
CRYSTAL PROPHECY

By

Monica McCabe

Crystal Prophecy, 1st edition

By Monica McCabe

Destination Press

Copyright ©2023 Monica McCabe

Cover art: Miblart Designs  www.miblart.com

Editor:  Corinne DeMaagd  www.cmdediting.com

––––––––

All Rights Reserved. Licensed for the original buyer only. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form by electronic or mechanical means, without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations embodied in related articles and reviews. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

For special permissions contact the author at:  www.monicamccabe.com


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Crystal Prophecy (A Jenna Masters Adventure)

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

MEET THE AUTHOR

[image: image]

CRYSTAL PROPHECY

––––––––
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Life is hard when you’re the only child of globe-trotting explorers. And don’t you just hate it when a random prophecy expects you to fight evil?

––––––––
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“This story defines adventure! The winds of fate are blowing for Scott and Jenna, and the adventure is worthy of the big screen!” 

––––––––
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RESIGNED: Being the only child of globe-trotting explorers is the worst thing ever. It’s a nightmare of home-school, missed dates, and being dragged to Brazil so often there’s zero chance of ever breaking the curse called Never Been Kissed. I’m Jenna Masters, sixteen, and the Patron Saint of Lost Causes.

Defiant: Enter Scott Henley. Eighteen, medical volunteer, and totally hot brainiac forced to join our expedition as punishment for being kicked out of Harvard. Twice. Except that genius IQ of his won’t help when it comes to enduring remote river tributaries and trekking through an isolated jungle to find a sacred site. It’s enough of a challenge just trying to survive.

Quest: Things go from bad to worse when a blind seer delivers a dire warning – A discovery looms, one surrounded in danger, chaos and fear. Evil seeks it, they must defend it. The path is set and the stakes are high. Sure, there's that whole protection of a water goddess thing, but the menacing puzzle may prove more than a savvy traveler and resourceful history whiz can conquer alone.
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CRYSTAL PROPHECY is a coming-of-age journey. It’s finding unexpected friendship, surviving a life-threatening adventure, and falling into a discovery that defies history. It’s a story of revelation and change, a hint of lost legends, and a quest to expose a long-hidden truth to the world.

COARI, BRAZIL  

AMAZON RIVER

OCTOBER
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CHAPTER 1
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THERE IS ONE ABSOLUTE truth in my life.

No matter what I want or need, rare jungle plants will always come first. That’s the way of things when you’re cursed with an obsessive ethnobotanist mother. I’ve been dragged to Brazil so many times that customs agents know me by name.

A hard sting hit my elbow and I slapped the mosquito, then glared at Mom.

She currently argued with a three-man boat crew at the business end of a flimsy wooden dock. We lurked at the edge of civilization, sweltering under a tropical sun that threatened my will to live. Lucky for me, I had a full tank of resentment to keep my spine intact. Why couldn’t things ever be normal?

Because I was born a Masters, and in this family, Jungles-R-Us. I’m the unfortunate offspring of a couple globe-trotting explorers who never once considered raising me in what my grandma called a stable lifestyle.

I’d long ago accepted that fact, but this unexpected trip cost me big. I wanted to shake my fist at the heavens and scream at the unfairness, but it wouldn’t help. Nothing budged Mom on a mission, a discouraging fact that our guides didn’t know.

I should tell them. We’ve been baking in this equatorial heat over twenty minutes as she argued over something as trivial as rose-scented lotion.

“Lacey,” Dad said wearily. “Let it go.”

“Not even.” Mom crossed her arms and tapped a hiking boot in irritation against the well-trodden dock. “Cosmetics are currency. We need the bargaining power they’ll provide.”

True enough, but this trip was different. For the first time ever, we had two medical volunteers along for the ride. Mom’s employer went all out, and while that was curious, we had bigger problems.

Afternoon storm clouds currently blocked a merciless sun, something I’d normally be grateful for, but a beam of golden light escaped and shot directly onto the large wooden crate holding Mom’s contraband.

The etched logo of a lady’s face burnt into the wood stood out in 3D, and the weirdness pushed our local guides over the edge. They declared it a bad omen and flat refused to load it onto the boat, no matter how hard Mom pushed.

It was a bit freaky, not that she cared. Relentless had nothing on Mrs. Masters.

The captain and crew cared. They stared at her in bewilderment, like she challenged every reasonable law known to the people of the Amazon. Which, of course, she did.

I sighed at the inevitability and climbed off my perch of supply crates and tightly rolled hammocks, then strolled over to play referee.

“The crate is bad luck, Mom.” I stated the obvious, pointing my finger at the lady’s face awash in golden color. “They won’t let it onboard the Ellioso.”

