in others?”
 
   “The cure is the cure everywhere,” Mawgis said. “Help me get home and I will give it to you.”
 
   Training—it was training and years of experience that kept Jake from pummeling Mawgis, kept his face calm, his hands from shaking while Mawgis jabbered on, dangling his tales and bits of promises. All the while, the sights of Congo played behind his eyes.
 
   “Tell me first.”
 
   “Oh, no. I tell you now and you’ll leave me here.”
 
   “That’s you you’re talking about, Mawgis. You’d do that. I keep my word.”
 
   A pair of toucans swooped through the trees, their orange beaks and black-and-white bodies a sudden splash of color against the oppressive wall of green.
 
   “You would help, Jake, yes, but not with the same enthusiasm. You need to be driven. If you were more willing, I would not have needed to bring the Salesians to me, or to whisper in certain ears about the mineral’s special abilities.”
 
   Jake’s breath caught in his throat. It wasn’t an accident, then, that scientists had discovered benesha’s protein-enhancing abilities—it was Mawgis’s doing. Or Mawgis had just followed him around with his benesha travel and learned of the discovery that way. God, he was getting tired of this.
 
   “Even now,” Mawgis was saying, “the only reason you’ll help me is to save the people—people you don’t know, who mean nothing to you. You never would have turned your great will toward the shadowline just for me.”
 
   Jake stared at the man who wasn’t a man—the other. All of this, the possible death of thousands, maybe millions, for what? So he would help Mawgis return to whatever place he’d come from? It was insane.
 
   “Give me the antidote,” he said.
 
   “I’ll tell you as soon as you bring the shadowline to me. Use your will, that amazing will that stopped your growth when you were five years old. If I don’t tell you, all you need do is let it go and I’ll be stuck here, a place I do not wish to be.”
 
   Jake focused his sight on a big leafy tree he didn’t know the name of, staring hard at a patch of sun falling on a clump of fat, lobed leaves, and thought. His head ached. His pulse throbbed at his temples. There was only one answer. He nodded, his eyes still on the sunlit leaves, then turned back to Mawgis.
 
   Mawgis grinned. “The shadowline is close now. Can you see it?”
 
   Trees and fallen leaves, small clods of mud, and the skittering of something—a lizard maybe—through the debris. Jake saw nothing else. His hands clenched.
 
   “You’ll never see it by looking,” Mawgis said. “Relax. Catch it from the tail of your eye. See it, there to your left.” He tilted his head. “Beyond the trees, just out of sight?”
 
   Jake palmed his watch and blew out a breath. He’d let his emotions get riled. He knew better. In any trade, it was nearly always the man who stayed calm who won the better deal. He glanced in the direction Mawgis had indicated, but didn’t focus on any one thing, letting his view be lazy.
 
   And saw it, just out of reach, near the trees, a shimmery silver trace, a hint of blue at the edges.
 
   Not curtains wafting in a gentle breeze, but a glowing line. Sparks flew from the line—red, green, silver, blue, gold, bouncing away in all directions, frightening him. A thin electrical hum buzzed in his ears. A dim but sharp smell, slightly metallic, hurt his nose.
 
   A ball of sparks flew toward them. Jake yelled, pulled in on himself, and rolled off the stump. He huddled in the leafy mud, throwing his arms up to protect his head and face, peeking out to see if anything was falling toward him. Sparks glittered overhead, holding in a ball shape, like shimmering snow compacted by human hands.
 
   “Don’t be frightened,” Mawgis said, and Jake felt the man’s hand clamp his shoulder. “It won’t hurt you. Can’t, really. Too much my world and not enough yours to even affect you.”
 
   The spark-ball had flown by, into the trees, disappeared. Maybe gone, maybe on some boomerang track. Jake stood, his heart still thudding. “I’d believe that more if I didn’t already know you for a liar.”
 
   Mawgis sighed. “Jake. Fun is fun, and that’s all my little falsehoods to you have ever been—a bit of fun. This is serious. Do I seem fool enough to trick you now, when I need you?”
 
   He didn’t know the answer to that. He did know he wanted the antidote and would do what it took to get it. Whatever it took.
 
   “See if you can find the shadowline again,” Mawgis said. “Just relax. Almost like letting it come to you. Don’t make any sudden moves or you’ll frighten it. It wouldn’t have sparked if you hadn’t scared it.”
 
   Jake pushed his hair away from his forehead. He’d been in this spot before, nervous and unsure, and he knew how to shove the feelings into a tiny room in his mind and lock them up so they didn’t get in his way. He let his focus go slack. The sparking seemed to be dying down; he didn’t see the colored cinders flying around anymore. He stood breathing slowly, letting his mind drift, letting thoughts wander in and wander out without paying them close attention. At the edge of his view, the silvery trace undulated slowly.
 
