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CHAPTER


One


DR. MIRIAM “MIRI” JACOBS RACED THROUGH THE WILD, CHAOTIC jungle, whipping around obstacles and ducking from danger. You can make it. You can make it. She repeated the mantra in her head as her bag pounded against her back in sync with her sprinting footsteps, the ground seeming to give way beneath her feet. She was weaving. Sliding. Careening past creatures of all shapes and sizes. Sweat dripped down the side of her face, but she wasted no time or energy to wipe it away, focusing her strength on reaching her destination before it was too late.


Almost there!


She reached for the silver handle, her fingertips grazing the metal before . . . Whoosh!


“Wait!” The imaginary backdrop faded as the bus pulled away from the curb, splattering dirty street water onto Miri’s brand-spanking-new water-resistant Patagonia hiking pants.


But her voice was no match for the roaring engines in the bus depot or the plane jets overhead, and a second later, the last bus of the day from the Aeroporto Internacional de Manaus to Manacapuru, Brazil, was rounding a corner and out of sight.


Crud. Day one of her new gig—an expedition to search for the Cidade Perdida da Lua, the Lost City of the Moon—and she was going to miss the kick-off meeting. Not exactly the start she was hoping for, especially with her career hanging on this whole thing. Way to make a good first impression.


It was a miracle that she’d been selected for this expedition. Sure, her mentorship with the famed archaeologist Dr. Socorro “Corrie” Mejía at UC Berkeley helped, but until this point, Miri had only been on a handful of digs, all in already-discovered sites. When she’d decided at the age of eight that she wanted to become an archaeologist, she thought she’d be traveling all over the world, unearthing ancient skeletons and finding hidden treasures. She didn’t think her archaeological dig experience would be summed up as Human Brush, cleaning dirt off other archaeologists’ discoveries. Yes, every archaeologist had to begin somewhere, but Miri never seemed to move past the starting line. Unlike just about every other professor on staff at the UC Berkeley Anthropology Department, Miri had absolutely nothing remarkable to pad her résumé.


Professors like Dr. Mejía, who became a world-famous badass archaeologist because she took risks and didn’t shy away from danger. Being handpicked by her for this assignment gave Miri instant street cred, as if the association alone meant she must have mad skills like Corrie.


Too bad Miri’s top skills were memorization and reading maps. Though, despite the need for wearing glasses, she sometimes seemed to have laser vision and could notice things that others often overlooked. Like a book that was out of place on a shelf. Or a single misplaced brick in a wall. Or a man’s fly being down.


She always seemed to notice that.


Cold, wet liquid seeped through her pants as she glanced down to assess the damage and sighed. Awesome. There went a hundred bucks. Note to self: water resistant does NOT equal waterproof.


Perhaps not Miri’s wisest decision—splurging on a new wardrobe at REI that would almost certainly get destroyed by this trip—but she wanted to at least try to look the part of tough, rugged archaeologist. Her normal go-to dig outfits consisted of little more than yoga pants and a few Columbia hiking shirts she found on the clearance rack at T.J.Maxx. Something not far off from her regular everyday attire, come to think of it. But she had big shoes to fill, or rather, big shoes to impress. That, and she couldn’t help but want to emulate her idol, who always looked effortless, hard-core, and hot as hell.


Miri slung her backpack around to the ground and crouched beside it, searching the pockets for a wet wipe, when a figure appeared alongside her.


“Shit!”


She glanced up toward the voice and—Holy moly, was everyone in this country a supermodel? The man looked like he could star in an ad with the likes of Alessandra Ambrosio or Marlon Teixeira, and Miri would buy whatever products he was selling—surfboards, cologne, men’s underwear, you name it. He stared down the empty street in the direction the departed bus had gone, seemingly oblivious to Miri, one hand on his hip, the other rubbing his forehead below the hairline of his luscious . . . shiny . . . wavy . . . to-die-for jet-black locks. His gray Henley stretched across his chest, outlining every ripple beneath the thin fabric. With the sleeves pushed up, she could see the flexing muscles in his forearms—taut and beckoning for her touch. He had to have been six-foot-two, six-three, judging by the location of his knee in relation to her crouched view. Hard to tell by his towering position, and when preoccupied by his incredibly good looks.


Miri gulped before ordering herself to stop staring, but his presence commanded her attention. This. This was why she didn’t date. Because she got all deer-in-the-headlights whenever she saw someone she found attractive. And then they’d stare at her like there was something wrong with her. And then she’d gasp like a fish out of water. And then their faces would contort with confusion, trying to figure out whether she needed help. And then her face would turn the brightest shade of crimson on the color scale. And then they’d leave . . .


The entire scene unfolded in Miri’s mind, distracting her from the can of sour-cream-and-onion Pringles rolling out of her bag toward the man’s foot.


She watched as his head shifted downward toward the dull thump against his boot, and she quickly dipped her head, scrambling to snatch up the runaway snacks. But as she reached over, the rest of the contents of her backpack cascaded onto the sidewalk—a couple of KIND bars, a bag of trail mix, some cheddar-cheese-and-cracker Combos, peanut butter M&M’s, and much-needed Altoids for her sour-cream-and-onion breath.


He crouched down to assist her, but Miri hurried to gather up her belongings.


“Don’t mind me. Just a regular ole convenience store over here,” she said with strained laughter in her voice.


But all she got in return was “the stare.”


“Oh! I’m sorry,” she said, realizing that she probably sounded like a silly American talking gibberish. He must not have understood her. “Inglês?”


With a quick shake of his head, the man seemed to snap out of a daydream. “Uh . . . yes. Yes, I speak English.”


Miri detected a hint of an accent, though not quite the Portuguese accent she’d expected. She also detected a slight flutter in her stomach at the way his rich brown eyes scanned her face.