“Utter nonsense.” Her reply gave no quarter. “I won’t cave to ridiculous superstition.”

She meant business. There’s zero chance she’ll leave the goods behind. Bribery was the secret to her phenomenal success in the field – the more remote the territory, the more womenfolk craved girly stuff. A fact she shamelessly exploited to get her way.

This time, though, stubborn insistence battled irrational fear.

I had to act. It was past time to get on that boat. Yeah, I’d fought like a demon against this trip, but that was yesterday. Today, I discover a tall, gorgeous, and close to my own age, medical volunteer. That’s so rare an occurrence (as in never) that I’m contemplating letting go of my well-deserved resentment at being here.

“Maybe take a few out and leave the crate?” I ventured.

Her eyes narrowed in outrage.

I powered on before the inevitable explosion. “Isn’t it more important to transport the medical team?” Mom’s girly stuff was critical to our mission. I knew this. But shock and anticipation made one say crazy things.

“Jenna Evangeline Masters,” she began with a sharpness that signaled a full-blown lecture. “You’ve enjoyed a privileged life. Carefree and easy. Those women labor from dawn to dusk and deserve something special in their lives.”

Well, that was a bit harsh. Sure, I enjoyed modern conveniences, but there was nothing easy about being a Masters.

“You’ve seen their faces the first time they try scented lotion,” Mom continued with an accusing glare aimed my direction. “We take it for granted, but to them it’s something precious. I’m not leaving it behind.”

She’d played the sympathy card.

I hated when she did that, but she wasn’t wrong.

“It’s a small riverboat, Lacey,” Dad continued. “Space is limited. They need medicines more than feel-good products.”

He had the right of it, but Mom scored the point.

I eyed the bulky crate sitting by itself on the wooden dock, like some kind of outcast in our Wild Botany Tour. Maybe my world was privileged; maybe it wasn’t. None of that mattered when the only available bathwater on this trip came from the murky Amazon River. Add Scott Henley, a heart-stopping addition to our trip who’d be slinging his hammock within smelling distance of mine, and I’m moving into mom’s camp for this one.

I turned to Dad. “Ask if we can remove the contents. Leave the crate on the dock.” I hoped he’d put his camera down long enough to translate, because his Portuguese was way better than mine, despite five trips to Brazil.

Dad complied. “Esvazie a caixa em uma outra caixa?”

I crossed my fingers, but Captain Jorge, a hardened man with leathery skin, scruffy beard and aviator sunglasses, began shaking his head and sounding off in denial. My hopes plummeted as I picked up words that either meant “wicked” or “doomed.” Neither sounded promising.

What was the Portuguese word for crazy? Iouco. Honestly, there isn’t a single horror flick I know of that used rose-scented lotion as the conduit for a curse.

Things were rapidly deteriorating. Our medical doctor frowned in annoyed disapproval, Captain Jorge stared at the crate like it held the Dark Lord of the Underworld, and my parents were back to arguing. Scott Henley just perched atop a stack of metal equipment containers watching it all go down, looking every bit like he’d walked off an Indiana Jones movie set. 

He even had the hat.

We weren’t going anywhere at this rate.

Out of desperation, I did the only rational thing left. I raked my hair into its usual ponytail, marched over to a bundle of farm implements waiting to load, and grabbed a sturdy hoe. Then bee-lined for the crate.

Before anyone could stop me, I pried the cursed box wide open. The wooden lid flipped onto the dock with a meaty thud and one of the boat crew gasped, Paulo, I think. Then he crossed himself against the evil lurking in the box.

I almost snorted.

Instead, I shoved aside shredded cardboard filler and pulled out a fragrant bottle of lotion. I made a big deal out of unscrewing the top, inhaling the soft floral bouquet, and releasing a heartfelt sigh of appreciation. It truly did smell nice.

Captain Jorge stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

I totally had. Why else would I be fighting to set sail for the Jurua Tributary? It flowed as far from civilization as you could possibly get on this planet. Yet despite the enormous fit I’d pitched over the timing of this trip, I actually wanted to get going. At least the Ellioso had a shaded bow, and powering upstream promised cooler airflow.

I stepped closer to the captain and held the fearsome bottle out for him to try.

He nearly fell backward to get away from the terror I offered. I did snort this time and grabbed his hand, dropping the lotion into his palm. Then searched for the words to say his wife will love him for it.

“A esposa amará,” I said in halting Portuguese.

His eyebrows shot up and he glanced at the bottle with a wary eye. After I gave him a bright smile and nod of encouragement, he lifted the lotion to his nose for a quick sniff.

His eyes widened, and pleasure softened his gruff features.

I smelled victory. “Good, yes?”

“Sim,” he hesitantly agreed and sniffed again.