   “I’ve got it,” he said. “Now what?”
 
   “Draw it to you,” Mawgis said softly, the voice one he might use to coax a shy animal.
 
   A haze of gnats buzzed near Jake’s eyes. He didn’t dare bat at them, for fear of spooking the shadowline again. He laughed silently at himself. Mawgis had gotten him to think of it as a living thing—poor, frightened shadowline, needing to be willed into the clearing and captured. Maybe he should whistle to it, or cluck his tongue. He pictured the slow drift of the line toward them. He couldn’t see movement, but sensed its motion, the way one feels a gentle swell moving under a small boat. It was coming closer.
 
   How could he hold it once it reached him? Did he need to hold it open like a door? Did he just need to draw it close enough for Mawgis grab it or jump through?
 
   “How does this work?” He felt the trace move away as he worried, and saw how he might use that. He forced his mind back to calmness.
 
    “Bring it closer.” Mawgis kept his voice gentle. “The line will grow wider the nearer it comes. When it is wide enough for me to step in, I’ll tell you the cure for benesha, and then I’ll be gone.”
 
   “Why not tell me now? I’ll focus better if I’m not splitting my thoughts—wondering what the cure is. Wondering if you’ll tell me or trick me again.”
 
   He let his thoughts wander then, and felt the shadowline float away. He shot a quick glance at Mawgis and was glad to see worry in the older man’s eyes.
 
   “Bring it back,” Mawgis said sharply, all gentleness lost in the snap of a moment.
 
   A small tremor rippled across his shoulders—a worry of his own, that he was making a mistake, that he trusted himself too much. Worry tasted like ash in his mouth.
 
   In for a penny; in for a pound. Something Jake’s mother used to say. She thought he could do anything he set his mind and heart to. And he could. He’d proved it his whole life.
 
   “Can’t,” Jake said. “I’m too worried you’ll cheat me. It hurts my head. I’m going to have to let it go.” He felt the shadowline drifting, a swell receding from the shore.
 
   “No need for that,” Mawgis said. “You want your antidote, you shall have it.”
 
   Jake let the line float further away, and worried he wouldn’t be able to bring it back. And thought, if he had the antidote, the shadowline didn’t matter. Except that it did—he wanted Mawgis out of his world.
 
   He watched the man reach into the backpack and pull out a thick black pen and a small pad of paper. Mawgis wrote something down, ripped off the top page, and jammed it into Jake’s hand.
 
   The words were gobbledygook. They looked scientific and chemical, but he didn’t know if they were the antidote or simply made up on the spot, one last joke Mawgis was playing. The only term Jake recognized was activated charcoal, which he knew was used in poison remedies. He rubbed his palm over the face of his watch again—thinking, feeling, wondering where the truth lay.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I’ll bring it back.”
 
   Mawgis zipped the backpack shut with a hard pull.
 
   Jake closed his eyes. He drew in a slow breath and let it out. He willed the shadowline toward the center of the tiny clearing, wanting it to come to him, wanting it as much as he’d ever wanted anything—as much as he’d wanted to never grow too big to sit in his mother’s lap. His eyelids opened, but he didn’t focus his sight, seeing only from the corner. The trace came slowly, the movement so incremental he could barely track it, but he felt it, a buildup of air pressure.
 
   “What about me?” Jake asked softly. “Is my height really an illusion? If I can do this, Mawgis, why couldn’t you and I together have made me tall?”
 
   “Tall or small, you are what you are. You’ll see it in the women’s eyes the moment you return to the compound.”
 
   Pilar.
 
   The shadowline wobbled and skittered back toward the trees. Pilar, Naheyo and the Helpers staring at him, a small man again. Stupid of Mawgis to make him think of that.
 
   “Focus,” Mawgis said, his voice sharp and impatient.
 
   The burning smell was gone now, Jake realized, but the hum was still there, low frequency, vibrating in his bones.
 
   He shoved the thought of Pilar out of his mind and willed the line back toward the clearing. He wanted to look at it, to see what he’d brought, to watch it grow wide. Could Mawgis look at it straight-on? It didn’t seem fair somehow if he could—Jake doing all the work and Mawgis getting to see the glory. Jake shifted his gaze and saw the older man’s eyes locked at the spot where Jake felt the trace—saw the need on Mawgis’s face, how he leaned forward.
 
   “You see it,” Jake said. “It’s close now. You can almost touch it, can’t you?”
 
   Mawgis nodded. His voice sounded almost wistful. “It’s magnificent. Silver and blue. That’s what drew me, you know—the cruel trick of its beauty that stranded me here.” His voice hardened. “Open it now, Jake. Open it wide so I can step through.”
 