“Sorry,” he continued. “I was distracted checking out your goods.”


Never mind. Now she had a flutter.


He waved his hands. “Not your goods, but the goods. From your convenience store, I mean. It’s quite the selection.”


“Nothing beats snacks from home when traveling internationally, right? What’ll you have?” She fanned her hands over the bounty in an offering.


“Oh, no. I can’t.” He held up his hands in protest.


“I insist. Just not the Pringles.”


“Why is that?” He ticked his head to the side, eyeing her curiously.


“Because you know what they say—‘Once you pop’—and I’ve popped and now cannot stop,” she said. Instantly, she regretted the level of dorkiness infused in her attempts at banter. Here it comes again . . . the stare. And his departure.


Why? Why couldn’t she react like a normal human being?


To her surprise, however, the man palmed his ridiculously handsome, smiling face as he playfully shook his head. At least her silliness hadn’t caused him to retreat like people usually did whenever she made jokes at the department holiday parties. And summer picnics. And weddings. And bars . . .


“Then I’ll take these,” he said, snagging the M&M’s. “Thank you.”


“Thank you for shopping.” She tipped her head, then shoved her things back in her bag, this time cinching the top to avoid further escape attempts.


His lightheartedness faded away as he checked his watch. “Pretty sure I already know the answer, but was that the bus to Manacapuru?” He nodded in the direction the bus had gone.


“Yup. We both missed it by maybe twenty seconds?” It wasn’t a question, but she hoped her inflection might soften the blow.


“Twenty sec . . .” His voice trailed off with a heavy sigh. He whipped out a cell phone and began furiously texting. Must be missing some important modeling gig. Though models probably didn’t travel by crusty old bus. Miri took her time wiping off her pants and hands as she watched his frustration. Finally, with a grunt and an exaggerated press of his thumb, he tucked his phone in the front pocket of his charcoal pants and scanned the passersby.


“Excu—I mean, perdona?” He reached his arm out to an older gentleman, who sneered and kept walking. He grumbled something unintelligible under his breath.


Hmm. Maybe he wasn’t Brazilian after all. Or at least not from around here. “It’s ‘com licença,’ ” Miri offered. “They speak Portuguese here.”


“Oh, right. Thanks.”


“Com licença,” he asked another person. “Billetes?”


Close enough. Fortunately for him, the person understood his Portuguese-Spanish mashup and pointed him in the direction of the ticket office. She thought to warn him that heading to the ticket office would be a waste of time. That the bus they’d missed was the last one to Manacapuru for the night. But it wasn’t any of her business. Maybe he was going somewhere else, Manacapuru merely being a stopover before his final destination.


Or maybe he’d be so grateful for Miri’s assistance that he’d ask if she wanted to grab a coffee. And coffee would turn into a stroll through downtown. Which would turn into happy hour. And then dinner. And then they’d . . .


“Thanks again,” the man said with a smile, waving the bag of M&M’s at her as he disappeared inside the airport—snapping her out of her fantasy.


Sigh.


Though the exchange with Mr. M&M’s provided Miri a pleasant escape from her problems, she had important things to deal with, such as changing out of her dirty street-water pants and finding her own alternative transportation to Manacapuru. But she’d consider their encounter a win in Miri’s How to Interact with a Hottie book—even if it meant saying adeus to her M&M’s.


With every ounce of energy left over after her sprint, she lifted herself and her bag from the ground, taking one last glance at Mr. M&M’s heading toward the ticket office and admiring his swagger, and headed in the opposite direction toward the bathrooms. She propped her bag up on the counter, then stared at herself in the mirror, instantly recoiling at her appearance.


Yikes. No wonder she’d left Mr. M&M’s speechless.


Her cheeks were beet red from racing through the airport. Her light brown wavy hair stuck out in complete disorder, except for her bangs, which were matted with sweat against her forehead. Her thick, yellow-framed glasses had smudges of who-knows-what on the lenses. And her clothes? Soiled, sweat-stained, and—she ducked her head to take a whiff—oof. Stinky.


Yeesh. She’d definitely looked better.


Then again . . . she’d definitely looked worse! Score for Miri! Nothing could beat that time she’d crashed into the janitor’s mop bucket as she ran down the hall, late for her dissertation defense.


She wasn’t sure which would be more damaging to her career: showing up to the team kick-off meeting looking like this or not showing up at all. Maybe being delayed wasn’t such a terrible thing.


With a heavy sigh, she set her glasses on the counter, peeled off her T-shirt, then twisted her hair into a messy ball on top of her head. She turned on the water, splashing it on her face and her armpits, then took a few pumps of soap and cleaned up as best she could. Whelp . . . this’ll have to do. Get yourself together. You can be a badass like Corrie Mejía. You can do this. Find a ride. Get a good night’s rest, and—


The bathroom door opened and in walked none other than Mr. M&M’s himself. His eyes widened at the sight of her standing in front of the mirror in nothing but her bra and pants.


Miri yelped, then grabbed her dirty shirt from the counter and held it in front of her chest.


“Excusez,” he choked out as he averted his eyes. And as quickly as he’d come in, he departed.


Annnnnd I should probably put on some clothes.


She glanced down at her bra, wincing at the boring unsexiness of it all—a plain navy T-shirt bra that did little to boost her barely there B cup. Okay, fine . . . A cup. B on a good day. Why hadn’t she put on a cuter bra this morning?


Oh right. Because she didn’t own any. Cute bras were for showing off. Miri hadn’t had a reason to show off her bra since . . . since . . . well . . . Hmm. When was the last time?