High on success, I pulled a couple more bottles out of the crate and handed them to the other two crewmen. Paulo glanced to the Captain for permission, but Miguel just grinned and promptly did his own sniffing.

“Excelente, Jenna dear.” Mom had stepped up behind me and probably would have hugged me if she hadn’t been so focused on the results of the big smell-fest.

This suited me just fine because Mr. Cute-Guy-Volunteer stared at me with a measure of respect that made me feel strangely warm all the way down to my toes.

Amidst all the smiles and laughter, Mom and Dad took advantage of the crew’s goodwill and began unloading the crate into bags, boxes, anything handy.

Soaring high with an unexpected sense of anticipation, I snagged a bottle and slipped it into the pocket of my cargo shorts.

I’d earned at least one for saving the day.
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CHAPTER 2
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Our riverboat slid westward through the wide and muddy Solimões River, the southern waterway of two major rivers that blend to become the Amazon. The engines droned in predictable rhythm as we chugged upstream toward the Andes Mountains of Peru, the afternoon air thick with humidity and hungry mosquitoes.

Life at the equator was hot enough to fry eggs. Adjusting took time. No matter how often I’d been here, the transition from temperate Seattle to sweltering jungle took its toll.

I felt a heat-induced coma coming on.

Ellioso’s open bow had a padded bench that stretched under the shade of her upper deck and I landed there, welcoming any stray breeze. I didn’t even care that it smelled like fish. Around us river traffic was light, and the relentless tangle of green along the banks occasionally broke with a rustic village, complete with a dock that jutted into the river and playing children that waved as we drifted past.

The end of civilization wasn’t the only thing looming on my horizon. I had a history test to cram for and home-school didn’t stop for ill-timed tropical expeditions. Unfortunately, my brain was busy melting in the heat, so I tossed the limp textbook aside, leaned back, closed my eyes, and allowed the hum of our engines to lull me into a zone.

It detoured into frustration.

I’m paying the price for Mom’s impatience. The huge payoff this trip promised topped any commitments I already had. Both parents declaring it ridiculous that I’d rather be at some tedious school dance instead of experiencing the wonders of the Amazon.

How about I’d been here five times and I’d never spent a magical night on an honest-to-goodness prom date? Hopeless defined my dream of a normal teenage life. Until next-door neighbor, Kevin Langston, high-school all-star and football quarterback, asked me to the only dance I’ll probably ever get to attend.

I’d bought a killer dress. It flattered. It flirted on the edge of daring. It was the most singularly feminine thing I owned and so different from anything in my closet that I’d hung it outside the door just to stare at it. So what if I’m a terrible dancer? In that dress, it wouldn’t matter.

One week. One measly week away from attaining a life goal, and BAM! Mom snags this unexpected expedition to Brazil.

Now I’ll never get to wear that dress. And I’m missing my friend Chelsea’s sweet-sixteen birthday bash. Seattle’s teen party of the year. I’d promised to help.

I sighed in abject despair.

“Lose your best friend or something?”

My eyes shot open as Scott dropped onto the bench by my feet and handed me an ice-cold bottle of water.

“It’s complicated,” I mumbled and shifted to give him more room. He had no idea how close to the truth he came. I’d let everybody down. Not my fault, but still no way to treat your friends.

He took a long drink of water, slapped at a mosquito, and leaned back against the padded bench, careful to stay under the bow’s shade. “The level of hot here is off the charts.”

He had no idea. “Your discomfort has only begun,” I replied.

He groaned and pressed the cold bottle against his neck. “I don’t mind mortal agony—really, I don’t—but going from autumn in New England to the very Gates of Hell isn’t easy.”

I knew the feeling. “It’s only October. Try coming in summer.”

“Dante’s Inferno?”

I nodded. “Lived through it once. Barely survived.”

“That settles it. I’m going to die.” Another quick slap at a biting insect, and he sighed. “Smothering humidity, miserable bugs, and a doctor obsessed with counting every alcohol swab and Q-tip? It’s way more punishment than I deserve.”

“Don’t forget the daily rain-showers.” I pointed upward at building storm clouds, but never mind that. “You’re being punished?”

He gave a laugh that wasn’t really a laugh, but did display an intriguing hint of dimples. Add dark hair that looked irresistibly messy and an X-files T-shirt that said I Want To Believe and I nearly forgot my own despair.

“Harvard kicked me out and my dad thinks I’m a screwup in need of discipline,” he explained. “It was either the Amazon with Dr. Obsessive or the Peace Corps.”

How interesting. “Why’d you get kicked out of college?”

“First time or the second?” The look he shot me said he expected criticism. “Doesn’t matter,” he continued defiantly. “I’m not going back. At least not to Harvard.”

A little bit of rebel lived in Scott Henley.