   The shadowline wavered just outside his sight. Mawgis had said it would widen when it got to them. Not quite the truth, though Jake didn’t know why he’d expected different. Why did this lie, hardly different from any other Mawgis had told, make his face grow hot, his muscles clench, his head feel ready to explode? Because it was no different. Mawgis lied or told the truth almost without reason. Nothing he said could be believed. Nothing.
 
   “Fuck you,” he said, and let the shadowline go.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Fifteen
 
    
 
   “Bring it back.” Mawgis grabbed Jake’s arm, fingers crushing hard into his skin. “Where is your honor? I gave you the antidote. You have what you want. Hold up your end of the bargain.”
 
   Jake felt the shadowline slipping, floating away, drifting into the trees, beyond, to the forest, slow, like a curtain in a breeze now, but connected still, as though he held it by his fingertips. Felt a new awareness, like an acknowledgement—he and the shadowline, partners with and against Mawgis.
 
   “I want something else, too,” Jake said, yanking his arm free from the other’s hold, “before I send you back to wherever you came from. I want my height.”
 
   The older man opened his mouth to speak but Jake shook his head, cutting him off. “Not perception. Not somehow making people see what isn’t true. I want reality, and proof of it.”
 
   Mawgis glared at him, then looked toward the trees where the trace had disappeared. “It’s the woman. You want to be manly for her. You believe she won’t care for you the way you looked when she first saw you. So what does she care for, then? The man you appear to be, or the man you are? Bring the shadowline back and go find out.”
 
   “Do you know why I want this, Mawgis? Not for the reason you think. I need it to prove to myself you’re not always a liar. To believe that the real cure is on that piece of paper you gave me. Make me believe, and I’ll send you home.”
 
   Mawgis pulled his gaze away from the trees and back to Jake. “I told you, I don’t know which is true.” 
 
   “You’d better figure it out, or you’ll be here a long time thinking about it.”
 
   Mawgis pressed his lips together, not much different from the way Pilar did when she was thinking. He gave a small smile and turned his hands palms up.
 
   “It was just a bit of fun, Jake. Nothing for you to be angry about. A bit of amusement, telling you I didn’t know. Of course I know. I did it, didn’t I? I made you grow. I thought you would take my offer to make you seem tall, leave you in my debt, as it were. Even if I weren’t here to see it, I would know that you owed me. It would have made me happy.”
 
   Jake felt the trace slipping away, moving faster now as his anger rose, his tenuous hold breaking. He needed to control it. Needed it to come if he called. He relaxed his head and shoulders, closed his eyes, and stilled his mind. It was funny, the connection he had made with the shadowline—as if they were in sympathy. Had learned each other’s rhythms. He opened his eyes.
 
   “Which is it, Mawgis? Perception or reality?”
 
   Mawgis shifted from foot to foot. “Bring the shadowline back and I’ll prove the truth for you.”
 
   He was getting good at this, Jake thought, feeling the line close now, just outside the clearing. He felt the way the air changed as the line held its position, then slowly, slowly floated again toward him. He caught the trace at the tail of his eye as it moved inside the trees.
 
   “Prove it how?”
 
   The older man licked his lips. “Open it, Jake. Open it and I’ll show you.”
 
   Fool me once, Jake thought, but really, what was the alternative? Connection or not, how many times could he let the shadowline go before he couldn’t bring it back? And then what? Then Mawgis would be here forever. Mawgis, trapped and bored, and thinking up ways to amuse himself that were worse than loosing benesha on the world.
 
   If opening the shadowline was a matter of will, then he had to want it, and want it badly. And he did. Wanted Mawgis gone. Wanted to get out of this place of too much green and not enough light and too many things he didn’t understand—and to bring the world the cure. Wanted to be Tall Jake when this was all over. Wanted to see what was really there, if anything, with Pilar.
 
   “Good, Jake,” Mawgis whispered. “You’re doing good. Just a little more.”
 
   He shifted his view and saw Mawgis—the older man’s fists clenched at his sides, his eyes closed—willing alongside him—brothers now, with different motivations but one goal.
 
   The air felt thick, like a blanket constricting him. Jake opened his mouth to breathe. The low thrum grew to a high-pitched whistle that seemed to fill up the world, and Jake wanted more than anything to cover his ears, but he didn’t, couldn’t—afraid he’d spook the shadowline. Mawgis muttered under his breath, harsh-sounding words in an unknown language. Jake could feel the line receding. His pulse sped. Stopping his growth had been an accident. What had made either of them think he could open the shadowline on purpose?
 
   Closer. Blood rushing to his face, burning beneath his skin. Ears ringing.
 
   Come closer.
 
   He felt the shadowline inch back, saw it from the tail of his eye—silver and blue, gleaming in the dim gray light in the clearing.
 
   Closer. Closer.
 
   Saw Mawgis’s frown draw to a straight line.
 
   Here. I need you here. Now. Open.
 