Pushing thoughts of her nonexistent romantic endeavors to the back of her mind, she finished getting dressed, peeking out the door to make sure the coast was clear before finally emerging from the bathroom. Not that any of this mattered, but she didn’t particularly care to have a hot guy seeing her in such an unflattering state. Last thing she needed was a look of pity from Mr. M&M’s. She had already given herself enough of those to last the remainder of the day.


Now . . . time to figure out how the heck she was going to get to Manacapuru tonight. Looking around the station, her eye caught on the taxi stand outside with one, and only one, taxi parked in front of it. Phew. There was still a chance that she’d make it before the team dinner.


“Com licença, fala inglês?” she asked the driver in passable Portuguese.


“Um pouco.”


The tension in her shoulders relaxed. “Can you take me to Manacapuru?”


“Sim. Trezentos.”


Miri looked down, trying to recall her Portuguese numbers and do the math in her head. Tre . . . trezentos in Brazilian real. What is that . . . Fifty . . . fifty-four-ish U.S. dollars? Certainly more than the bus ticket had been, but at this point, Miri didn’t care. One way or another, she needed to get to Manacapuru before nightfall.


She pulled her wallet out of the money belt tucked in her pants, counting the U.S. bills she hadn’t had a chance yet to exchange. Forty-five, fifty . . . fifty-two.


“Will you take fifty-two in U.S. dollars?”


The man shook his head. “Não. Three hundred Americano,” he said, exaggerating.


Miri’s eyes about popped out of her head. “Three . . . three hundred U.S.?” She choked on the words.


He nodded.


“That’s outrageous!”


He shrugged.


“Please. I need to get to Manacapuru tonight. Could you make an exception this one time?”


“Trezentos.”


Shoot, shoot, shoot. Think, Miri. Think. What would Corrie Mejía do? WWCMD?


Well, Corrie probably wouldn’t have been in this situation in the first place. And even if Corrie hadn’t been able to outrun the bus—which was unlikely—and was stuck begging cabbies for rides, they’d take one look at her and practically beg to drive her. For free. Miri, not so much. Even on her best day, Miri looked like a plain house sparrow compared to the beautiful, sexy, elegant swan that was Corrie Mejía.


Sparrows were cute, too, though, right?


“What if . . . what if I give you fifty-two now, and the rest when we get there?” Surely, the crew would help her make up the difference.


The man scoffed. “I take you, then you disappear. No deal.”


“No, I promise! I won’t run,” she said, clasping her hands in a pleading position in front of her chest. “Once we get to the hotel, I can get the money from my boss.”


This time, he gave no response. Simply a grunt as he pulled out a cell phone and leaned against the car, paying her no attention.


“Fine. Fine, then I’ll find someone else to drive me.” As if he cared.


He gave her body a quick glance up and down, then snorted. “Good luck.”


Miri cocked her head back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“No one will drive a street urchin for less.”


Street urchin? Ouch. She looked bad but she didn’t look that bad, did she?


“Listen, buddy, I’m no worse than that filthy hunk of junk you consider fit for transporting actual human beings!”


Wrong answer.


The man turned his back to her without so much as a scoff. Well . . . that did it. She’d messed things up this time. Letting her shoulders fall, she tucked the fifty bucks back in her money belt. As she debated whether she should save the little cash she had or splurge and try to find a cheap hotel for the evening, a light wind brushed past her.


Mr. M&M’s.


He waltzed straight by Miri toward the cabbie. “Can you take me to Manacapuru tonight?” he asked.


The driver glanced at a defeated Miri standing off to the side.


“Sim. Three hundred. Americano.”


“Fine.” Mr. M&M’s handed over the cash and the two of them circled the taxi, with the driver popping the trunk as he got inside. Mr. M&M’s dropped his bag into the trunk then lifted his hand, motioning to Miri. “You coming?”


Miri stood straight, then turned both ways to check her surroundings. She placed her hand on her chest. “Are you talking to me?”


“Yes, Pringles. You’re heading to Manacapuru, aren’t you?”


“Uh-uh. Not that one,” the driver called out the window, glaring at her.


“She’s with me,” Mr. M&M’s said, sending a wave of heat over Miri’s face. She’s with me. She liked the sound of that.


“She called my car a filthy hunk of junk.”


Mr. M&M’s craned his neck to look inside, then turned up his nose. “Well, it is filthy.” But before the driver could protest again, Mr. M&M’s added, “I’ll give you an extra hundred.”


“What? No, I can’t let you do that,” Miri called out, but it was too late. Mr. M&M’s was already placing more money in the driver’s palm out the window, signaling their agreement.


“Call it payment for the M&M’s,” he said with a sexy smile. “Now, are you coming, or what? Déguédine. The money’s been spent no matter if you join me.”


Miri’s mind raced, creating elaborate scenarios of how this could end, ranging from romance to kidnapping. Wait . . . was this real life? Because only in her fantasies did men like him even notice her. Gorgeous face. Fantastic hair. Long limbs. Large hands. And that accent? Miri pinched the soft webbing between her thumb and index finger to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Nope. Awake. Wide awake.


WWCMD?


Not stand here like a bump on a log, that’s for sure.


What should she do?


Debate her other options (none). Analyze her chance of failure (eh . . . inconclusive). And finally, trust her gut (which should probably not be trusted given the amount of whirling and fluttering going on inside her as she eyed Mr. M&M’s in all his handsome glory). No, shouldn’t trust the gut when the choices amounted to little more than hot guy versus sleeping in the airport and possibly getting fired.