“Don’t you like Harvard?” I asked.

“The problem isn’t the school.”

“Then what is?”

“Curriculum.” His terse reply and closed expression said the topic wasn’t open for discussion.

The sudden high-pitched whine of outboard engines interrupted and a dinghy zoomed by, the fisherman waving in friendly greeting. We gave a neighborly wave back and I took a swig of cold water, using the break to find a less touchy subject.

“Doc keep you busy all afternoon?”

He nodded. “I verified the existence of every medical supply listed on a spreadsheet and transcribed a mountain of notes into the laptop. We’re not even there yet, and he’s already written a book.”

I laughed at his look of misery. Really, it was nothing compared to mine.

“Wanna trade?” I pointed to the offending textbook.

“Depends.” He eyed the book with curiosity. “Whatcha got?”

I hesitated, suddenly realizing I’d circled back to school. But there was no backing out now. “I’ve a test coming up.”

He extended his hand, and I passed the book over. “I guess this means you’re home-schooled?”

I nodded grimly. “High school junior. Imagine your mother as a teacher, year after year.”

Pure horror overtook his expression.

“Exactly,” I said. “She doesn’t cut me any slack either. Not even when I win over river guides with sweet-smelling lotion.”

He gave me a sympathetic grin. “What are you studying?”

“Napoleonic Wars of early nineteenth century France.”

“Sweet.” His eyes lit up, and he began scanning the chapter.

This made me ponder his sanity. One minute he refused to discuss school, the next he glowed over a long dead general with delusions of grandeur. He actually dug into the pages with a zeal normally reserved for molten chocolate cake.

“Where are you at?” he asked.

I swept my ponytail aside and waved a folded piece of paper to cool my neck. “Napoleon’s Grand Armee just invaded Prussia.”

“Which time?” he asked.

That sounded suspiciously like a test question. “What do you mean?”

“Napoleon attacks twice,” Scott said, his gaze never leaving the pages. “First in 1806 where he defeated the Prussians at the Battle of Jena. Then again in 1812, but Prussia joined forces with neighboring nations and they kicked his dictator butt.”

Seriously cool. And I didn’t mean the history lesson. Scott wasn’t just reciting facts from memory. He really got into it. For some weird reason, I liked that.

It also didn’t make sense. “If you groove on history so much,” I said, using my Grandma’s favorite word, “why’d you get the boot from college?”

His expression flashed from fascinated to wary to resolved, all in about a nanosecond. “Want the truth?”

“Well...sure.”

He took a long, deep breath and exhaled slowly. “My dad is Mr. Domination. He expects me to follow in his footsteps and take the reins of his investment corporation.”

“That’s a bad thing?”

“You bet it is. I have to study crap like finance, derivatives, and micro-futures. I can’t imagine a worse fate.”

Oh, there were worse fates. Much worse. But I refrained from pointing that out. He swatted another bug and scratched at the bite.

“You need to put on insect repellant. So what kind of career do you want?”

“Archaeology. Acquisitions for a major museum like the Smithsonian in D.C. or the Louvre in Paris.”

Okay, his love of history started to make sense, but the “kicked out” part didn’t. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but shouldn’t you stay in college for that?”

He closed my textbook and sighed with the weariness of a battle long fought. “Dad refuses to pay for anything but finance.”

“Getting kicked out is the answer?”

He shot a frown at me faster than a speeding piranha. “I’m not the screwup he claims, and I don’t care that I’m ruining my chance to achieve his goals.”

Whoa. I’d struck a nerve.

“That’s not what I’m saying,” I hurried to disagree. “Don’t give up on your dream. Step back and strategize, find a way to outsmart the dragon.”

He stared at me with something I couldn’t define. Long enough that I started to squirm. “You’re an interesting girl, Jenna Masters.”

What did he mean by that? Interesting could be an insult or a compliment. Wasn’t sure I wanted to know which, so I settled for a casual shrug.

“How about this,” I began, “you help me pass history, and I’ll help you come up with a plan to be the next Indiana Jones.”

His eyes narrowed. It was impossible to tell if he thought I was crazy or contemplated teaming up. I mean, we just met. There’s no reason for him to believe I’d deliver on a promise like that. The fact he wasn’t answering only confirmed it.

Regret jumped on board. I didn’t actually need a history tutor. Why on earth did I open my mouth like that?

Because I was a sucker for dark hair and blue eyes, that’s why. And his weren’t just blue; they were the irresistible aqua-marine of Alaska’s Glacier Bay. So, naturally, I was destined to act stupid.

I opened my mouth to say “forget it,” until a sly little smile appeared on his face.

“After seeing you take on Captain Jorge at the dock,” he said, “I believe you could do anything you set your mind to.”