   The upward curve of the lips. The older man taking a slow, tentative step forward.
 
   Stay, Jake willed the shadowline. Stay and open. Let this bastard go home.
 
   Mawgis took another step, moving out of Jake’s vision. Jake could see the line glittering at the edge of his peripheral view, drifting slowly, growing darker, wider. The wind rose, scattering leaves, dirt, and small stones around his legs. The call and song of birds, the chattering of monkeys, the buzz of insects—all gone. The high-pitched wail grew loud, louder, a stabbing, sharp pain in his ears. 
 
   “Almost, Jake,” Mawgis shouted over the wail. The older man anxiously rubbed his hands on his thighs. “Just a little more now.”
 
   Deep breath in. Jake tried to shake off the fatigue clutching at him and the giddiness it’d brought. 
 
   “Now’s the time, Mawgis. Answer the question. Show me the proof.”
 
   A new sound in the wail, raw and guttural, from where Mawgis stood. Jake wanted to look, started to turn his head, but stopped, afraid any movement would send the shadowline off again. The urge to grab Mawgis by the throat and shake the truth from him was nearly overwhelming.
 
   He caught sight of a long green snake wound around a fern with thick, fleshy leaves. The fern shook and danced, but the snake held on, a thin green surfer on a great green wave. He focused his eyes on the snake and set his mind on opening the shadowline, still not sure how to do that. He wanted the cure to be real. He wanted Mawgis gone. All of it impossible if the shadowline didn’t open.
 
   Lightning from a cloudless sky hit a nearby tree—smell of burning wood. Real lightning? Or something bleeding through from Mawgis’s world?
 
   A gasping, strangled sound from where Mawgis stood. Jake gritted his teeth to keep from looking. Was the other man caught in the shadowline? Had it suddenly shut? The wail in the air grew so loud that Jake could hardly bear it.
 
   Open. Open.
 
   He huddled in on himself, arms pressed to his sides, eyes slitted against the sound. Maybe it was all a lie. Something Naheyo had said came back to him—that she wanted Jake gone before he “kicked over the anthill.” Before the ants came flooding out. Naheyo had kept him drugged and asleep so this moment wouldn’t happen—so he wouldn’t help Mawgis. Because maybe Mawgis didn’t want to go home. He wanted his kind to come through. “We are gods to your kind,” Mawgis had said. Jake’s shoulders trembled, fear rushing through him. Was he helping to bring an invasion?
 
   He clenched his fists and stared at the snake in the fern. The acrid smell of ozone drove out the smoke scent in the air. Hold the shadowline or let it go? Truth or lies. A choice to make.
 
   “Jake,” Mawgis called, his voice as sharp as flint.
 
   In the bright crack of Mawgis’s word, Jake felt something fill him. It should have gone the other way. The tone should have made him angry, made him let the shadowline go. Instead he felt peaceful. Weightless, and perfectly grounded. Poured full of sure knowledge—knowledge that at that moment, whatever he believed would be true. Whatever he chose would happen. The shadowline, open as a lover’s heart. Mawgis gone. Him as tall as a mountain. Whatever he wanted. Felt it in his own heart, the golden moment when everything was right—he was invincible, and could do anything.
 
   Leaves, dirt, and small twigs whirled—a dust devil spinning crazily through the clearing, knocking bits and pieces hard against his legs and arms. A new smell in the air—sweetly putrid, decaying. An acrid, chemical taste in his mouth. The whine grew high pitched, louder, covering all the sound in the world. Jake felt a trickle of blood, warm and wet below his ear. He could go deaf, but no—that wasn’t possible, because he was a giant and the smell and taste and sound were small, and the blood was small, and nothing, nothing could stop him.
 
   The laugh started low in his belly, a chuckle growing, sliding up though his chest into his throat. He threw back his head and let the laughter escape, run free into the shrill whine and the rotten air. Not the way he’d laughed with Pilar, in relief. He laughed now from joy. From power. Because he owned the world and Mawgis was a tiny ant he could crush anytime, and the shadowline was his to command. He laughed, hands crossed over his stomach, leaning forward, and when he thought maybe he sounded insane, he didn’t mind, and kept laughing, washing the acrid taste from his mouth. Laughter stilling the wild shriek in the air, bringing quiet. Settling the dust devils that had thrown dirt in his eyes, making them burn. Calming the flying debris in the clearing. He laughed and laughed, and rubbed his eyes with his fingers, wiping away the grit. Felt the water there, and knew he was sobbing.
 
    
 
    
 
   A lone bird chirped in a tree. Harsh, staccato chirps. He would have liked a lilting song. The bird fell silent.
 
   He pulled himself up, spine straight, and pushed the hair out of his face, smeared away the tears. Dazed, he listened, waiting for the bird to call again, and looked around the clearing.
 
