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One of the finest things about being an Indian is that people are always interested in you and your “plight.” Other groups have difficulties, predicaments, quandaries, problems, or troubles. Traditionally we Indians have had a “plight.”

Our foremost plight is our transparency. People can tell just by looking at us what we want, what should be done to help us, how we feel, and what a “real” Indian is really like. Indian life, as it relates to the real world, is a continuous attempt not to disappoint people who know us. Unfulfilled expectations cause grief and we have already had our share.

—Vine Deloria Jr.,
Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto
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PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 9, 2023—VILHENA, BRAZIL

Nacoça Pio Cinta Larga limped across the courtroom, using one hand to steady himself on a table. In the air-conditioned chill and fluorescent glare, his crown of black and brown feathers shuddered with each step, a lonely reminder of the rainforest beyond the white-painted walls. A Brazilian flag hung limply in one corner, the national motto, “Order and Progress,” concealed in its folds. “The prosecution says that, on April 7, 2004, around 11 a.m. in the Gully of Tranquility, you, sir, together with other members of your tribe, took the lives of several prospectors,” Judge Rafael Slomp began.

Pale even for a white man, Slomp wore a pink button-up beneath his robes. His goatee was immaculately trimmed, his tone bland, emotionless, entirely mismatched to the crimes he was describing. He listed twenty-nine victims, twelve never identified: “a massacre.” Hands tied, they’d been unable to defend themselves, he said, an aggravating factor. “The prosecution also alleges a base motive,” he went on. “That the Indigenous people who committed these acts wanted to keep anyone else from mining diamonds on their lands.” Greed, in other words.

Pio looked back at Slomp through wire-rimmed glasses, his right eyelid half-drooped, half-hiding a prosthetic eye. When he thought back to the first time he saw a diamond, he shook his head with disbelief. It was probably 1972, not that he had any notion of dates back then. His people had never known calendars or clocks. Nor did they consider any stone precious. There was no such thing as money, no such thing as a market or even trade, really. As Pio put it, “When we wanted something, nuts or honey or fruit, we would go look for it in the forest.”

Back then the forest was still whole, with giant mahogany and cherrywood and pink-flowered ipê forming a ceiling so dense, only the odd stab of light reached the ground. The canopy petered out at the Roosevelt, which Pio had always known as the River of Rapids, though there was a calm eddy by the bank where he liked to bathe. That day he tromped through the tangle of riverside bush to find a raft made of two tree trunks split by fire, with an awning of dried palm fronds. A white man rotated a metal wheel on the deck. The man must have heard of the Cinta Larga, notorious cannibals. Yet while Pio carried a bow and a bundle of arrows, he hardly cut an intimidating figure. Not quite adolescent, he wore nothing but flip-flops and overlarge underwear, the waistband rolled down to hug his narrow hips. “Hey, kid,” the man said. “Turn this for me. I’m going to roll a cigarette and take a piss.”

Another Cinta Larga might have been more cautious. By now they all knew about the white men’s guns, about their poison. But the contraption piqued Pio’s curiosity. A tube poked into the water, faintly tugging this way and that, interrupting the ripples of sky on the river’s surface. Taking the man’s place, he listened to the metallic creak, a new note in the forest racket of birdsong and shrieking monkeys. He had no idea he was pumping air to a diver. He was, in his own words, “a proper Indian—raw, raw, raw.” When blackflies started stinging his legs, he let go to swat at them.

The man was on his way back when he saw the wheel sitting idle. He broke into a run, shouting something Pio couldn’t understand, finally grabbing it and cranking furiously. Eventually a kind of huge copper egg emerged from the water—an old-fashioned diver’s helmet, with little portholes on the front and sides. Then a humanoid body with a loose-hanging, jet-black skin—a rubber diving dress.

At first Pio thought the diver might be a pawô. He’d grown up hearing about these beings who whistled from the trees, shapeshifters who tricked you into following them. Everyone knew you shouldn’t go outside alone if you woke in the dark to urinate. A pawô might lead you around all night and safely return you home, but it also might strangle you to death, or if you were a woman, have its way with you. No sense trying to kill it. People told of a pawô who appeared one night lounging on the crossbeam of a longhouse. A man shot three arrows into it and dragged the corpse outside. In the morning he saw blood on his arrowheads, so he knew it hadn’t been a dream. But the pawô’s body had disappeared.

When the diver removed his helmet, Pio could see he was just a man. He watched as the man emptied a sack of muddy gravel into a sieve. His partner tossed away a few large rocks and briefly submerged the sieve, lifting and whirling to rinse the sand out. Then he delicately combed through the fisheye-size stones that remained. When he found nothing of interest, the process repeated. Pio didn’t understand the point of any of this, but when the men invited him to help, he was, again, too intrigued to resist. He even camped with them for a few days, studying their methods. Finally the moment came when he noticed an offbeat glint in the gravel. It was a crystal of carbon, stained by traces of boron—a blue diamond—one of the priciest of precious stones.

Judge Slomp looked at Pio over an open laptop. Seated in an expensive-looking office chair, he almost seemed to be presiding over a conference room. All of the lawyers, too, were white, in suits and ties. Following the script, Slomp continued, “I would like to know, sir, if this accusation against you is true or false.”

Pio sat with his hands on his jeans. He could hardly deny the part about the diamonds; the Federal Police had tapped his phones. They knew he was involved in the Stream of the Blackflies, an operation said to be worth $20 million a month, frequented by smugglers from Antwerp, Tel Aviv, and New York City’s Diamond District. In the press, Pio had been labeled a “diamond baron,” rumored to own three mansions and a fleet of imported trucks with white chauffeurs. Some of this, he conceded, was true, at least for a time. But he would always insist he’d tried to stop the massacre. With the unshakable calm that had always been his quality, he responded simply, “False.”

As for the question of greed, Pio would be left to ponder: Was it greedy to desire the things he’d been taught to desire by white men standing in for fathers?
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