Okay. That wasn’t so bad.

I smiled in relief. “Including tame the patriarchal dragon?”

“Maybe.” He flashed a grin so deep, the dimples hinted at earlier came out in full force.

My breath caught. I’d never seen anything so appealing in my life. I was sure my jaw fell open and I started to drool. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice.

“Tell you what,” he said, like he didn’t feel the earthquake that just rocked my world, “toss in helping me survive jungle banishment, and you’ve got a deal.”

He stuck his hand out to shake on the pact.

I didn’t hesitate, didn’t stop to consider my part would be far more labor intensive. I took his hand and shook on the deal. I mean, there was little else to entertain me on this Godforsaken voyage. If I got a passing grade for hanging out with Prince Charming of the Amazon, then it was a bargain well made.
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TWILIGHT CAST DEEPENING shadows along the riverbank as Scott and I stood at the rail, watching Captain Jorge steer our boat into the protection of a hidden cove for the night.

“Will we go ashore?” he asked, eyeing the impossible tangle of marshland.

I shook my head. “Slinging hammocks on deck is far safer.” We couldn’t reach land even if we’d wanted to, not through the flooded habitat of standing trees and monster swamp plants. Not to mention whatever threat lurked beneath the surface.

When the engines powered down, Captain Jorge shouted something to Paulo, and the anchor chain released with a rattle and splash that echoed against the dense jungle.

High in the forest canopy, scarlet macaws squawked at the noise and thundered their wings in protest. Hungry bats ignored the commotion and twirled dizzily above us, feasting on an endless supply of mosquitoes. I leaned over the rail, hoping for signs of a river crocodile to terrify Scott with, but all I found were white herons and dark jacanas wading in the murky water, searching for a tasty minnow or frog for dinner.

A quiet settled around us and other sounds began to stand out, like the splash of freshwater fish as they fed on surface bugs and the rustle of nocturnal critters stirring to life.

“It’s so primordial,” Scott whispered as he stared at the darkening jungle. “Like we’ve sailed into a tale of Yacuruna.”

“A tale of what?”

“Fish-men of Amazonian mythology. Scary bedtime stories for aboriginal children who live along the river. Fascinating stuff.”

Being we were currently sailing into the dark and scary unknown, I wasn’t sure I wanted the details. “Leaving civilization behind is a cautionary tale by itself,” I replied.

“And yet, you seem totally comfortable here.”

I shook my head. “I’m familiar with it, not comfortable. There’s a difference.” It had never been my choice to travel endlessly.

“All I know is the northeast,” he said quietly. “I intend to change that.”

“Not all it’s cracked up to be, you know. Travel means suitcases and passports, self-defense classes, and...” a clang came from the direction of the galley. “...weird food.” I grinned at him. “Wanna see what’s for dinner?”

“Thought you’d never ask.”

We crossed the empty bridge and entered the ship’s dining hall, by far the largest room on board. The kitchen claimed the portside wall, while starboard held storage and a long bench-style table. Portholes lined both sides, all of them open to let heat out and river breezes in.

“Welcome, companheiros!” Our cook beamed a happy smile. “Miguel”—he patted his chest—“creates magic meal for American visitors.”

Long face, thin mustache, and a Patagonia cap covering his short black hair, the guy worked triple duty as ship’s cook, our translator, and jungle guide for the land portion of our stay in the Amazon. Mom was an adventuress, but no one ventured into the world’s most remote territory without local knowledge and skill.

A tantalizing aroma drew Scott to the stove where he peered into a steaming pot of something spicy. “Gumbo?”

Miguel gave an enthusiastic nod. “Fresh fish from river today.”

My mouth watered in anticipation. “Can we help?” I asked, despite the heat level in the room.

He lifted the stir spoon and pointed toward a cabinet near the table. “Dishes.”

Scott and I set to work, gathering soup bowls and flatware and counting out enough for all. Scott spread spoons and napkins down the bench while I stacked bowls at the head of the table. All perfectly normal, something I’d done a hundred times before.

Except it wasn’t.

All because of one person. My new T-shirt-wearing history tutor. Today he wore a vintage Zion National Park tee. Clearly, he liked the retro vibe. If true, he just moved up a spot in my list of most fascinating people.

And I moved into the weird zone, because as we twisted about our chores, Scott somehow managed to bump into me. Twice. Nothing freaky, just a casual brush as he moved past or reached for more napkins from the counter. All very ordinary, my reaction, however, was not. A sudden hyper-awareness of him threw me into a spiral of irrational nerves.

Maybe I’d caught some kind of common-sense-eating bacteria back at the dock. Because Miss Level-Headed is suddenly contemplating unrealistic romantic notions and questioning her priorities in life. Based on the severity, it was probably terminal.