   Mawgis was gone.
 
   The bird called again, and was answered by another.
 
   Mawgis was gone. And the wail. The smell. The acrid taste of the air. He looked up, and through the small opening in the canopy, saw a clear, blue sky.
 
   He stood alone in the clearing, listening to the returning noise of birds and the whir of insects. Normal. His muscles burned. His breath came shallow. He shifted his view to the tree that had been struck—split down the center, blackened almost to the edges. He stumbled back to the stump where he and Mawgis had sat and collapsed onto its hard surface, hands between his knees, eyes staring down at dirt and leaves, at shifting shadows—seeing nothing. 
 
    
 
   He pulled his head up and looked around. The paper in his pocket was real when he stood and pulled it out, holding his breath as he unfolded it. There were words—not words that made sense, but they were there. He exhaled and carefully folded the paper back into a little square and stowed it away again. His skin felt prickly. If not for the lightning-struck tree, he might not believe what had happened here. What he’d done.
 
   He’d been smart this time and had broken several branches at the spot where they’d come into the clearing. He’d broken branches and torn leaves all the way along their route, determined that Mawgis wasn’t going to leave him alone and lost this time.
 
   Slowly he walked around the clearing until he found the spot where they’d entered—where the snake had ridden the fern, he realized. The snake was gone. He picked his way carefully, watching for the torn leaves and broken branches that marked the route back to the compound. To the world outside the forest. To a telephone, and a warning.
 
   He came to a large tree with thick roots spreading over the trail. He stepped over them easily, and thought that proved he wasn’t small again. With Mawgis gone, Jake thought the illusion would vanish. The broken branches and torn leaves weren’t high above his head now; they were waist-level. The same height they’d been on the mad run with Mawgis. He was taller. The man he was meant to be.
 
   Unless the illusion persisted awhile, only to vanish in the morning, or the moment someone saw him. The moment he saw Pilar.
 
   The arm of a tall fern slapped his face. He pushed it aside. 
 
   Maybe the truth was whatever Jake made it.
 
   Maybe the truth was that there was no truth—that he’d wake up in his bed in San Francisco, in his apartment with the footstool in the bathroom and the grabber in the kitchen.
 
   The trail disappeared. He moved on, broken branch to torn leaf—his own little Hansel and Gretel breadcrumb road—until he realized it had been a while since he’d seen either. His pulse raced in his ears. He and Mawgis had zigzagged through the forest, traveling vaguely west, then north, then south, circling around trees, sudden water holes, and impassable undergrowth. Even if he could see the sun, blocked from his view now by a thousand trees, he couldn’t guess in what direction the compound lay.
 
   Thirty paces in any direction, he decided. Thirty out, looking for a marker, thirty back to his starting point, and then thirty in another direction. There were only so many directions he could try, only so many openings in the lush greenery.
 
   On the third try, he found a broken branch. A bit elevated to be the one he’d broken, chest-high rather than at his waist, but he was sure it was the right one. He must have reached up without realizing it during the run. Jake kept moving, and found another branch. He touched the broken branch as he passed it, bringing his hand up beside his ear.
 
   His steps slowed. A torn leaf, maybe ten steps from the last branch, was shoulder-high. The next branch, cracked and hanging loose, was in line with his jaw. The compound was near. Had he reached up, grabbing at high branches and leaves as he’d knocked along, pulled by Mawgis through the woods? He didn’t remember it that way, but he didn’t remember reaching out waist-high each time, either.
 
   He could hear the women singing now, their voices carrying on the breeze. He could pick out Naheyo’s voice, lower than her speaking tone. His feet stopped moving. What would they see when he stepped onto the cane field—the Jake they’d become used to or the small man who’d first stumbled out of the forest? What would Pilar see?
 
   He walked the last steps to the edge of the clearing and stopped again, standing half-hidden by a group of feathery-leafed ferns, his skin hot with nerves. Naheyo and the Helpers sat in a circle, chanting. Pilar held a camera. She turned and caught sight of him. Her mouth dropped open. The camera thudded in the dirt.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Sixteen
 
    
 
   In the Manaus airport, everyone seemed to have a mobile phone in hand. A pay phone was hard to find. When Jake did find a bank of them, they offered no privacy, lining the wall outside the public restrooms. He begged a coin from a stranger for the collect call to Ashne Simapole at World United. A symphony of languages floated around him, but it was likely that many of the people standing near also spoke English. He cupped his hand over the mouthpiece to keep his words as hidden from other ears as possible, and listened to the line ringing and his heart beating overtime.
 
   He heard what he’d expected in Ashne’s voice. His friend, and employer on this job, listened to all Jake said, asked questions, and said he’d look into it, but Jake knew his words hadn’t taken root. Things would go better in San Francisco, he hoped. Face to face was always better.
 
