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			Praise for USA TODAY bestselling author
Jennifer Snow’s Wild River series

			“Heartwarming, romantic, and utterly enjoyable.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Melissa Foster on An Alaskan Christmas

			“This first title in the Wild River series is passionate, sensual, and very sexy. The freezing, winter-cold portrayal of the Alaskan ski slopes is not the only thing sending chills through one’s body.”

			—New York Journal of Books

			“Set in the wilds of Alaska, the beauty of winter and the cold shine through.”

			—Fresh Fiction on An Alaskan Christmas

			“Jennifer Snow’s Alaska setting and search-and-rescue element are interesting twists, and the romance is smart and sexy... An exciting contemporary series debut with a wildly unique Alaskan setting.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Prepare to have your heartstrings tugged! Pure Christmas delight.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Lori Wilde on An Alaskan Christmas

			“Alaska Reunion has a little bit of everything—drama, humor, friendship, and love. It’s a well-written story that will draw readers in.”

			—Harlequin Junkie

		
	
		
			LOVE ON THE COAST

			JENNIFER SNOW
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			To everyone who believes there’s more to life than what we can see... Keep believing, keep dreaming, keep searching!
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			CHAPTER ONE

			BREAKUPS WERE DIFFICULT anytime of the year. A breakup the week before a nonrefundable Alaskan cruise was worse.

			Rachel Hempshaw sighed as she sat at her desk at Dispelling the Myth, a small magazine in Seattle where she worked as a blogger, researching mythical creatures and evaluating their legitimacy. She stared at the cruise tickets in her hand as her boss, Jaime, knocked on the open door.

			“Wow, girl, that last article you posted about the swamp creature thing in the bayou was your best one yet. Funny in your usual sarcastic way, but very thorough and concise.”

			Praise was rare from her boss, so Rachel soaked it up. “Well, two-headed giant alligators do make my job a little easier.”

			“Still, you did research and due diligence before reporting what every rational being already knew—the thing doesn’t exist and the tour boat companies promoting it are full of shit.”

			Right, but how many of those tour boat companies would suffer because of her article?

			Nope. Guilt was something she refused to entertain. People were being taken advantage of by these false claims of creatures and phenomena that didn’t exist. Families spent money on vacations hoping to see these wonders, only to be disappointed and in some cases—like Rachel’s father—end up in debt in the search for things that weren’t real.

			Bills were real. A daughter needing school supplies and clothing was real. Eviction notices were real.

			She shouldn’t feel any remorse for wanting to provide her readers with the facts. Not overblown fairy tales. No one could fault her for wanting to be honest.

			Brutally honest, according to her ex. In his breakup speech, Harry claimed she was a cynic who refused to believe in anything and he’d had enough of the negativity.

			Maybe one day she would find a mysterious creature or paranormal phenomenon that she couldn’t so confidently dispel. But that hadn’t been the case for the Louisiana Swamp Monster or the dozen other research subjects before him.

			And maybe one day she’d believe in happily-ever-after, but that hadn’t been the case for her parents or in her own disastrous relationship history.

			Jaime sat across from her, adjusting her tan pencil skirt around her legs, and nodded toward the Alaskan cruise tickets. “You’re still going, right?”

			“Alone? No way.”

			“Invite someone to go with you. Your mom could probably use a vacation.”

			Rachel shook her head. Her mom preferred not to discuss Rachel’s career. She’d had enough talk of fantastical beasts with Rachel’s father before she’d finally divorced him over his obsessions, and she wasn’t thrilled that Rachel seemed to be fixated in her own way. “I think I’ll pass on this one,” Rachel said.

			Jaime looked unimpressed as she instantly transformed from the old high school friend who’d given Rachel a job to the boss paying her salary. “Do I need to remind you that this wasn’t just a pleasure trip? You expensed the tickets on the company’s credit card claiming it would also be research for your next article.”

			Damn, Jaime remembered everything.

			“You’ve already announced next month’s topic on the magazine’s site and your readers are looking forward to it,” Jaime said.

			Rachel had a surprising number of followers. She was a trustworthy source for those looking to distinguish between the places worth visiting and ones that were simply tourist traps. Her readers had been asking Rachel to visit Port Serenity, a community famed for a Serpent Queen residing beneath the surface of the North Pacific Ocean, for months.

			There’d be no getting out of it.

			“Come with me?” At least with her boss, it would truly be a work trip and she wouldn’t feel so pathetic.

			But Jaime scoffed as she stood. “Nope. Cold weather is definitely not my thing. That sea witch is all yours.”

			

			THE SKYPE CONNECTION glitched and all Callan Parks could see was the police uniform worn by his five-year-old’s Barbie doll frozen on the screen. Apparently, Barbie had joined law enforcement and in doing so had given his daughter a new reason to follow in Callan’s footsteps.

			All he could do was hope the teenage years changed her mind.

			He wouldn’t wish this intense, dangerous life on anyone, especially someone he loved more than anything. A former active marine, Callan now worked on the coast guard’s law enforcement boat stationed out of Port Serenity, intercepting drugs being transported through the North Pacific waterways. He’d accepted the job after his sister’s death, when he was awarded guardianship of his niece, so he could spend more time in Alaska rather than overseas.

			Even these relatively shorter missions made the job almost intolerable. Three months at sea, away from Darcy while she stayed with his parents in Port Serenity, had him contemplating his career choice a lot more frequently.

			But he couldn’t deny that he was good at his job. He’d been chosen for the coast guard’s elite team based on his skills, and since joining the crew, they’d apprehended eighteen smugglers’ boats. The drug enforcement crew was a unique blend of brains and brawn. This mission would be their biggest test yet. They were getting close to apprehending one of the major transporters, preparing to intercept on the boat’s next trip the following week.

			Catch the criminals and then go home.

			Keeping the Alaskan communities free of drugs and the waters safe gave him a sense of purpose and pride. But Darcy needed more than just a “hero” to look up to. She needed a steady, secure upbringing and Callan was desperate to provide that. He’d promised his sister.

			The connection resumed and now his mother’s face appeared on the screen. “Callan, you still there?”

			“Hey, Mom. Where did she go?”

			“PAW Patrol just started.”

			Couldn’t compete with her favorite cartoon.

			“How is everything?” he asked, leaning closer.

			“All good, darlin’.” She’d never tell him if things weren’t. She kept all bad news until his feet were safely back on the shore, claiming he had to be focused on the job and not have any distractions from home. But he did sense there was something on her mind as her dark eyes clouded slightly. “She misses you a lot this time,” she said.

			He sighed, running a hand over his face. “I miss her too.” More than he ever thought possible. As her uncle, he’d always relished spoiling her and spending time with her, but since becoming her guardian, his role had changed to something so much more important, and with that came a feeling of deep obligation that he was honored to have. Honored but terrified. “Give her a big hug for me and tell her I’ll be home soon.”

			Just another week at sea. One more bust.

			“I will...” his mother said, and paused before asking, “Have you given any more thought to what we discussed?”