“You very young to be explorer,” Miguel said to me as I pondered my odds of survival.

“I’ve grown up with it,” I replied absently. “Brazil and Peru are Mom’s specialty.”

Along with a hundred other places, which pretty much sums up my life. I could defend against a mugger on the streets of Manaus, but attractive med volunteers? Not so much.

“Amazon a place of mixed blessings,” Miguel continued as he checked the rolls warming in the oven. “Much beauty to enjoy, but danger surrounds us.”

I gave myself a mental shake and tried to focus. Amazon. Wild animals. Hazardous terrain and primitive villages. Brazil was extraordinary, and I’ve had my share of close encounters, but I couldn’t find one sensible response.

Fortunately, Scott intervened. “Have you been a translator long?”

“Many years,” Miguel replied as he stirred. “Speak twenty dialects.”

Scott whistled. “Impressive. You always work with Captain Jorge?”

I moved on to gathering glasses, carefully stepping around Scott to avoid detrimental contact.

“Sim, he married my sister.”

“Is she Ellioso?” Scott kept up a running dialogue. “Like the boat?”

Miguel shook his head. “Ellioso is Goddess of Rivers and Lakes. She protects us.”

“A water deity,” Scott responded with delight. “I should’ve realized. This river is loaded with folklore.”

“There’s also poachers, pirates, and killer insects,” I added, just to be helpful. Probably brain-eating diseases as well. “Never hurts to have a goddess on your side.”

I grabbed a jug of bottled water from the mini-fridge as Mom and Dad rolled in, followed quickly by Dr. Morgan and the crew.

The noise level rose as everyone talked and laughed and took their places at the table. I played waitress, doling out water as Scott placed a big basket of warm rolls in the center before we took our seats.

Dad made a grab for the bread as Doc began drilling Mom with questions about her job at Rainier Labs, and from across the table, Scott shot me a saucy wink.

I couldn’t move. For two glorious seconds, I went all warm and melty as butter in the tropics. Why did he do that? Was that flirting? I had zero experience with that sort of thing, yet I’d swear it qualified. How could it not?

Get real, Jenna. You know nothing about how this boy-girl thing worked. 

At the rate I’m going, I’ll probably never get the chance to learn either. I was destined to be one of those old ladies with twenty cats and weekly therapy sessions to cope with my socially deprived teenage years.

If I was lucky, the Goddess of Rivers and Lakes looked after lost causes, too, because I was a prime candidate.

“Dinner up,” Miguel announced and carried the giant pot from stove to table.

Miguel began ladling bowls of savory gumbo and handed them to me to relay down the line. With each bowl I passed, an absurd ridiculousness bubbled up from parts unknown.

Scott had winked at me.

This had to be big. I should’ve listened better when Chelsea elaborated on “Dater’s Guide to the Opposite Sex” from last month’s Cosmo magazine. I’d been too busy practicing how to dance so I wouldn’t embarrass my prom date. A very real risk, but I sort of regretted that now.

Miguel set a steaming bowl of gumbo in front of me, and despite being hungry when I came in, I stirred the soup in loopy circles and contemplated my sudden plunge over the edge of reason.

A week ago, I argued myself blue against coming on this trip. Now I felt like a giddy teenager with her first crush. That uncharacteristic flip-floppiness had to be a sign of trouble.

Double that since I was using non-words like flip-floppiness.

But that wasn’t it, and I knew it.

I leaned in and glanced down the table at Scott. He was laughing at something Doc said, dimples in full attack mode. The giddiness returned.

Obviously, I had a character flaw. My opinion could be swayed by a cute face. Definitely bad news, but when my usual companions were leathery old river guides and moldy lab scientists, wasn’t I allowed to be shallow for once?

“You not like gumbo?” Miguel had taken his seat across the table from me, and a frown of concern wrinkled his brow.

“No...I mean yes...I do,” I stuttered. I took a bite right then to prove it.

Mom cast a curious glance my way, but Doc continued to drill her about the trip so the moment passed without question. Fortunate, because Mom caused trouble if she caught a whiff of anything questionable.

Like her sixteen-year-old daughter developing a fascination for a college student.

The only thing Mom needed to know right now was this trip cost me dearly. Yeah, there’s a smart, gorgeous med assistant with us this time, but that didn’t change the fact I was here under protest. Or lessen my resentment at having no voice in the matter despite being the one paying the price.

I leaned in for another glance down the table.

“Two more days until the Jurua Tributary,” Dr. Morgan was saying. “Then two or three more until we find the Pantioc. That’s pretty dam...er, pardon...darn remote.”

He shot me a look of apology, and I rolled my eyes. As much as we roamed the planet, I could swear in at least four different languages, but whatever.