“I’m in.”
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CHAPTER


Two


GLOBAL GEOGRAPHY WOULDN’T LOVE LEARNING THAT RAFAEL had splurged on a three-hundred-dollar cab ride, but when he’d texted his boss that he’d missed the bus, he’d told him, “Do what you need to do” to get to Manacapuru. He figured that gave him free rein to spend GloGeo’s money as he best saw fit. Spending an extra hundred for some random stranger to tag along, though? Yeah . . . But what was he supposed to have done? Leave her there? By the look of things, her day had been even worse than his. It’s what any Good Samaritan would have done and had nothing to do with the fact that he was thoroughly charmed.


Okay, fine. It had everything to do with that.


He hadn’t meant to stare when he’d first crouched down to pick up the errant Pringles, but her sapphire eyes entranced him from behind her glasses. And as the playful words gushed out of her mouth like a faucet that couldn’t be turned off, clearly not an attempt to impress him, well . . . he’d been downright captivated. Something about her whole nerdy-glasses-and-messy-bun combo was doing it for him.


Not that he was in Brazil looking for romance. But given the unwelcome hellish couple of weeks he was in for on this trip, he deserved a momentary distraction.


“Here.” The woman handed over a wad of cash from the pouch underneath her shirt. “I have fifty-two dollars, but I can get you the rest when we get to Manacapuru.”


He waved her off. “Seriously, don’t worry about it. Consider it an apology.”


She tilted her head to the side.


“For the bathroom earlier,” he clarified, and her terrified look of mortification flashed through his mind. “Don’t worry. I didn’t see anything.”


Her cheeks flushed. “You promise?”


“Promise. You’ve got lightning-fast reflexes.”


“You didn’t see me trying to run down the bus that we both missed,” she said, half chuckling, half wincing.


“Was it smooth?”


“Oh, the smoothest.” She smiled and ducked her head, pushing a loose strand of her light brown locks behind her ear. “Thank you, by the way. I’m Miriam, or you can call me Miri,” she said, extending her hand.


“Rafael. Or you can call me Rafa.” His hand enveloped hers and he fought the urge to stare. “American?”


“Is it that obvious?” Her face twisted, and he snickered.


“I can say no if you’d like.”


She let out a breath, blowing her bangs up. “What gave it away? Super posh accent? Stylish clothes? General lack of awareness when changing in a public bathroom?”


“Fanny pack.” He tried to keep a straight face when he said it, but he couldn’t help his lips quirking.


“Hey, this is a money belt, thank you very much,” she said as she puffed up her chest and smiled.


“Exactly.” That smile was something. The woman was wearing a fanny pack, yet he found her utterly adorable.


“I take it you aren’t American?”


He shook his head. “Canadian.”


Her eyebrows lifted. “Canadian, aye?” It came out more like a pirate than a Canadian.


“Quebecois,” he responded, his gaze homing in on her. “Grew up in Montreal, though I live in Washington, DC, now. Avez-vous déjà été?”


“Oh.” She clearly had no idea that he’d asked if she’d ever been there, but her hungry eyes shot to his lips, as was customary—and as he intended—whenever he opened his mouth and released his French-Canadian je ne sais quoi. Every. Time. One didn’t look and sound like Rafa and not know how it affected women.


Or use it to their advantage from time to time.


“I thought you may have been a local when I first saw you at the airport,” she continued.


“First time here. Though my mother was Brazilian.”


“Are you here to visit family?”


He paused for a moment, debating how to respond. Stranger or not, no one was supposed to know he was in Brazil, and especially not what he was doing there.


The reasons for his travels were to be kept top secret: document a private archaeological expedition in the Amazon to find the lost Cidade da Lua. His employer—top world culture, travel, and exploration magazine Global Geography—had learned of the excursion from the team financier, some wealthy businessman named Eugene Larity, who wanted to chronicle this momentous occasion. Or, at least, potentially momentous, seeing as dozens of explorers had undertaken this very same quest to no avail. But GloGeo had been involved in many great discoveries, and somehow Mr. Larity was familiar with Rafa’s work as both a prize-winning journalist and an accomplished photographer.


Too bad he wasn’t familiar with the fact that Rafa had recently tried quitting his job.


But this was it. One last mission and then he was done. Or he would be, once he could convince his dad that leaving GloGeo to pursue writing novels wasn’t the career suicide his father made it out to be.


So, fresh off his prior assignment and with less than a week’s notice, Rafa had packed his bags, done some rudimentary research on the Moon City, and set off for his next—and hopefully, final—adventure.


Tchau, DC, olá, Brazil.


All that to say, though the chances were slim to none that Miri would A) know what the hell he was talking about or B) care enough to do anything about it, he didn’t need her making even a casual reference to her friends and family about the GloGeo journalist she’d met who was on his way to the Cidade da Lua.


“Yeah, meeting my uncle and some cousins,” he answered before the pause came off as too suspicious. “And, hopefully, exploring a bit of my mother’s homeland while I’m here.”


Was that believable? Though, honestly, it would be nice to finally get up close and personal with his heritage. He knew so little about the maternal side of his family tree, only the things his father told him, which wasn’t much given his parents’ whirlwind romance. Many years ago, Rafa had tried tracking down whether he even had relatives in Brazil, but, unsurprisingly, ancestry websites weren’t all that useful when the only thing he had to go on was his mother’s first name: Andressa. No birthplace. No former addresses. Not even a last name, since it seemed she’d used a fake one on his birth certificate.


But now that he was here . . . well, maybe he’d finally be able to get some answers.


“That’s awesome,” Miri said, interrupting his thoughts. “I always wanted to do that—visit my parents’ birthplace.”


Phew. He let out a breath, thankful for his convincing delivery. Lying wasn’t really his forte, although it would be good to start getting in some practice before the expedition heated up.


“And where would that be?”


“Poulsbo, Washington. I mean, not nearly as sexy as Brazil, but I hear it’s beautiful. They met there in the seventh grade and, well, you know how the saying goes.”