			His aging parents had plans of their own and hadn’t become Darcy’s guardians for a reason. They loved their granddaughter, but they’d raised two kids already and weren’t able to keep caring for her during these long stretches of time. They operated a fishing/tour boat out of Port Serenity that was busy during the summer months and they were struggling to keep up with the business. They planned to officially retire and sell the boat the following year, but they’d talked to him about taking over the family business. It had never been an option for him before, but now that he had Darcy to think about, maybe it made sense. Civilian positions in the coast guard in Alaska were tough to secure and he hated the idea of moving Darcy away from the small coastal town she loved.

			He nodded. “I have. I still need some time to think about it.” It had been the standard response for months. Soon, he’d need to give a more definite one. One way or the other.

			“Okay, son, take care, stay safe,” his mom said, blowing him a kiss as the Skype call disconnected.

			Callan sat back in his chair and stretched his long limbs. Could he really take over his parents’ business and be happy running a tour boat? Give up a career he was damn good at and settle into a slower, more predictable lifestyle? He still didn’t know, but he needed to find a way to make his situation work.

			Nothing mattered more than his daughter.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE ALASKA-BOUND cruise boat Sea Venture, sailing from the Seattle port, was smaller than Rachel had expected. It would be better described as a hundred-foot expedition-style catamaran. However, despite its size, the boat was actually bright and spacious on the inside.

			The company’s website had boasted high-quality boutique cruises that offered authentic experiences. With multiple decks for enjoying the great views, outside dining, a cozy salon with dark wood and leather furnishings, and ten cabins that all had large windows and private decks to allow a lot of natural light, Sea Venture did not disappoint. Rachel was actually feeling good about the trip by the time the boat set sail that Friday evening.

			As she unpacked her clothes and hung them in the closet, she eyed the hot tub she could see outside on the upper deck. That was where she planned on spending her evening. This work trip was definitely the most luxurious she’d ever taken, having planned it as a pleasure trip with Harry as well. Most times, she flew into a community for two days to talk to locals, explore the area, search for the mystery creature herself, and when it predictably didn’t make an appearance, she’d head home. This trip would be five days at sea with two days docked in Port Serenity, giving ample time for the Serpent Queen to prove her existence.

			Placing her empty suitcase in the closet, Rachel changed out of her sweater and jeans into her swimsuit and headed to the upper deck. The hot tub was empty and she could see the other six passengers sitting at the long dinner table on the outside dining area below.

			She’d eat later. Right now she wanted to soak in the inviting hot bubbles and enjoy this rare opportunity to relax. She closed her eyes as she sank below the water.

			Maybe this trip alone wouldn’t be so bad after all.

			

			DRONES SCANNED THE wide-open seas with cameras and thermal imaging looking for targets of interest. They weren’t what most people might suspect. Drug trafficking boats often didn’t look suspicious at all. Not normally big, flashy operations that would draw attention. Often they were small fishing boats with fresh paint, traveling fast.

			In this case, Callan and his crew were searching for two vessels they suspected would be meeting about ten miles off the coast of Port Serenity. A small fishing boat and a cruise ship, Sea Venture, sailing out of Seattle. They’d observed the suspicious vessels meeting once before and had significant reason to suspect the transfer of drugs from the cruise ship to the fishing vessel. The smaller boat would then complete the shorter trip to the docks, unnoticed.

			A little before sunrise, they spotted the cruise ship. As predicted, the small fishing vessel was approaching from the opposite direction.

			“We’re moving out...” When Callan’s commanding officer, Sanchez, gave the order, the crew sprang into action.

			Callan’s pursuit boat and mission responders picked up speed as they navigated the choppy ocean toward the cruise ship. Overhead the coast guard helicopter was on standby with snipers at the ready. Callan stood on deck, armed, poised and ready for anything they might encounter. As always, adrenaline coursed through his veins and all his senses were on high alert.

			Idling the pursuit boat twenty feet away from the cruise ship, he used the radio broadcast to give them fair warning.

			“This is the United States Coast Guard. Stop your vessel.” He repeated the command several times, but the cruise ship picked up speed instead, confirming the crew’s suspicion of illegal activity.

			They had their warning.

			“Noncompliant vessel. Permission to take out the engine,” Callan said over the radio to the responding snipers in the helicopter circling above.

			Two gunshots sounded as the snipers hit the marks, stalling the cruise ship. The response boat moved in a little closer and Callan radioed the suspicious vessel.

			“This is the United States Coast Guard. Put your hands up!” Two crew members appeared on the deck of the cruise ship. But instead of complying, they started throwing things overboard. He suspected it was GPS units, cell phones, bags of drugs...anything to tie them to the illegal activity.

			“Stop and put your hands up!” he said again.

			The two men jumped off the boat.

			“One over. Two over,” Captain Sanchez said as they drew closer.

			Shit. They had to move in fast. When there were jumpers, it meant the criminals might have set the boat on fire, and there were passengers on board. Callan stood with one foot on the edge of the boat as they closed in, ready to jump across on his captain’s signal. His heart pounded and his training had him moving with instinct, no hesitation.

			Now was where the real action began.

			

			RACHEL’S EYES SNAPPED open and she sat up quickly. She’d thought she’d imagined the sound of gunshots, but the sudden stalling of the boat had shaken her awake.

			Was that a helicopter circling overhead?

			She jumped out of bed and headed onto her deck. A fierce cool wind blew her hair around her face and ruffled her silk pajamas as she scanned the situation outside.

			A helicopter hovered above and a coast guard police boat had stopped next to the cruise ship. There was yelling and commotion all around her. Several of the other passengers were watching on from their own decks, looking equally as confused. In the water, the cruise ship’s captain and first mate were desperately trying to swim against the current caused by the helicopter as a pursuit boat followed and a coast guard officer dived in after them.

			What the hell was going on?

			In the room behind her, her cabin door flew open and a man wearing military cargo pants and a tight black T-shirt, holding a radio and a gun, entered.

			“Hey!” Rachel said, going back inside. “What’s going on?”

			“Put your hands on your head!” he commanded.

			What?

			Confused, she slowly did as he said.

			“We have position control,” he said over the radio.

			“You have what?” she asked as he approached, tucking his weapon into his belt.

			He ignored her as he continued reporting over the radio. “Suspects in custody.”

			Suspects?

			“Drilling through fiberglass has commenced, false deck expected.”

			Rachel frowned. Drilling through the boat? Whatever this was, it was not good. Not good at all. Her stomach sank as she scanned the cabin, taking in the big comfy bed and soaker tub in the bathroom, suspecting this would be her last view of it. So much for a relaxing solo trip.

			“Seven passengers on board to be transferred.” The coast guard officer’s gaze swept over her silky pajamas. He frowned as though he had expected a different choice of sleepwear for a cruise ship headed to Alaska. “Grab only what’s absolutely necessary and come with me,” he said.

			She lowered her arms and crossed them to hide as much as her body as possible. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” How the hell did she know this muscular, gorgeous, intimidating armed man wasn’t some pirate or something? She’d heard about these attacks on cruise ships before. Opportunists preying on unsuspecting tourists. Pretending to be law enforcement...

			He looked annoyed. “A demolition team will be setting this boat ablaze in about six minutes. You probably don’t want to be on it when that happens.”