“There’s always risk in the unknown,” Mom said. “This trip takes us deeper into the rainforest than we’ve ever traveled, but the payoff should be worth it.”

Naturally, she’d think that. I wasn’t so sure.

“I’ve spent a decade roaming South America,” Doc continued. “Been to the Amazon Basin many times, but never heard of this tribe. How’d you find them?”

“Last year a surveyor in Manaus mentioned them,” she answered. “He claimed they used a flowering plant to successfully counter poisonous snake venom. I immediately began pitching to gain samples for the lab to study.”

Doc gave a little whistle. “A universal antidote could be worth a fortune.”

“We’re betting on it,” Mom said around a bite of gumbo. “I’m hoping for enough success to bring preliminary findings to the Green River Botany Symposium next month.”

Some people might think having a botanist for a mother was cool. In reality, it meant giving up your life for endless quests over impossible-to-find weeds for bio-research. It meant floating the equator with a million biting or stinging bugs because she constantly found reasons to return to the Amazon.

In her eyes, fieldwork beat methodical lab research. She never failed to volunteer for travel. She married Dad because he was a world-class photographer. They had me for an assistant, a package deal that didn’t take into account whether I wanted to leave behind my life in Seattle and endure wild jungle expeditions.

“You’re a very fortunate young lady.” Doc pointed his spoon straight at me. “Few teenagers have as many stamps in their passport as you.”

I didn’t respond. A few days ago, I would’ve immediately denied his claim. Today I am pondering my place in the world. Thanks to the influence of one person.

“It’s been years since I’ve been in the field,” Doc gushed on, oblivious of my struggle. “When your lab contacted me for a medical study on a little-known tribe, it was irresistible. Chances like this are rare.”

Not if you’re the daughter of insane explorers. I glanced down the table at Scott again. He met my stare with a half-dimpled smile and a scratch to the back of his hand, something he should stop doing.

Scratching, not staring.

“Lacey is famous for her standards of perfection,” Dad boasted. “The lab trusts her judgment completely. Whether its plants, Amazon tribes, or doctors, she has incredible talent for finding the right candidate for a job.”

“I think it extends to husbands, too.” Mom blew a lovesick air kiss at Dad. “I found the best one in all the land.”

I groaned. I couldn’t help it.

Honestly, if they started with their lovey-dovey routine right now, what little appetite I had would be ruined. Worse, based on my recent flip-floppiness, I had a horrifying suspicion it might be hereditary.

Fortunately, Doc kept up the questions and dinner passed without further romantic incident. Dry and factual statistics ruled the remainder of the meal, and I couldn’t be happier. I’d been spared the embarrassment of parents who could gush worse than any couple I’d ever met.

Dinner wrapped up and everyone scattered. I stayed another half-hour to help Miguel clean the galley then headed for the bow to begin slinging hammocks.
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Dawn broke above the jungle. I lay awake in my hammock with eyes closed, enjoying the gentle sway of the river current and the fresh woodsy scent that swirled around us. Peaceful contentment filled me as birdsong sweetened the air. Then howler monkeys joined in, bellowing with raucous commotion and signaling the official start of day two.

I yawned and stretched my arms above my head before rolling slightly left. Only to come face-to-face with a wide-awake Scott.

“Good morning,” he whispered from the hammock next to mine.

I blinked in horror. How did he end up there? Last I knew, Doc chose that spot. “Morning,” I mumbled and rolled back in place, setting my hammock swaying. 

Holy cow. He was even cute first thing in the morning with his dark hair all tousled and clothes wrinkled from sleep. I, however, am not a graceful sleeper. I needed the bathroom. Pronto. A shower was out, but vanity required more than a quick finger comb and change of clothes.

“Is that coffee I smell?” Scott whispered.

Bless you, Miguel. “Yeah, race you.”

I climbed out of my hammock, and in ten seconds or less, had the thing unhooked from the beams and stashed beneath the bench. But it was no contest. Scott didn’t even try. I snagged my travel bag and today’s outfit from my pack, slipped my contraband lotion into my pocket, and scooted along the rail to the galley.

“Why you rush?” Miguel asked as I dashed inside. “River slow, my friend, and I have created much to enjoy.” He handed me a steaming cup of coffee.

“Obrigado,” I said gratefully.

I snagged a packet of hot chocolate from the sideboard, poured half the powder into my coffee, and stirred. Grandma’s little trick was a far cry from a Mocha Latte, but Starbucks was a million miles from here. Doc entered the galley, which meant Scott wasn’t far behind. I dashed for the tiny bathroom, where it took the entire cup of coffee to make myself presentable.

When I emerged, Miguel was pulling a tray from the oven and I inhaled deep a sweet scent I recognized. “Kougloffs! Ooooh, Miguel, you’re the best!”