He quirked his brow.


“The rest is history,” she offered. “Sorry, maybe they don’t say that in Canada?”


“Yes, we say that in Canada,” he said with a chuckle. “So, what’s stopping you? From visiting Poulsbo, I mean.”


“Oh, you know. The usual. Time. Money. Motivation.”


“Yet you’re in Brazil? Some would say that’s the opposite of the usual.” He said it with a smile, but her face instantly fell, and her cheeks blushed.


“I, uh . . . I’m here for work, so that doesn’t count.”


“What kind of work do you do?”


“Oh . . .” Her eyes shifted. Hmm. “I, uh . . . I’m a consultant,” she said.


“What kind of consultant?”


“Um . . . I . . .” she murmured, twisting her hands in her lap. “I, uh, am a . . . a backpack consultant.”


Backpack consultant? Rafa cocked his head. “Is that an actual job?” he asked.


She snapped, “Yes, it’s an actual job.” Her eyebrows knit together.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you. I’ve never heard of a backpack consultant before, is all.”


“There are consultants for everything.”


He nodded. “I suppose that’s true. What does a backpack consultant do?”


“Oh, you know . . .” She raised her head, looking everywhere but at him.


No, clearly he didn’t.


“We test out backpacks for manufacturers and tell them what works and doesn’t work.”


“You’re going to be backpacking through Brazil?”


“Yep.”


“Alone?” The Amazon didn’t exactly seem like the most hospitable place for a test run, with its giant green anacondas, red-bellied piranhas, electric eels, and a whole host of poisonous bugs, frogs, and snakes. Not to mention poisonous Amazonian plants and Cannonball trees, dropping giant bowling ball–sized fruit from the sky onto unsuspecting tourists’ heads. Traveling in a group expedition was dangerous enough. Rafa didn’t want to imagine encountering these dangers alone.


She tilted her head and offered an overly confident smile. “Don’t think I can handle myself? Need I remind you of my lightning-fast reflexes?”


He had to hand it to her. She certainly had spunk. “I retract my last question.”


Where had this woman come from? Maybe this was a sign.


A sign of what, exactly, he had no clue. But visiting this country had been a pivotal moment in his dad’s life. It had been the place he’d found purpose. Found . . . love.


Rafa glanced at Miri, and then he quickly wiped the ridiculous thought away. Was he seriously daydreaming about love four thousand miles away from home and hours before he was scheduled to set foot in the Amazon on an uncharted adventure? He’d only just met this woman. Arrête d’être niaiseux.


“Address?” the driver called out, stealing Rafa’s attention.


“Here,” Rafa said, pulling out his phone and pulling a text up on his screen. “Hotel dos Sonhos.”


“Wait,” Miri said, placing her hand on Rafa’s forearm, sending a pleasant jolt through his body. “That’s where I’m staying.”


He turned toward Miri. “You’re . . . you’re staying at the same hotel?”


“Unless there’s more than one?”


“Only one,” the driver called out.


This is definitely a sign.


No . . . no. Rafa waved off the absurdity of it all. He’d taken this job for a reason, and he couldn’t disregard it simply because this woman had made him smile half a dozen times in less than thirty minutes. Besides, not to judge a book by its cover, but Miri didn’t quite seem like the type who partook in casual rendezvous with strangers. That she could barely look at him without blushing didn’t exactly mesh with his usual meet me in my room in an hour routine he’d grown accustomed to on the job.


And yet, Rafa had a tough time accepting that the universe put the two of them on the same bus platform, hitching a ride to the same hotel in Brazil, for shits and giggles.


“So . . .” Rafa patted his hand against his thigh, debating his next move. Time slowed to a near standstill. Now what? Would they spend the next hour riding together in silence before she’d eventually thank him for the cab fare? Then would she wish him a nice life and a good visit with his family, to be followed by him spending the next who knows how many weeks in the fucking rainforest, drenched, miserable, with nothing but the memory of her sapphire eyes keeping him warm at night, leaving him to regret passing up the opportunity to spend more time together when it presented itself?


He erased the thought from his mind. That didn’t seem right. It didn’t need to end with a handshake, even if his job had to take priority and even if she didn’t seem like his typical hookup companion. Or maybe . . . maybe he needed to let the universe play its course.


And to quit making assumptions about whether Miri fit some preconceived mold Rafa had concocted. Maybe she was a backpack consultant during the daytime, but a bedroom consultant at night.


Hmm . . .


They sat staring at each other for another few moments as Rafa weighed the pros and cons of his next couple of words.


“I’ve got this thing tonight, but—” he started as she simultaneously said, “Did you know the Amazon is home to—”


They paused. Fuck. Guess he’d read that wrong. “You go,” he said.


“No, you first. I insist.”


Aside from an awkward taxi ride, what did he have to lose?


“I was going to say, I’ve got a thing I have to go to this evening, but I was wondering if maybe you wanted to grab a drink afterward? What were you going to say?”


“I . . . I . . .”


Rafa’s body tensed at her hesitation. What . . . was this sensation? He’d never been nervous around women. On the rare occasion that a woman passed on his advances, it never bothered him. And he certainly didn’t get anxious when he awaited a reply.


“I was going to ask if you knew the Amazon is home to some amazing bars and if you’d like to get a drink this evening?”


He exhaled internally. “No, you weren’t,” he said, smiling at her. But cute that she’d tried.


“You’re right.” She smiled back. “Technically, I was going to ask if you knew the Amazon is home to two point five million insect species. But I’d . . . I’d like to get a drink . . .” She blushed. “Unless after this car ride you decide you can’t handle all this awesomeness. And by awesomeness, I mean, this,” she said, motioning her hands over her fanny pack like Vanna White on Wheel of Fortune.