			Her heart raced as she glanced at all her new clothing hanging in the closet and then she grabbed her purse and travel documents. “I’ve paid good money for this cruise and I’d like to know what the hell is going on,” she said, sliding her feet quickly into her hiking boots.

			“You are aboard a vessel suspected of smuggling cocaine across international waters,” he said, the tiniest hint of amusement in his tone at her attitude. “Any more questions?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			PORT SERENITY WAS exactly how the travel brochure had described. Nestled among the mountains, surrounded by vast Alaskan wilderness was a touristy town with shops, restaurants and a surprisingly modern vibe. The shoreline along the marina was jagged in parts with pebbled beach areas where kids played and fishermen set up their poles. Docked along the pier were boats ranging in size from small fishing dinghies to one impressive-looking yacht named The Mariana.

			As Rachel deboarded the coast guard rescue boat along with the other cruise passengers, she was still trembling beneath the oversize scratchy blanket the officers had given her.

			The on-sea experience had been terrifying, but at least she’d have a great story to tell.

			She had to try to stay positive. And avoid glancing at the officer who’d introduced himself as Lieutenant Parks. The guy was as gorgeous as he was intimidating, and she already felt embarrassed and slightly naive that she’d booked passage on a cover boat.

			But how was she supposed to know the cruise ship hadn’t been legit? She researched mythical creatures, not criminal organizations.

			She’d felt his gaze on her several times as they’d sailed toward Port Serenity and now he was heading straight for her as she stood on the dock, contemplating the best next steps.

			“Hey. Rachel, right?”

			He should know. He’d had to verify the legitimacy of her travel documents and identification. He probably knew her credit score as well.

			“More questions for me?” They’d interrogated her and the rest of the cruise ship passengers already.

			“Just one. Do you have a place to stay in town?”

			“Not since you set it on fire,” she said, raising her chin slightly. She may be in revealing pajamas under this ugly brown blanket, her hair messy and her eyeliner smeared, but she was a US citizen whose vacation they’d destroyed.

			“I am sorry that we ruined your vacation...”

			“Work trip,” she said quickly. “I’m not some loner who takes vacations by herself.” She still had her pride after all.

			“I take vacations alone. Does that make me a loner?”

			Rachel couldn’t imagine how this incredibly sexy coast guard officer could possibly ever be alone. Just the GI Joe–looking “uniform” would have women falling at his feet. Combined with his six-foot, two-hundred-pound, solidly muscled frame, dark hair, dark eyes and square, scruffy jawline, she’d bet that even if he went on vacations alone, he didn’t necessarily spend them lonely.

			“You were going to suggest a place to stay?” she asked, tearing her gaze from the biceps threatening to rip through the fabric of his T-shirt.

			He nodded, pointing down the dock. “The Sealena Hotel. If you’re here for the whole experience, you’ll find it there.” He paused. “And besides a few B and B’s, it’s really the only hotel in town.”

			Disdainfully, Rachel eyed the hotel with the sea green, seashell exterior that featured an image of the Serpent Queen. “Wonderful,” she muttered. No doubt the nightly rate was astronomical. She also needed to find new clothes and toiletries. Rachel seriously doubted she would get a refund on this trip or be compensated in any way for the trouble. And she couldn’t expense any more to the magazine.

			Lieutenant Parks frowned, looking slightly confused. “You were sailing to Port Serenity on a Sealena-themed excursion, so I assumed...”

			She sighed. “This is a research trip. I work for a magazine in Seattle called Dispelling the Myth.”

			His expression darkened slightly. “Ah.”

			Ah. What the hell did that mean? Obviously, he had an opinion about it. “Something wrong?” she asked.

			“Nope,” he said, but his expression claimed otherwise.

			“Okay, then. Bye.” She shivered in the cool Alaskan breeze, feeling goose bumps surface on her bare legs. It was so much colder here than in Seattle. “I’m keeping this awful blanket,” she said as she turned to head toward the hotel.

			“Hey, Rachel,” he called after her when she was a few feet away.

			She turned with an exasperated sigh. “Yeah?”

			He jogged toward her. “I know you’re here to try to dispel the Sealena myth, but maybe I can show you some things off the usual path, away from the tourist attractions.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “Why would you do that?”

			“Because I’d hate for you to base your article on whether our folklore is just a tourist trap based on...well, the tourist traps,” he said with a grin.

			A grin that left her unusually speechless for a second. Was it possible that there was a nice guy beneath the rough exterior? Her interest piqued, she raised an eyebrow. “You want to try to prove that there’s some truth to the Sealena mythology?”

			“I’d like to prove that Port Serenity is more than its brochure,” he said, nodding toward the folded paper sticking out of her purse.

			She hesitated, but she was here for a story and it wouldn’t be unbiased journalism if she didn’t explore all available information, so she nodded. “Okay. Deal.”

			“I’ll let you get settled, find some clothing...” His gaze drifted over her and lingered a fraction too long on her bare legs. He cleared his throat as she caught his stare. “I’ll meet you in the hotel lobby at eight?”

			The idea of an evening out with a hot coast guard officer who had heartbreaker material written all over him gave her momentary pause, but it was in the name of journalism after all. “I’ll see you at eight,” she said.

			

			WHY HAD HE suggested his tour guide services to the pretty folklore blogger (whatever that was)? He had more than enough on his plate. But something had twisted inside him upon learning that she was in town to prove that Port Serenity’s history was a hoax and he hadn’t been able to stop himself.

			Sure, the Wakefield family had commercialized the myth of the Serpent Queen three generations ago, but accounts of the creature in these waters had been around since the 1800s.

			His own parents had made a nice, modest living from Sealena’s appeal and the stories they told tourists were ones Callan himself had memorized over the years. He may not know if he really wanted to run the tour business, but he certainly could. He knew the spiels, the points of interest and the best fishing places from working on the vessel alongside his parents and sister during summers growing up. He doubted Rachel would be interested in getting back on a boat anytime soon, so he was going to have to think of other ways to introduce her to the community.

			As he entered the home he shared with his parents, after filling out all his reports and debriefing with the crew, he set his bag down in the entryway, and his spirits lifted when he heard the sound of tiny feet running down the hall.

			“Uncle Cal!” Darcy leaped and he caught her in midair, spinning her around until they were both dizzy. She was in her Sealena-themed pajamas already, her long blond hair in pigtails, a streak of blue marker across her forehead. She was always drawing, coloring and making up stories. An artist like his sister had been.

			“Man, I missed you, kiddo,” he said, hugging her tight.

			“Grandma and Grandpa are napping. They said they were just resting their eyes, but they’re snoring really loud.”

			Callan sighed as he set her back on the floor. Five-year-olds were a lot of work. He couldn’t expect his aging parents to keep this up much longer. It wasn’t good for them or for Darcy.

			He checked his watch. “It’s 7:00 p.m. Almost bedtime for you as well.”

			She pouted. “But you just got back.”

			“And I’m home for a long time, so we will have lots of time to do all the fun things we talked about.” He wanted to take her camping and to the waterfalls for hiking and swimming once the weather got warmer. Port Serenity had so much to offer an outdoor enthusiast with its unspoiled wilderness, and it was the perfect place to raise his niece.