   “I’ll arrange a passport, plane ticket, and access to some cash for you,” Ashne said, his voice distant and distracted. “We’ll talk when you get here.”
 
   In the duty-free shop, Jake bought shampoo, a razor, a tourist T-shirt, and a pair of pants. He shaved in the men’s room, other travelers shifting around him, maneuvering luggage. There wasn’t time for a haircut, but he washed his hair as best he could in the sink, dried it beneath the hot-air hand dryer, and pulled it into a short ponytail with a hair tie. He stood a moment, taking in a sight he had never seen in a mirror set for adults—his own face, neck, shoulders, and part of his chest. He wondered if the view would ever feel ordinary to him.
 
   Jake was almost calm now, accepting what he saw in the mirror. Not like that moment at the edge of the cane field, fear pulsing in his blood, as he watched Pilar coming toward him, that look on her face that could have meant anything—shock, revulsion, relief. The moment she leaned against him, the top of her head resting under his chin. The rush of joy so strong he nearly lost his balance, knees buckling under the weight of liberation. The moment he knew he was Tall Jake, and wasn’t going to be anything else ever again.
 
   Thinking about it now, though—Tall Jake wasn’t quite right. He was Jake, who happened to be tall. He nodded to the man washing his hands at the next sink over. The man barely nodded back, paying him scant attention. Jake walked out of the men’s room and into the crush of people heading to and from the gateways. 
 
    
 
   The seats in the lounge area were mostly empty. The flight would be boarding in ten minutes. People had already formed a queue—casually dressed men and women. A gaggle of tired-looking teenagers, their identical blue backpacks in a pile at their feet. Two priests in black. A young couple, the woman rocking a baby while the man folded up a stroller. Ashne had secured a first class seat for him. He waited for the call to board ahead of those in line.
 
   How had he grown? That question pricked at him. It moved through his mind not like a leaf in a vortex, going round and round, but like a mountain goat, leaping from point to point, never settling on one spot—popping up repeatedly, even after he’d promised himself to let it go, to stop thinking about it.
 
   Maybe he had done it himself—strength of will, like Mawgis had said—overriding whatever height had been programmed into his DNA. Stopped it when he was five and started it again now, just by wanting. Maybe it was a disease that had stunted his growth, the story in his mind about his fear of outgrowing his mother’s lap just a coincidence in time. A disease that had been cured by some factor in the forest—something he ate, or an unknown property in one of the salves or unguents Naheyo had slathered on him.
 
   Hell, maybe it was benesha. He’d started growing after the first benesha trip, the visit to Delacort. A substance that allowed users to psychically travel, increased protein values in meat, and poisoned humans on a set time scale could likely do other things too. Had benesha kicked in hormones long dormant in his body? If benesha was the cause, had Mawgis known it would have that effect?
 
   The first class passengers were called to board. Jake stood just as the woman at the podium called his name, asking him to step to the counter.
 
   “This has come for you from the American consulate,” she said, and smiled as she handed him a passport, no differently than she had smiled at any of the other passengers. “You can board now.”
 
   He thanked her, and in his mind thanked Ashne, and walked up the Jetway, promising himself yet again that he’d stop asking the same unanswerable questions. The flight was long. He needed to spend those hours thinking about what to say to Ashne when they met—how to convince his friend to give up the prime achievement of his life. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The flight attendants stood by the plane’s opened door, thanking the passengers, wishing them a good day as people deplaned. Jake nodded as he passed them—his hands empty of luggage or even an overnight bag, his breath pressed up tight against his chest—and walked down the Jetway and into the terminal. He scanned the crowd, looking for Ashne’s familiar brown face, and the stance he habitually took when waiting—feet apart, hands behind his back.
 
   Jake spotted him and saw that his friend was looking down, the way an adult does, waiting for a child to deplane. His feet slowed. This moment had to come—the moment when someone from his old life would be confronted by his changed body. Jake raised his hand and waved, but Ashne’s gaze didn’t reach high enough to catch it. Jake slipped up and stood next to him, Ashne still peering at the deplaning passengers.
 
   “Hey,” he said quietly.
 
   Ashne’s mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. His fists clenched and his arms came up in a fight-or-flight burst, and Jake flinched, as Ashne’s brain tried to make sense of what he was seeing.
 
   People flowed around them. Friends and family members hugging, business people shaking hands, solo passengers striding with determined steps toward baggage claim. Voices came through the PA, announcing final boardings and flights arriving.
 
   Jake waited. He looked as presentable and professional as he could manage, but it wasn’t his rough appearance that threw his friend. If he were still the small man whom Ashne had seen off at the airport months before, his friend and employer would have made some light comment about this new style Jake had adopted—small talk until they could get to their real business, and that would have been it. Instead, Ashne gaped at him, as surprised as if a friendly bear had sidled up beside him in the airport. Was he going to see that same fear and confusion in his brother’s eyes, his parents’ faces?
 