Rafa burst out laughing, garnering a raised eyebrow from the driver in the rearview mirror. Mind your business.


“I’m only coming if you wear that, Pringles. And bring your snack bar.”


“Well, you’re in luck, my Quebecois-nian friend. This thing doubles as a snack pouch.”


He bowed his head to partially conceal his smile.


“Sounds great.”


He may be there for work, but he could still have a little fun after the team meeting. Who knew how long it would be before he had another chance to let his hair down, so to speak?


But after that, he’d focus. Because Rafa was here for one purpose and one purpose only—to sabotage any attempts Mr. Larity’s archaeological team had at finding the Lost City of the Moon.
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CHAPTER


Three


THERE WAS A SURPRISING AMOUNT OF SECURITY DETAIL FOR this expedition.


ID check. Pat-down. Password. Why not include a secret handshake while they were at it?


A lady with a clipboard checked Rafa’s name off a list after confirming his details in a folder marked “R. Monfils,” then handed him a name tag. “Write your full name, job title, and where you’re from.”


Name tags? Seemed a little more mixer and less top-secret archaeological expedition, but he wasn’t there to argue, so he filled out the white sticky tag and slapped it on his chest:


Name: Rafael Monfils


Occupation: Journalist/Photographer


Institution: Global Geography


He glanced around at the others’ name tags: archaeologists, field crew, archaeological technicians, historians, equipment techs—all from various universities and museums from around the world. He was the only person not associated with some sort of archaeological institution, which wasn’t unusual in his several years of experience working at GloGeo, though usually he wasn’t the one writing the story and taking pictures. Clearly, they wanted to keep their numbers down. More people meant more rumors. Rafa took good photos, but he certainly wasn’t as skilled as the photographers usually hired for these things. And he’d never documented an entire expedition from start to hopefully (or rather, unhopefully) finish. He was in it for the long haul, though. This excursion could take weeks, or it could take months.


There were at least another dozen people on the hotel roof deck, minus the staff setting up the dinner buffet. He overheard the clipboard lady (ANISSA DAVIES, PROJECT COORDINATOR, ARCHAEOLOGICAL INSTITUTE OF AMERICA) telling the staff that once the crew sat to eat, all hotel personnel would need to leave. Guess they were serious about this whole secrecy thing.


The rooftop was set up with a few tables facing a rolling cart in the front with a laptop and a pull-down screen alongside it. Great, he thought, grumbling to himself. Sure, a presentation would be helpful and all, but he hoped this meeting didn’t take too long, so he could still make it on time to meet Miri in the hotel bar later. He didn’t quite know what to make of this supposed backpack consultant, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled so much from talking to a woman.


He shook his head to himself. God, he couldn’t believe he’d whipped out the Quebecois on Miri. He’d have to apologize later for coming off like a smarmy prick.


“Global Geography, huh?”


A voice pulled Rafa’s attention. He turned to face its source, an early-fortysomthing guy dressed like Crocodile Dundee, hat and all. This guy couldn’t be serious. Weren’t people over the whole archaeological cosplay thing by now?


Name: Dr. Bradley Quinn


Occupation: Archaeologist, PhD, and Professor of Archaeology


Institution: Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the Ancient World at Brown University


A tad overkill, don’t you think, Dr. Quinn? Rafa tried not to make snap judgments, but the dinosaur-tooth necklace—on an archaeologist, no less—didn’t bode well.


“Hi, yes, Rafa Monfils,” he said, extending his hand.


“Dr. Bradley Quinn. Archaeologist.”


Yeah, buddy, we got it.


“Where’s the rest of your crew?” Bradley asked, scanning around the rooftop.


“You’re looking at it.”


Bradley froze and furrowed his brow at Rafa. “No cameraman? I was hoping to talk to him about some shots I’d like to get of the expedition.”


Rafa rolled his eyes internally. “I’ll be doing all the cameraperson work.” He swung around the camera bag slung over his shoulder to show him. And Rafa didn’t take direction from his subjects. “Are you the project lead?”


Bradley stood taller as the start of a smile formed in the corners of his mouth. “Actually . . .” He paused as if realizing he was about to say something he shouldn’t before continuing, “I have a good eye for this sort of thing, that’s all.”


And Rafa especially didn’t take direction from try-hard nobodies like Bradley. If the project lead had a special request, Rafa might try to accommodate it so long as it didn’t look staged, but not for this guy.


“Good thing I’ve got an eye for it, too. I’ll let you know if I ever need help.”


In other words, never.


Bradley’s eyes narrowed at him. Probably not the best idea to make enemies right away, but Rafa also didn’t care to launch this job with Dr. Quinn here setting unrealistic expectations. Things usually worked out better when Rafa didn’t tell people how to do their jobs and vice versa. Because, guaranteed, Rafa knew way more about photography than Brad the archaeologist.


“All right, everyone,” Anissa announced loudly. “Please grab a plate and then take your seats so we can get started.”


“Later,” Rafa said, slapping his hand against Brad’s arm and heading over to the buffet.


The group formed two lines, one on either side of the buffet table, loading their plates with delicious local fare. Rafa was famished, having eaten nothing except a packet of airline snack mix on the plane in the last several hours—he was saving Miri’s M&M’s for an emergency. Or maybe for sharing with her later.


He piled up his plate, focused on the food in front of him and ignoring all the chatter of the team and their clattering plates as they worked their way down the line. Potatoes, skewers of meat, empanadas, rice alongside some dark, thick sauce . . . he wanted it all, despite already sensing the meat sweats coming on. But he needed to set a solid base if he was going to be getting drinks with Miri. Last thing he needed was to get hammered on an almost empty stomach.