			“Grandpa says we might take over running the tour boat,” she said excitedly.

			He wished his father hadn’t mentioned that possibility to Darcy until Callan knew for sure. The little girl would love it and he’d hate to disappoint her if he ultimately decided it wasn’t the future he wanted. “Maybe. But we’ll talk about it later. Let’s go wake up your grandparents,” he said with a wink, carrying her into the living room, where his parents were definitely not just resting their eyes—if the drool escaping his dad’s mouth was any indication.

			An hour later, at 7:58, he paced the lobby of the Sealena Hotel fighting the urge to leave. Truth was, he wanted to get to know this Rachel woman better and find out what was at the heart of her cynical nature. Why she had the desire to prove false something that a lot of people believed in and took joy in imagining possible. He’d googled her magazine and read several of her articles earlier that day. Her writing was fun and fresh and the articles themselves were entertaining, but she always claimed the myths weren’t real. From the discussions in the comments sections, she seemed to relish the controversy her articles sometimes caused.

			As someone whose career revolved around conflict, despite his constant search for peace, Callan was curious to understand her motivation for wanting to instigate it.

			He checked his watch, and when he glanced up, he saw her exiting the elevator. She’d obviously bought new clothes as she was now in a pretty black jumpsuit and low wedge heels, a light sweater draped over her arm. Her dark hair was curled in loose waves around her shoulders and she wore simple makeup, a pale gloss shimmering on her lips. She looked slightly nervous, giving a small wave as she approached. “Hope I’m not overdressed. All I could find in the shops along Main Street was formal wear or workout clothes,” she said.

			“You look great.” More than great, but he kept the compliment to neutral territory. This wasn’t a date after all. It was a tour. “Shall we go?”

			She nodded and he led the way out of the hotel. She shivered slightly once they were outside and put on the sweater. “Wow, it cools off quickly once the sun goes down.”

			“It does.” He hesitated. “Would you like my jacket?”

			She shook her head. “I’m okay for now, but I’ll be sure to take you up on that if the temperature drops further.”

			He nodded as they walked along the dock. “We won’t be outside long.”

			“So, where does this tour begin?”

			He stopped. “Right here.” The Serpent Queen Pub was next door to the hotel, and while it wasn’t on the tourist brochure, this place was a must visit. Owned and operated by the Wakefields since 1915, the local watering hole was home to many historical items from the days when the legend of Sealena was first claimed by the community. And Dollie and Zac, who manned the bar, were Port Serenity treasures in their own right.

			Rachel raised an eyebrow. “The local pub?”

			“Just trust me,” he said, opening the door for her.

			She scoffed, giving him a tiny glimpse of something deeper.

			Were trust issues at the heart of her chosen profession? Might help explain why she seemed intent on proving fairy tales untrue.

			He followed her inside, where dim lighting and loud local music greeted them. He waved to Zac behind the bar and the bartender sent him a curious look.

			It must seem strange to see Callan in the bar with a woman. He hadn’t dated since he’d become Darcy’s guardian. Life was far too complicated to entertain the idea of bringing another person into the mix. He needed to figure out what the future held for the both of them first. He gave a quick shake of the head to gesture that it wasn’t what it looked like, but Zac just grinned and sent him a look that said, Sure, man. Famous last words.

			“That is one big statue,” Rachel said, eyeing the fifteen-foot, thousand-pound hand-carved Sealena statue positioned beside the bar. The magnificent sea creature’s arms were outstretched, but instead of holding up ships being tossed around the ocean, as she was usually captured doing, she held two large drink trays with martini glasses.

			“Well, she’s a big deal, as you obviously know,” he said.

			Rachel grinned as she turned to face him. “Pretend I don’t and enlighten me.”

			Okay, this was his chance. He took a deep breath as he led the way to the back of the bar. “Sealena is rumored to be a half woman/half serpent who protects shipping vessels at sea.” He paused, searching for the right words. “But she’s more than just a sea monster and a way to lure tourists to Port Serenity.”

			Rachel listened intently, seeming to weigh his words carefully. “She is?”

			“Yes—she represents the spirit of the community. As much as it might seem contradictory, she’s actually a symbol for the coast guard and the men and women who protect the oceans.”

			“I thought she often stole credit for the work of the coast guard.”

			He laughed as he nodded. “That is true, but we’ve learned to share the praise.”

			“Surely not everyone,” she said knowingly. “I mean, didn’t her creation cause a generational family feud within the community?”

			Ah, yes, the other thing that intrigued a lot of visitors. “The Wakefields and Beaumonts have been at odds for generations—it’s true. But rumor has it, the feud started when Lieutenant Beaumont, a state trooper, had to arrest his best friend, Earl Wakefield, over the transporting of contraband. The charges didn’t stick, but the two men never spoke again. That’s what started it all.”

			She nodded slowly. “So, do you think this Wakefield guy started this whole Sealena thing as revenge?”

			He shook his head. “Nothing as sinister as that. Let me show you something.” He led the way to a pillar behind the tables and motioned toward an old letter framed beneath glass.

			“This is the original letter that Earl Wakefield wrote to first pitch the idea of a Sealena-themed community back in the 1900s.”

			Rachel squinted to read parts of the spirally handwriting. “‘A story children can understand. A way to make families feel better when their loved ones go to sea...’” She looked pensive as she glanced up at him. “Definitely a nice thought. Better than a spreadsheet of suspected annual revenue from a massive influx in visitors.”

			Still a skeptic. “You’re tough.”

			She shrugged. “I’ve just got a good radar for detecting bullshit.”

			“Okay, well, let’s take a look at the evidence, then,” he said, leading her to the wall of images capturing the Serpent Queen in action.

			She eyed the wall of framed, mostly blurry, far-off shots of the ocean, the marina and several boats that held traces of the sea queen. Parts of a serpent’s body was featured in one...a woman’s shape coming out of the waves in another.

			“I’ve seen better photos of Nessie,” she said, hand on her hip as she turned to face him. “Look, I’m not saying with certainty that this thing doesn’t exist. I’m not narrow-minded enough to suggest an absolute. All I am saying is that there is such a thing as expectant attention, the psychological phenomenon that suggests people who expect or want to see something are more likely to misinterpret visual clues.”

			“People see what they want to see?”

			“Exactly.”

			He sighed. “Well, I guess the Serpent Queen Pub was a bust in altering your perspective.” He paused. “But they do make a mean green serpent tail martini.” Would she want to stay and have a drink with him? He glanced across the pub where several fishermen sat chatting. “And I think those men over there may have a story or two if you’re up for it.”

			She smiled and his heart skipped a beat at the first genuine look of contentment on her beautiful face. Her smile really lit up the room. He’d always thought that expression was a cliché.

			“A green serpent tail martini and other tall tales sound great,” she said.

			

			A SMALL PART of her had really hoped there’d be something at the Serpent Queen Pub to give her reasonable doubt, but so far all Rachel had seen were the same things that every other community capitalizing on a fake monster had. Memorabilia, doctored or out-of-focus snapshots, fishermen with fabricated, albeit entertaining, tall tales...