   Ashne lowered his arms. He opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again.
 
   “I think we need a drink,” Jake said.
 
   A thin nod from Ashne. “More than one, I’d say.” His eyes flicked back and forth between Jake’s face and his feet.
 
   “Mawgis’s doing,” Jake said. He still didn’t know if that were true or not, but if it helped convince Ashne, it was a good thing. He watched understanding catch light in his friend’s eyes, the dark sheen of accepting something he didn’t much like. Jake nodded to confirm what he knew Ashne was thinking. “Everything I told you on the phone is true.”
 
   “Benesha is a poison,” Ashne said, his teeth barely parting for the words to escape.
 
   “I know how crazy it sounds, but no more crazy than my standing here in front of you, six feet tall.”
 
   The light in Ashne’s eyes changed. “You could have warned me about that. My God, Jake, I thought you were dead. I was devastated. We all were. Thank the heavens you’re alive. But you come back—” He lifted his arms in the air. “You’ve come back as someone else.”
 
   He turned and walked away fast, shaking his head.
 
   “Ash,” Jake said, and caught up with him. “I’m not someone else. I’m the same man you’ve known for years. I didn’t return with what you wanted, but I came back knowing the truth.” He grabbed his friend’s arm and dragged him toward a wall. “You have to believe me. At least consider it.”
 
   Ashne’s jaw tightened. “I’ve been considering it since you called.”
 
   “And?”
 
   A long sigh, and Ashne turned and started walking again, more slowly this time, and motioned with his head for Jake to come too. They walked the long corridor toward the baggage area, almost to the exit doors, neither of them speaking.
 
   A man and a boy ran past them, going the other direction, each pulling a suitcase on wheels. Ashne turned his head to watch them. Jake wondered if he was thinking of his own youngest child, a girl about the same age as the running boy. Or was Ashne thinking about the man and his rush to reach some destination that was merely a takeoff point for a new one? That must be what heading World United was like—always a crisis somewhere, always people in desperate need. No wonder Ashne clung so tightly to benesha’s promise.
 
   “There are rumors,” Ashne said finally, “that some of the scientists working with benesha couldn’t resist trying the miracle meat themselves. Three of the original researchers have died. One was due to complications from diabetes, and frankly, not unexpected. Two were complete surprises. Heart attacks in otherwise healthy, youngish adults, ages thirty-seven and forty-three.” He leaned against the wall.
 
   “Benesha,” Jake said.
 
   “It can’t be ignored.” Ashne’s voice was rough. “As crazy as your story is, it must be considered and explored. All distribution of benesha meat will be suspended until benesha’s absolute safety is established.”
 
   “Or not,” Jake said.
 
   “Or not.”
 
   Jake kept the smile off his face, hiding the relief flooding through him. 
 
   “You have the antidote?” Ashne asked.
 
   “I have what Mawgis gave me. In my pocket.”
 
   The nod Ashne gave him was tiny. “I’ll phone the lab and tell them we’re coming.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They stood together, both men in shirtsleeves, though the day was cool. Ashne was shorter than he was, and Jake could see the other man still wasn’t used to it by the way Ashne would look down and then pull his head up when he turned to speak to him. They both pretended not to notice. The heat radiating from the building was more than warm. They couldn’t hear the flames inside, licking away at flesh and bone, but saw the steady plume of gray smoke rising from the vents in the roof. The air smelled heavy, tinged with the scent of gas. They stood, with few words between them, watching as truckloads of dead chickens, rabbits, ducks, and goats arrived. Fires like this one burned in the seven countries where animals had been fed benesha. In other places, chemicals turned flesh and bone to slush. 
 
   Ashne sighed deeply. “Chances are we won’t be able to find every individual who’s eaten benesha meat. In Africa, South America—some of those people live far outside the villages where the meat was distributed. We’re doing our best and have reached most of them, but I’m afraid there’ll be some we miss. There will be more deaths.”
 
   Jake nodded. He’d reasoned that out, too. But some deaths were better than hundreds of thousands. 
 
   He’d known Ashne a long time and seen his severely pragmatic side before. He supposed someone like Ashne would have to be like that, overseeing the parceling out of food and medicine to the desperate, making decisions that might mean who lived and who didn’t. It wasn’t a job Jake would have wanted.
 
   “But the antidote worked for those who got it,” Jake said.
 
   Ashne crossed his arms over his chest. “Fools, those scientists, trying out the miracle meat on themselves. But it did tell us how long the incubation period was.” He turned to Jake. “Some took it home to their families. Can you imagine?”
 
   “They didn’t know,” Jake said.
 