“Jeez, Miriam. Take a little longer, would ya?” a man’s voice called out.


Miriam?


Rafa glanced up and found himself staring at the woman who seconds earlier had invaded his thoughts. Freshly showered, with her wet hair pinned in the back of her head, she wore a dark blue T-shirt that matched the color of the bra he’d lied about not having seen. And held a plate of food that rivaled his own. She made a face at the person beside her—Brad, of course—took a ladle of the brown sauce, and brought it over to her plate.


“Miri?” Rafa spoke.


She looked up and froze upon seeing him. “Rafa?” Her hand slowly turned, pouring the contents of the ladle onto the floor and missing her plate entirely.


“Watch what you’re doing!” Brad cried out, and Miri quickly returned the ladle to the metal catering pan as several others handed her napkins to help clean up. The flurry stole her gaze from him, but not without one last questioning glance.


Well, that explained things.


With Miri sufficiently distracted, Rafa moved through the rest of the buffet, his appetite suddenly diminished, and he found a spot at one of the tables. His eyes stayed on Miri the entire time, hoping she’d finish quickly and snag one of the other three seats at his table, but no such luck. Others took the seats before she had the chance, and she eventually took the last open spot on the opposite side of the rooftop—directly in his line of vision. The conversation around him continued as if he wasn’t there. However, while he kept his gaze on her, trying to get her attention, her eyes shifted everywhere but in his direction.


She was avoiding him. So that was how this was going to be?


“Where are Dr. Mejía and Dr. Matthews? I thought they were leading this expedition?” The others at the table carried on, but Rafa couldn’t care less.


“Maybe they’re already out scouting in the field?”


“I can’t wait to meet them. Did you see their interview on Good Morning America last month?”


“They’re so cool.”


“Hey, you gonna eat that?”


A light tap on Rafa’s forearm tore his gaze from Miri. “What?”


“I asked if you’re going to eat that?” a slender, youngish Black man asked, pointing to one of the empanadas on Rafa’s plate. “They ran out, but they’re sooo good.”


“It’s all yours,” Rafa said, pushing his plate over to the man.


“Thanks, man. I’m Felix.”


Rafa glanced at his name tag:


Name: Felix Richardson


Occupation: Equipment Tech


Institution: Field Museum, Chicago, IL


“Rafa.”


“You know anyone else here?” He chomped into the empanada, staring at Rafa and waiting for an answer.


Rafa glanced in Miri’s direction, this time catching her staring back at him before she quickly looked away. “Not really. You?”


“Nah. Though my boss back at the Field Museum is friends with the leads, Dr. Mejía and Dr. Matthews. He talks about them all the time. Can’t believe I’m going to get to work with them. It’s going to be fucking sweet.”


Rafa hadn’t been given the names of the project leads in advance, otherwise maybe he would have looked them up when he’d been researching the Moon City. Now he regretted not insisting on more details from his boss when he’d practically pushed him out the door on this job. Everyone was talking about Drs. Mejía and Matthews like they were a couple of celebrities.


“What’s the deal with those two?” Rafa asked.


Felix cleared his throat. “They’re, like, the most famous archaeologists in the world right now. Did you hear about that dig gone to shit down in Mexico about a year and a half ago? It was all over the news. With the smugglers and the ancient remains of that Aztec warrior?”


Come to think of it, Rafa did remember hearing about it. He’d been on assignment at the time in northern Nova Scotia, so he hadn’t gotten deep into the press, but he recalled thinking it sounded pretty wild.


“Yeah, that was them. And Dr. Mejía is a total babe,” the other guy said.


Rafa raised an eyebrow.


“Real professional,” Rafa said, wrinkling his forehead. The man’s face turned bright red. If he was looking for others to engage in locker room banter, Rafa wouldn’t be one of them.


“Everyone, everyone,” Anissa said from the front table. “I know you are all ready to hear more about the assignment from the project leaders. They aren’t here at the moment, but they’ve sent a recording that I’m going to play for you now.”


Rafa glanced over at Miri, catching her gaze for a fraction of a second. His cocked head and lifted brow asked the words his lips could not: Are we pretending like we’ve never seen each other before? But her expression gave no answer.


Her eyes fixed to the screen along with everyone else’s, determined not to give him any clues, and he sighed internally. Guess he should probably pay attention, too.


“Good evening, team. I’m Dr. Socorro Mejía and this is my partner, Dr. Ford Matthews . . .”


Hmm. A rather attractive duo stared at them from the video, and now Rafa understood everyone’s obsession—Dr. Mejía was hot. Smokin’ hot. And he wasn’t embarrassed to admit it, but Dr. Matthews was pretty fucking good-looking, too.


But Rafa’s mind was still focused on a certain pair of sapphire eyes.


“You’re probably wondering where we are, and we’ll get to that shortly. But first, we want to explain a bit more about why you are here,” Dr. Mejía continued. “The twelve of you have been selected to comprise an expedition team to search for the Cidade Perdida da Lua—the Lost City of the Moon.”


A few hushed murmurs carried among the group. Interesting. Guess not everyone knew about the assignment in advance.


“We assume everyone has at least heard of the Cidade da Lua, but in case you haven’t, here is a primer,” Dr. Matthews said. “For centuries, explorers all over the world have searched for this fabled ancient land. No one knows its exact location, but according to the stories, the Moon City is located somewhere in the Amazon. Legend says that the city glistens under moonlight.