			Port Serenity was a beautiful community surrounded by some of the best scenery she’d ever experienced. And this green serpent tail martini was the best drink she’d ever had. But unfortunately, the evening’s expedition had failed to convince her of the existence of the Serpent Queen and any reason why tourists should choose this wild-goose chase over countless others.

			It had however made her more curious about her self-proclaimed tour guide, who was sitting across from her in a booth in the corner of the pub. He was a gorgeous, brave, sexy hero who was giving up his first night back home after three months at sea to hang out with her.

			Why? There had to be a catch. He seemed to be having a good time showing her around and introducing her to locals, but there had to be an ulterior motive. In her experience, there always was. Were flings with tourists his thing?

			Would she be opposed to one if it was?

			Feeling her face flush at the thought, she cleared her throat. “So, you’ve lived here your whole life?” she asked Callan.

			He nodded. “My parents run a fishing/tour boat, and when I left the marines, I was lucky to be stationed with the Port Serenity Coast Guard.”

			“Why did you leave?”

			“I traveled overseas a lot and it was time for a change.”

			“That must have been challenging on relationships,” she said, aiming for casual but falling short. This wasn’t technically a date, but she decided that if it turned into one, she wouldn’t be opposed. There was a vibe between them. The tension from earlier had been charged with a sexual chemistry—the way his gaze had drifted over the sight of her in her pajamas and then the appreciative look on his face when they’d met in the hotel lobby.

			And he was definitely her type. A short-term thing with an expiry date even more so. No chance of developing real feelings and getting hurt.

			“Relationships did take a back seat to my career,” he said.

			“Do you enjoy what you do?” she asked before taking another sip of her second martini.

			He nodded slowly. “I do. I’ve always known I wanted to go into some sort of protective service position and I love the water, so the marines made sense,” he said, but she sensed it wasn’t the complete story.

			“But...”

			He laughed. “You really like to dig, huh?”

			“Occupational hazard, I guess.”

			He hesitated, his gaze burning into hers as though weighing how much to reveal, how much to confide, and she leaned closer, hoping he was sensing a genuine interest.

			“Well, the truth is—”

			His phone rang, cutting off his next words as the image of a woman and little girl lit up the display. He looked slightly panicked and Rachel’s palms sweat.

			Oh my God. This guy was married with a kid. Did his family know he was out with her? Sure, it wasn’t an actual date, but they were certainly flirting as though it was.

			She grabbed her purse and started to slide out of the booth as he hesitated with the ringing cell phone in his hand. “Wait...let me explain,” he said.

			“No need.” She hurried out of the bar as she heard him answer the call.

			“Hi, sweetheart...”

			Sweetheart. Wow. The guy was a complete jerk. She was in Port Serenity to dispel a myth about a half-woman/ half-serpent creature and she was also receiving yet another reminder of how good guys just didn’t exist.

			She stepped out into the cold and pulled her sweater tighter around her body as she stalked down the pier toward the hotel.

			Unfortunately, his footsteps echoed on the wooden planks behind her. “Rachel, please wait.”

			She kept going.

			“Please, let me explain. I’m not married if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said, slightly out of breath.

			She slowed, but just a little. A live-in partner or girlfriend was the same thing in her mind. A commitment was a commitment.

			“That was my niece, Darcy, who called.”

			She stopped and turned, placing her hands on her hips. “Your niece calls you at almost midnight?” Likely story, buddy. Who did he think he was fooling?

			He sighed, as though he was being forced to confess something he wasn’t ready to share. “She does when she’s woken from a nightmare and needs me.”

			Rachel frowned. “I’m not following.”

			“I’m her official guardian. Have been since my sister—the woman in the photo—died two years ago.”

			Oh shit. She’d naturally assumed the worst and now her actions had shown that the attraction between them was mutual. That she’d hoped they were on a date. That she’d been upset to think he was unavailable and a slime bag.

			Great, she’d shown her cards.

			“I guess I should have let you explain instead of leaping to conclusions,” she said awkwardly.

			He nodded. “I take it you haven’t had the best luck with men?”

			She faked a look of shock. “And why on earth would you assume that? Because I spend my life trying to prove that fairy tales and myths are all horseshit?” Her honesty even surprised herself, but she didn’t like to bullshit any more than she liked being on the receiving end.

			He laughed. “Sorry you didn’t get a chance to finish your drink, but I do appreciate you not throwing it in my face.”

			“I did consider it for half a second,” she said teasingly.

			“Unfortunately, I do have to go,” he said, looking genuinely remorseful to see the evening end. “But I’d like to continue being your tour guide...if you’re up for it.”

			She hesitated briefly. Things had somehow shifted very quickly from potential casual vacation hookup to deeper territory. In the matter of minutes, they’d both had to open up and let their guards down unexpectedly. That made her slightly uneasy, but she couldn’t deny that she wanted to see him again.

			“Nine a.m. tomorrow?” she asked.

			“Works for me,” he said.

			“It’s a date,” she said, then shook her head. “I mean, not a date, but...”

			“It’s a date,” he said, stepping toward her and taking her hand in his.

			Surprised, but pleasantly so, she interlocked her fingers with his as they walked back to the hotel, slightly disappointed to be ending the best non-date turned date she’d ever been on.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			THE RINGING OF Rachel’s cell phone woke her far too early the next day. She groaned as she rolled to her side in the queen-size bed and blindly reached toward the nightstand. She opened one eye and, seeing Jaime’s number on the phone display, answered on the fourth ring. “Hey, boss,” she said.

			“‘Hey, boss’? You were just part of the seizure of an international drug smuggling operation and ‘hey, boss’ is all you got?”

			Rachel sighed. She probably should have updated Jaime the day before, but she’d been a little preoccupied. “It was quite the adventure,” she said, an image of Callan in action playing in her mind. It had been hot as hell, and the night before had revealed more layers to the sexy, commanding coast guard officer.

			A single dad was just about the most heartwarming—and panty-wetting—thing she could imagine. How on earth the man could be single was a mystery. Though, no doubt it was his choice, having a very full and somewhat complicated life already.

			Therefore, this had to be just a casual vacation fling for him, and while that thought should give her peace of mind, it somehow didn’t.

			“Well? How goes the story?” Jaime asked. “Is the place as touristy as we thought?”

			“Um...not really. It’s actually really nice. The scenery is breathtaking and the people are—”

			“Right, right, right, I’m sure the people are lovely, but is there a possibility that this sea serpent thing is based on anything other than a community trying to cash in? That’s what you’re there to evaluate. Remember?”

			“I don’t know yet,” she said.

			“You. Don’t. Know,” Jaime said slowly, as though not recognizing who she was speaking to.

			Rachel must seem weird this morning, but something had changed in her. She wasn’t sure she liked it. Jaime was right. Rachel was here to dispel the myth and she needed to stay focused. She scoffed. “I mean, of course the myth isn’t real. I’m heading out today to do more research.” She didn’t think it was necessary to mention her research companion. “I’ll keep you posted.”

			“Good. For a second there, you kinda freaked me out,” Jaime said.

			As Rachel disconnected the call, she lay back against the oversize comfy pillows and sighed. She was here to do a job and she couldn’t lose sight of that. No matter how attractive Callan was.

			

			“WHO ARE WE going to meet, Uncle Cal?”