   “No, they didn’t. And it turned out to be almost a blessing, since we could try the antidote on people who’d eaten the meat far enough in advance to be almost at the point it would kill them. We could know that it worked.”
 
   They stood quietly as another truck rolled up, as men came out of the incinerator building and helped the driver unload crates of carcasses.
 
   “When is your flight?” Ashne asked when the men had finished and the truck had driven away.
 
   “Three and a half hours. My bags are in the car.”
 
   “Boston, is it?”
 
   Jake nodded. “Pilar left her research early. She’s been in the States awhile.”
 
   It was his fault. Not that Pilar had said so—he didn’t think she blamed him—but he knew Naheyo did. When he and the shaman had stood together at the edge of the river, Knonee waiting to take him to Catalous, he’d tried to thank Naheyo for arranging the ride. He’d known she was angry, the way she  chattered at him one moment and pulled a face and showed him her back the next. The only word he’d understood was Pilar.
 
   Then Naheyo had done a strange thing: she’d handed him a small bundle in a red cloth, drawn closed with a thin gold cord. The same cloth he’d seen in her room—it seemed so long ago now. At the shaman’s urging, he’d opened it and found a mirror—small, round, with a smoothed beveled edge. He’d lifted it out. He’d not seen any other mirrors at the compound, and noted it, women without mirrors, and no way for him to track the visual changes in himself. Their last night together, in the forest, Jake had asked Pilar about that.
 
   “Mirrors,” she’d said, “only let you look backward. Without them, you have to look ahead.”
 
   Why did Naheyo want him to look back? At what? He still had no idea. She’d motioned for him to return it to the cloth and hand it back to her, and then practically pushed him into the canoe that would take him away from the compound. To Catalous, and then, with Toshi, to Manaus. To a phone, and the States, and this moment.
 
   The next day, she’d sent Pilar on her way as well. In their phone conversations, Pilar had shrugged off the expulsion, saying only that Naheyo wanted peace in the compound again.
 
   “Boston is nice this time of year,” Ashne said, breaking into his thoughts.
 
   “Yes,” Jake said. “Warming up.” 
 
   Another truck pulled into the parking area. He thought maybe, after Boston—watching the driver-side door open, a muscular man step out of the truck—maybe a beach somewhere. With Pilar, if she wanted to go. A place where no one wanted anything from him. A place to empty his mind.
 
   “This will go on all day,” Ashne said. “I appreciate you coming with me. It means much. It—you’d best be on your way.”
 
   Jake nodded, but stood awhile longer watching the muscular man pull open the back doors of the truck. A helper appeared now as well, and the two men started hauling pallets from the truck—no sacks of small chickens or rabbits, but large carcasses of cattle, the pallets hitting the ground with a hard thunk. The large metal doors of the incinerator opened. A man driving an electric pallet loader emerged and drove slowly toward the truck.
 
   “I’m taking some time off,” Jake said. “A few months.”
 
   “Good.” Ashne turned to him. “I—well, how does one say thank you for something like this?”
 
   Ashne embraced him then, and it startled Jake. Other than his father and brother, no man had ever hugged him as an adult—not when he was small, when a grown man would have had to bend over or kneel down. He stood awkwardly with his arms at his sides. Then he reached around and embraced Ashne in return.
 
   His friend turned him loose. “Best be going.”
 
   Jake, feeling the chill in the air now, shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. “I’ll call when I’m ready to come back to work.”
 
   “Good. There is still much to be done.”
 
   It wasn’t true, what he’d told Ashne at the airport—that he was the same man he’d always been. He was someone else now. Not just a taller man. That was nothing, really, for all that he’d craved it for so long. The change was deeper, something fundamental. The way he saw the world and his place in it. A comfort level. He couldn’t give it a name, but knew it was true. 
 
   Jake shrugged, then clapped Ashne’s shoulder. He turned away from the low gray building and the smoke billowing from its chimney.
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed this book, please take a moment to write a review, no matter how brief, on the site where you purchased it and/or Goodreads.
 
   Thank you.
 
    
 
   Alexes is always happy to hear from readers and welcomes new friends on Facebook and Twitter.
 
   Email: LxsRaz@yahoo.com
 
   Twitter: http://twitter.com/lxsraz
 
   Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/AlexesRazevichAuthor
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   Khe loves her simple life on a farming commune, until she discovers that her gift for pushing the crops is a death sentence. Fleeing across the treacherous wilderness, she makes her way to the city of Chimbalay, searching for the orindles who might save her. But Chimbalay has its own dangers. The Powers are there--the secret rulers who have chosen Khe to be the mother of a monstrous new race.
 
   Neither "man in space" Science Fiction nor classical fantasy, Khe deftly blends elements of both while satisfying those searching for something different in a dystopian novel. Readers looking for solid world-building, and fresh, fully-realized characters will especially enjoy this book.
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