“The earliest accounts of the Moon City date back to the early fifteen hundreds. It was a city full of riches—precious metals, gemstones, ceramics, and textiles. The people who lived there flourished in the mid-to-late fifteen hundreds but abandoned the city without reason or explanation and fled to nearby lands. Possibly descendants of the Inca, or even the ancestors of the Yanomami or Kayapo. No one knows—”


“Because,” Dr. Mejía cut in, “no one truly knows whether the Moon City existed. We want to be clear: this expedition could end up a bust . . .”


Yeah, especially if Rafa was able to succeed. He’d heard these stories, too, from his father. You must protect it, son. You must protect the Cidade da Lua and your mother’s legacy.


His father’s voice echoed in his head, warning him of the desecration of the holy city if the Western world got its hands on it. The city had been abandoned for a reason—to protect its riches from the invasion of the Spaniards. To protect it from people like Mr. Larity, Dr. Mejía, and Dr. Matthews. He couldn’t let them destroy it. But more importantly, he couldn’t let his father down.


It had always been only the two of them. Rafa and his dad. His father had shared his fascination with archaeology and his penchant for world travel with Rafa at an early age, even pulling strings and getting him the job at Global Geography, a dream job by any journalist’s standards.


He’d been to more than one hundred countries. Seen the Seven Wonders of the World. Some more than once. Marveled at the earth’s beauty. Almost cried the first time he watched the sunset in Hạ Long Bay, Vietnam. And for years, it seemed he’d hit the career lottery. Who wouldn’t want to do all these amazing things?


But as Rafa’s frequent-flyer status ticked up, his enthusiasm for being a world traveler slowly ticked down. For every country he’d visited, he’d had to miss a friend’s party. For each expedition he’d gone on, he’d had to cancel a date. He lived out of suitcases and subsisted on microwave dinners and takeout on the rare occasion he was off-assignment. When it was all said and done, the only person he ever had to come home to was his father. And even then, with all his father’s philanthropy endeavors and various boards and committees, half the time when Rafa came home, he didn’t even have him.


Rafa was tired. Tired of traveling. Tired of returning to an empty apartment, sometimes only for a few days at a time. The occupation that once invigorated him now made him restless. He wanted a life. Friends to make plans with. Possibly a woman he could take out more than a couple of times before he’d disappear again for weeks or months on end. A job he got on his own, and not because his dad was on the board. Even if it meant starting over.


His resignation wasn’t supposed to have been countered with a call from his boss to his father, and, from his father, a special request:


Rafael, it’s time you knew the truth about your ancestry. Os protetores da lua have been protecting the Cidade da Lua since it was abandoned hundreds of years ago. They are the only people who are said to know the true location of the city. But they are everywhere. Living normal lives. Out in the world, listening. Watching. Waiting for the next explorer to set their sights on the Moon City. And your mother . . . she one of them.


I’m counting on you. You must save it from these treasure hunters. For your mother.


Finally, a chance to discover who he really was.


“Now, as to our whereabouts,” Dr. Mejía continued, focusing Rafa’s attention back to the screen. “We had every intention of being there, guiding you through the Amazon rainforest—”


“And darting from black caimans and electric eels,” Dr. Matthews said, giving a loving glance to Dr. Mejía as she playfully elbowed him in the ribs, causing him to wince.


“But . . .” The camera panned out, revealing Dr. Matthews’s arm in a cast. “Ford had to go and get himself injured yesterday. Seriously, only Ford could manage to topple off a three-foot-high retaining wall and break his arm mowing the lawn,” Dr. Mejía said with a good-natured eye roll.


“Hey, it was my first time,” he teased back.


Hmm . . . how was this going to work?


“You’re probably wondering, how is this going to work?” Dr. Mejía said.


Mind readers. Maybe they were superstars.


“Given the demands of an expedition in the Amazon,” Dr. Matthews said, “we didn’t think it was prudent for me to accompany this search.”


“And seeing as Ford is a walking catastrophe right now—”


“Catastrophe?” he said, making a face at her.


“Babe, you stubbed your toe getting out of bed this morning.”


A few snickers carried through the group.


“Fair,” he said.


“As I was saying,” Dr. Mejía continued, “this is where I need to be right now. Where we both need to be.”


They stared at each other with affection. Rafa had never had someone look at him that way.


“Fortunately, the team we curated is brimming with talent,” Dr. Mejía said. “And we’ve selected our replacements from the lot of you. Allow me to introduce Dr. Bradley Quinn . . .”


Rafa fought to keep his eyes from rolling as Brad stood and gave himself a couple pats on the back—literally—completely taking the spotlight from the video still playing with Dr. Matthews explaining Brad’s qualifications and background. Rafa folded his arms. Lead or not, Rafa still had no intention of taking direction from Brad.


“But while Dr. Quinn would probably make a fine lead on his own, every good archaeologist needs a partner. Someone to bounce ideas off—” Dr. Matthews said.


Brad’s shoulders deflated, sending a satisfied grin across Rafa’s face.


“And to check them when they are wrong,” Dr. Mejía said, nudging Dr. Matthews in the side. “We also want to introduce Dr. Miriam Jacobs, doctor of archaeology and my colleague from UC Berkeley.”


Everyone’s eyes shot toward Miri as her’s grew to the size of oranges. Whereas Brad’s reaction evidenced that he must have been forewarned about this sudden change of events, Miri sat frozen in her chair. No, this wasn’t planned. And by the look of things, her sudden promotion perhaps wasn’t a welcome one—not for Miri, nor for Dr. Brad.


Brad’s gaze narrowed at Miri. But Miri didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes shifted from face to face, then to her surroundings, as if she were looking for an escape route. She didn’t want this. No . . . that nervous, quirky chatterbox Rafa had spent an hour and a half with in the car wanted no part of this.


And when her eyes finally connected with his, he saw the fear in them. Fear that she wasn’t ready for this responsibility.


It killed him that he’d have to prove her right.
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