			“A new friend,” he told Darcy as they walked along the pier toward the hotel early the next morning. “She’s in town to write a story about Port Serenity and Sealena, so I invited her to come with us. That okay?”

			“Sure!” Darcy said, skipping along next to him.

			Darcy might not mind, but Callan’s heart was racing at the idea of introducing her to Rachel. He hadn’t dated at all since his sister’s death had left the little girl in his care. In part because he was busy with work and raising the child. But mostly because he didn’t want to introduce Darcy to someone until he knew there was a possibility of a serious relationship.

			But he had to make an exception because he’d promised both ladies an outing this morning, and he didn’t want to break his word.

			When Rachel exited the hotel, the look of surprise on her face had him questioning the decision. He’d said this was a date. Would she be cool with meeting Darcy? Would she think this wasn’t a date after all?

			She smiled and said, “Hey, you must be Darcy,” before bending to extend a hand to the little girl.

			Darcy’s eyes widened when she saw Rachel’s silver hoop earrings. “Your earrings are so pretty.” She shot Callan a look. “He won’t let me pierce my ears.”

			He laughed. “Your ears are pretty just the way they are.”

			Darcy pouted and Rachel leaned closer. “I’ll work on him.” She winked at him as she and Darcy shared a conspiratorial’ grin.

			Wow, two seconds and they’d already joined forces against him. A warmness radiated through him that he struggled to keep in check. Rachel was just a tourist. She had no intention of staying in Port Serenity. This attraction was a temporary thing. He’d enjoy their time together, not get too close and say goodbye when she decided to leave. It was the perfect situation for him, really.

			“Ready to go?” he asked.

			They both nodded and Darcy stepped in between them, taking both their hands in hers. Panic filled his mind as he glanced at Rachel.

			“This okay?” he asked quietly.

			She nodded and his chest swelled even more as the three of them headed toward Main Street.

			Five minutes later, he opened the door to the Sealena Bookstore and Museum and stood back to let the two of them enter. He hadn’t been inside the store in months and it always surprised him just how much Sealena-themed merchandise and history memorabilia the store housed. Local artwork featuring the Serpent Queen was hung on the walls. Beautiful, realistic renderings and more abstract conceptual designs. Statues of all sizes cluttered the shelves and books from children’s stories to coloring books to anthologies of fishermen’s accounts were along the bookshelves.

			Hats, T-shirts and sweaters with the Serpent Queen on them hung on racks and there was even a collection of Sealena-themed skin care products on display near the counter.

			“Wow, this place is a lot bigger than it looked from the outside,” Rachel said, echoing his thoughts. She scanned the items for sale and sent him a side-eye. “You know bringing me to a souvenir shop isn’t helping your case, right?”

			He laughed. “This is much more than it appears,” he said, gesturing for Darcy to show Rachel why they were really here.

			“Come this way,” the little girl said, leading them to the back of the store where tables and chairs had been set up.

			Sealena School was written on the whiteboard where Carly, the pretty, thirtysomething store owner, set up for the day’s lesson. Darcy hurried to take her usual seat in the front and Rachel hung near the back with him.

			“Teaching the new generation how to dupe people?” she whispered with a teasing grin.

			“Just watch,” he said, gently taking her shoulders and turning her to face the front of the room as Carly addressed the kids.

			The touch was minimal, casual and brief, yet he felt a spark between them as he quickly removed his hands from her body, then regretted breaking the contact. He wanted to touch her, hold her hand again like he had the night before, but there was definitely something between them and he had to be careful.

			Rachel didn’t seem the type to trust easily or fall quickly. Which should make him feel better, yet there was an unsettling feeling in the pit of his stomach.

			“What are those?” Rachel asked, nodding to a long table in front of the class.

			“Artifacts that divers have resurrected from this area,” he said as Carly picked up the first one—a shimmering blue gemstone—and held it up.

			“Anyone know what this is?” Carly asked.

			The kids were silent. Several shook their heads.

			“Me neither,” Carly said with a wide smile, her brown eyes sparkling behind her red-rimmed glasses. The woman was obsessed with all things Sealena and loved teaching the kids. Callan hoped maybe some of her enthusiasm might spread to Rachel, opening up her mind just a little to the possibilities.

			The possibility of Sealena and the possibility of them?

			Man, he was getting ahead of himself. He turned his focus back to the class as Carly continued.

			“In fact, no one can tell exactly what kind of stone this is. It was discovered near Fishermen’s Peak in the early 1950s by a gold panner. Gemologists have studied it, but no one can determine the material. There are traces of limestone and aquamarine, but the binding material is foreign.”

			Next to him, Rachel looked slightly more intrigued as she listened, and he was captivated by the expression on her face. She was a beautiful woman and even more so when she let her guard slide, even just a little.

			A child in front raised her hand. “My grandma says it’s from Sealena’s magical necklace.”

			Carly smiled. “It very well could be.” She paused. “Or it could be something the earth has created—a new substance that scientists haven’t discovered yet. Divers and panners are always looking for more. So far, this is the only one.”

			Rachel glanced his way quickly and caught him staring. He cleared his throat and shifted his gaze toward the front as Carly set the mysterious gemstone down on the table and reached for a slab of hardened, flat coral.

			Rachel narrowed her eyes as she moved closer and then turned to him to whisper. “Is that a handprint?”

			He grinned. “What do you think?”

			She straightened her shoulders and shook her head. “Impossible to tell. Could be a starfish fossil imprint or something.”

			Which was exactly how Carly presented it to the kids.

			The store owner continued the lesson on the artifacts, explaining their possible origins and what they could be, while allowing the children to maintain some hope in the mystery. As the class dispersed, Rachel turned to him. “Okay, so that was pretty cool,” she said almost begrudgingly.

			“We want kids to have an open mind about a world below the surface that we’ve yet to fully uncover. We want to encourage imagination, but we also want to teach critical thinking and plausibility.”

			She seemed to consider that as Darcy ran toward them, her eyes wide. “Uncle Cal, did you see that beautiful gemstone?”

			He laughed. “I did.” He turned to Rachel. “If you couldn’t tell, this one is all about the bling.”

			They laughed as they waved their thanks to Carly and left the store. A few blocks later, they reached the local primary school. Callan bent and hugged Darcy tight and kissed the top of her head. “Have a great day. I’ll be right here to pick you up after school.”

			He noticed Rachel watching, a look of admiration on her face. Admiration and something else—longing?

			Darcy gave her a quick hug. “Will you be here too?”

			“Uh...” Rachel looked at him.

			“I think Rachel may have things to do, but I’m sure you’ll get a chance to see her again before she leaves town.” Too much would be too much and he didn’t want to put Rachel in an awkward position or let Darcy get attached to someone who wasn’t staying. He was already getting far too attached for the both of them.

			He waved as the kindergarten teacher met the kids at the door and Darcy disappeared inside.

			“She’s a great kid,” Rachel said.

			“The best.”

			“I can tell she feels the same way about you,” Rachel said, unaware how much her compliment meant to him. He never knew if he was doing enough, so to have a stranger observe the special bond he shared with Darcy gave him hope that maybe he was doing something right.