He slid the Brazilian pastries onto the table, sheer delights dipped in sweet honey syrup and topped with slivered almonds. They tasted just shy of heaven. Breakfast didn’t get any better than this.

I topped off my coffee, took an empty spot at the long table next to Scott, and snagged a kougloff.

“We’ll be ready to leave November second,” Mom was saying.

Miguel translated.

“Não! Quarto nao possivel,” the Captain replied rapid-fire.

“Not possible,” Miguel explained. “Must be fifth. No captain navigates river on All Souls’ Day.”

“What’s All Souls’ Day?” Scott asked.

“A day the dead freely walk the earth,” Mom answered.

Scott choked on his coffee and swallowed hard. “You’re kidding, right?”

I sympathized with his anxiety. “It’s a Christian festival to honor the dearly departed,” I told him. “No need to worry about running into ghosts.”

“Not true,” Miguel countered.

We both swiveled to stare at our guide. Honestly, neither of us needed to hear that. The jungle was spooky enough with its strange animal cries and deep, lingering shadows. It didn’t need tales from the dark side to boost its reputation.

“The people here share many stories of magic,” Miguel continued. “I myself have heard the flutes of the warrior Uakiti.” He crossed himself against the bad juju.

“Who is Uakiti and why does he play the flute?” Scott asked.

“He not play the flute, minha amiga, he be the flute.”

Scott turned to look at me. “That can’t be good.”

“Legend of much sorrow,” Miguel began. “Uakiti lived as warrior of great strength and skill. One night, he traveled through jungle to see his beautiful lover and was struck down by arrows of his enemy. When Uakiti did not arrive, his maiden searched and found her warrior slain. In desperate anguish, she begged the god Tupã for mercy. It was granted. But sharp arrows left holes in Uakiti’s body, and when a dreadful wind blows, the sound of flutes can be heard.”

Silence reigned for a few seconds, then Scott said, “Ouch.”

“It’s only a story,” Mom declared.

Miguel shook his head. “It bad omen,” he declared in his broken English. “Should lovers hear this, death soon follow.”

I swallowed my bite of kougloff and burned to ask the question. It might be against all that is polite, but I had to know. “When you heard the flutes, did death follow?” I asked him.

“Not yet.” Miguel crossed himself again. “My true love has not arrived.”

Wow. Whenever he met her, I hoped he told her about the impending curse hanging over his head. That could be a deal breaker.

“It’s just folklore,” Mom said matter-of-factly.

“People of Amazon,” Miguel stated quietly, “we believe.”

I believed. In a land ruled by myth and legend, one had to make allowances. Mom might not buy it, but Captain Jorge did. No way he’d brave the river on All Souls’ Day.

“Well,” Doc reasoned, “it’s only three more days. Not a problem, right?”

“There isn’t much spare time,” Mom continued to argue. “I’ve a symposium barely two weeks after we return. I’m guest of honor and keynote speaker.”

She was also at the mercy of local transportation. In the end, and after much discussion, she reluctantly agreed to the fifth.

In reality, she had no choice. We all knew it.

Talk moved on to less spooky things, and I helped myself to a second kougloff. I hadn’t taken three bites when Mom and Dad got over the change in travel plans and were at it again, feeding each other bites of sticky pastry, licking each other’s fingers, and giggling like a couple of love-starved monkeys.

Scott nudged me with his elbow and leaned over to whisper, “Tales of dead men walking don’t faze them much, huh?”

Heaven help me, I wanted to crawl under a rock. Why couldn’t I have normal parents like everyone else?

“Throwing them overboard would be wholly justified,” I said with a sage nod.

He laughed in a full-dimpled, all-out knee-slapper kind of way, causing Mom to glance over at us in curiosity. Again.

Thankfully, the Captain and Paulo made a show of heading out to get the boat moving west, and Doc followed suit. He snagged Scott, saying something about working on the medical plan for the Pantioc tribe.

That left me and the parental units, which meant I had to go. I stuffed the last of my kougloff in my mouth and fled.

# # #
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AFTER SMEARING STINKY bug repellant over my arms and legs, I settled on the bench with my textbook, propped my feet up in what was becoming my usual style, and started studying history.

I hadn’t turned two pages when Scott joined me on the bench.

“Aren’t you supposed to be working?” I asked.

He shook his head. “The miracle of satellite email gave me a temporary reprieve. So, how’s Napoleon today?”

“Rise and fall, all in chapter five.”

“You remember the year of his Prussian conquest?” He scratched at big red bite mark on his hand and arm.

“Is this a pop quiz?”

“Welcome to high school,” he replied.

“Fine.” I sighed theatrically. “The Battle of
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