			Their gazes met and held for a long moment. The same unexpected warmness enveloping him as he stared into the most incredible dark blue eyes to ever hold him mesmerized. She was a fantastic woman. Smart, funny, easy to be around, and despite her claims of being a cynic, he’d felt the energy shift around her since the day they’d met. She seemed more open, less guarded.

			“Where to next?” she asked.

			“Hope you like the smell of fish,” he said with a grin.

			

			RACHEL WAS ACUTELY aware of the handsome man walking close beside her along the narrow dock. Despite her phone call with Jaime, she’d been excited to see him again that morning. More excited than she’d been in a very long time. Meeting Darcy had only elevated her admiration and respect for him. He was definitely a man with many layers, and the more she discovered, the more she liked. He was obviously devoted to the little girl and it was so heartwarming to see the two of them together. The slight tug in her chest when he’d hugged the child before leaving her at school had brought up long-repressed emotions.

			How many times had Rachel wished for a relationship like that with her own father? Longed for his love and affection? Only to be disappointed time and again when his search for something bigger was more important than his family. More important than her.

			They stopped at the end of the marina and Rachel read the sign on the small building perched at the foot of a steep-looking cliff. “Port Serenity Marine Life Sanctuary?”

			“If you aren’t buying into the emotional side of Sealena, a more scientific approach might help,” Callan said, opening the door.

			Rachel entered and immediately the smell of sea life and salt water filled her nostrils. Callan hadn’t been kidding. But she was impressed as she scanned the high-end equipment in the small facility. Radars and instruments to perform laboratory tests filled the offices. Wildlife protection resources were stacked on a bookshelf and posters illustrating the work of the sanctuary were on the walls.

			A woman dressed in a wet suit under a white lab coat greeted them as they entered. “Hey, Callan, great to see you. Heard about the bust.”

			“Thanks. It was definitely eventful,” he said, glancing quickly at Rachel. He hugged the woman quickly, then turned to make the introduction.

			“Rachel Hempshaw, meet Dr. Ann Sweeny. She’s one of the marine biologists who work here, studying the various local species. Ann, Rachel is a journalist from Seattle doing a story on Sealena.”

			“A blogger actually,” Rachel mumbled. She couldn’t really call herself a journalist. She’d wanted to be a reporter at one time, but life and financial circumstances hadn’t led to her fulfilling her dream of university... Blogging was the next best thing and she’d been lucky that one of her high school friends owned a magazine.

			“Nice to meet you,” she said, shaking Ann’s hand.

			“Welcome to Port Serenity,” Ann said. “Let me show you around.”

			Ann led the way into her office, where there were dozens of aquariums full of different species of fish and other sea life. Some, Rachel couldn’t even identify. She peered into the tanks and pointed to one blue-and-pink fish with big bulging eyes. It almost looked like it was glowing. “What is that?”

			“That’s Eddie and we’re not entirely sure yet,” Ann said with a laugh. “In addition to protecting this area from overfishing and pollution, one of the things we do here is study environmental DNA. Essentially, we collect samples of everything in the waters surrounding Port Serenity. Genetic material from organisms that shed into the environment tells us what species are living in the waters. Still haven’t quite identified that little guy.”

			Rachel tore her gaze away from the tank. “Have you discovered anything that might be a sea monster?”

			Ann smiled at Callan. “You were right. She is skeptical.” She waved a hand and Rachel followed her into the lab. On the walls were reports from different tests performed on the environmental DNA.

			Rachel scanned it.

			“In each study, we were able to identify about eighty percent of the material and connect it with creatures we all know. There’s fish, dolphin, seal DNA in the water, as well as eel, pigeon, all the usual suspects,” Ann said. “However, the twenty percent we can’t identify means it’s possible that there are creatures living below the surface that we’ve yet to discover, to classify. Like Eddie.”

			Rachel nodded. “Okay, but the unknown isn’t proof of Sealena’s existence.”

			“True,” Ann said, “but you may be interested to learn that we have discovered traces of DNA similar to human genetic material that suggest it’s not completely impossible that there could be a species similar to humans in the darker depths around here.”

			Rachel shivered involuntarily and Callan laughed. “Slightly creepy, right?”

			Ann swiped at him. “Not creepy. Fascinating.”

			Rachel hid a grin. Callan’s hotness had obviously not escaped the doctor’s notice. A slight pang of jealousy surprised her.

			“Well, thank you, Dr. Sweeny,” Callan said. “We won’t take up any more of your time.”

			“Yes, thank you,” Rachel said. “It’s been enlightening.”

			As they headed outside into the crisp, cool Alaskan day, Callan’s smug expression made her laugh. “You think you’ve proved your case, don’t you?”

			“I think I’ve introduced a fraction of a doubt in that mind.” He touched the side of her head and then his hand lingered, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear, then gently caressing her cheek.

			Her heart pounded as she stared into the dark depths of his eyes, his look of attraction undeniable. She swallowed hard as he stepped closer, his hand cupping the back of her head.

			She wrapped her arms around his neck and stood on tiptoes as he lowered his head toward hers. She closed her eyes as their lips met and she sank into him, into the unexpected kiss.

			He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer and holding tight as he deepened the kiss with a sense of desperate urgency, as though he knew this couldn’t last. She savored the taste of him, the smell of his aftershave filling her senses and the feel of his strong, muscular, powerful body pressed against hers.

			It was a damn good kiss. Soft, gentle, yet demanding and passionate.

			Rachel couldn’t recall a kiss that had ever left her feeling breathless, but when she reluctantly pulled back, she fought for air.

			“Sorry, I’m not sure where that urge came from, except that I haven’t met anyone in a long time who’s occupied my thoughts so much or intrigued me the way you do,” he said, releasing his hold on her slowly.

			“Likewise,” she said, her pulse still racing. She barely knew him and yet the kiss had felt right. It had felt natural, as though they’d connected on a level that seemed impossible in such a short time.

			A lot of things she’d once deemed impossible seemed possible in Port Serenity. Could the mythical Serpent Queen be one of them? And could she let her guard down enough to discover the truth?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			“I LIKE THE blue shirt better,” Darcy said, sitting on his bed later that evening, her Sealena plush doll on her lap.

			Callan eyed the green dress shirt he was buttoning and realized he did too. He removed the shirt, hung it back on the hanger and put on the blue one. “You’re right. This one is better.”

			“It’s the same color as her eyes,” the little girl said.

			“You’re very observant.” He grinned. He’d noticed Rachel’s deep blue eyes earlier, as well, when he’d gotten lost in them. Eyes that always held a look of cautious curiosity. Eyes that seemed to see everything and perceive things with a rational mind.

			He normally did too. But there was no explaining how these feelings had come out of nowhere so quickly. In two days of spending time with Rachel, he wanted to spend even more time getting to know her, letting her get to know him.

			Since his sister’s death, he hadn’t opened up to anyone. He’d guarded his heart and had prioritized caring for Darcy and creating a stable, steady life for her. Falling for a tourist from Seattle didn’t follow the game plan.

			But an hour later, sitting across from her at a table in the pub, he had to struggle to keep from throwing the game plan out the window.

			Rachel was wearing a beautiful black halter dress, her dark hair swept up in a high ponytail, revealing a long slender neck and sexy shoulders. She sipped a green serpent tail martini and cocked her head to the side pensively. “Darcy was okay with you coming out?”

			He nodded. “She picked out my shirt.”

			“She has great taste.”

			“I’m definitely going to try to nurture her interest in fashion rather than her fierce protective nature. Do not want her following in my footsteps.”

			Rachel’s smile was warm. “She’s protective of you?”

			“I think losing her mom so early and never knowing her real father has made her slightly fearful of losing me too,” he said.

			“Do you mind if I ask what happened to your sister?”

			He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. He hadn’t really talked about it with anyone before, but he wanted to with Rachel. “She was an incredible artist, but she had her demons. When Darcy was born and her boyfriend left them, she fell into a deep depression. Drugs were an escape...until they weren’t anymore.” They’d all tried to help her, but Marie had been good at hiding just how much pain she was in and how far her addiction had gone until it was too late.

			“Sorry,” Rachel said gently, reaching across the table to touch his hand. “Makes sense that you do what you do.”

			He nodded. “It’s challenging, though, to figure out the bigger purpose. What does Darcy need? A father who protects the oceans and keeps harm away or someone there for her all the time. Someone at every father-daughter dance, in the stands at her baseball games...”

			Rachel’s expression once again held a hint of unconcealed longing as she said, “I can’t imagine how hard it must be trying to make that call.”

			“My parents are hoping I’ll take over running the tour boat next year when they officially retire. That way I can be here full time for Darcy.”

			“Do you want to do that?”

			“If it’s what’s best for her.”

			“Sacrificing a career you love for your daughter is very admirable,” she said, glancing away and staring into her nearly empty glass. She seemed suddenly thoughtful and further away.

			“So, what’s your story? Why the guard rails around your heart?”

			She laughed, but it held a trace of sadness. “Nothing as tragic as yours. Just repeated disappointments, I guess. My dad believed in every hoax out there. He sacrificed a lot in the pursuit of proving things to be real. The impact on our family—emotionally and financially—destroyed any possibility that fairy tales could be true. Even ones about love.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Especially ones about love.”

			He squeezed her hand. “I’m actually starting to only now believe in that possibility.”

			She swallowed hard and he knew he’d freaked her out, but he wanted to be honest with her. Did she feel it too? This wild and unexpected connection between them? He couldn’t deny the intense attraction he felt around her, but it was more than that. He couldn’t describe it any other way than to call it love. Early love, maybe, but definitely love.

			“I have to admit, this is terrifyingly fast, but I really like you,” she said cautiously.

			“But...”

			She laughed softly. “Now who’s digging deep?”

			Her cell phone rang on the table and she frowned as she glanced at the call display. “Sorry, I should take this. My boss.”

			“Of course.” He released her hand and sat back in the booth as she grabbed the phone and quickly headed outside to take the call. An uneasiness washed over him. He watched through the window as she paced outside. She was here for her job and now he could understand why she did what she did. Her father’s choices had left a deep impact if she’d chosen a contradictory path, dispelling myths instead of trying to prove them.

			Could he dare hope that she’d found something to believe in this time?

			

			RACHEL SHIVERED IN the cool ocean breeze as she recounted her experiences to Jaime. Leaving out the part about Callan and Darcy. “It was actually the first time I’ve seen a community educating kids while allowing their imaginations to go unhindered.” Carly and her Sealena School had impressed her. So far, everything in Port Serenity wasn’t quite what she’d been expecting. In the best way.

			“We all know what happens when kids are misled,” Jaime said, sounding unimpressed.

			“Right,” Rachel said. She knew better than anyone how disappointing it could be to learn fairy tales weren’t real. She cleared her throat. “There was also a scientist at the marine sanctuary—”

			“Who confirmed a Serpent Queen?” Jaime interjected sarcastically.

			She swallowed hard. “Not exactly. But there are a lot of things scientists haven’t discovered yet.”

			Jaime was silent on the other end and Rachel sighed. Her boss didn’t want to hear it. Before coming to Port Serenity, Rachel’s mind had already been made up too. But then things had started to change. She still didn’t believe in a half woman/half serpent living in these waters, but she also couldn’t claim that the search for one would be a waste of her readers’ time.

			Ultimately, she worked for a magazine that dispelled myths rather than proving them. And her bills were real enough to pull her out of whatever haze seemed to surround her rationality.

			“You’re right, Jaime. This place is a tourist trap at its finest,” she said, her voice hard as she struggled with an uneasiness in the pit of her stomach. “Talk soon.”

			She turned and the uneasiness transformed into full-on despair, seeing Callan standing there with her jacket. “Didn’t mean to eavesdrop. Just thought you might want this.” His tone was slightly cold. He’d obviously heard the last part of the conversation.

			“Callan, I...” What? What exactly could she say?

			“Is that how you really feel?” he asked.

			“It was. At least before I arrived, before I got to know the residents here and the history...”

			“But that’s not the article your boss wants? The one your readers are expecting.”

			She nodded and shivered again as a blast of wind blew her hair across her face. “Our site is focused on dispelling myths, not encouraging them.”

			“And none of this is real?” He took a step toward her and she swallowed hard. He was talking about more than Sealena. Unfortunately, she didn’t know how to answer. She liked him. A lot. They’d connected deeply in a very short time. She was attracted to him and there was chemistry between them. But could she really trust in these emotions she’d always dismissed as just a way to get hurt?

			“I don’t know,” she said carefully. “Things aren’t always what they seem and it’s complicated.”

			He laughed wryly. “Complicated, that’s something I know well and yet here I was willing to complicate things even further.” He handed her the jacket and she struggled to find the right words. She didn’t know what to say or what to do about this connection she was feeling with him. How could she after just a few days?

			His gaze searched hers, losing hope with each second of silence. His chest heaved in a deep sigh as he nodded. “Good luck with the article. Sorry I wasn’t able to change your mind...or your heart,” he said before turning and walking away.

			Rachel’s chest ached as she watched him go.

			

			INSIDE HER HOTEL ROOM, Rachel sighed as she changed out of her dress and shoes into comfortable clothing and headed onto the deck. She leaned over the railing of her first-floor terrace and stared at the crashing waves hitting the beach.

			She’d blown it with Callan...but what was really there to blow? They’d met only two days ago, and while there was a connection between them, could it lead to something more?

			He claimed it was real, but in her experience, emotions blinded a lot of people to reality. How could he be so sure after only a few days? Had she ever felt so sure about her own feelings for anything? Or anyone?

			What the hell was she supposed to do? She had to write the article her boss was expecting, but she didn’t want to write a cynical critique of this place anymore. She wanted people to visit Port Serenity for all its wonder and possibility. She wanted them to come here for the myth and stay for the community’s warmth and charm and wonderful residents.

			She wanted to believe in this mythical Serpent Queen.

			Staring out at the waves, which were illuminated by the lighthouse beacon, her heart stopped.

			Someone was in the water. She wasn’t flailing about, but she wasn’t swimming against the strong current. If she was calling for help, the sound was being carried away on the breeze, overshadowed by the sound of the waves lapping against the shore.

			Rachel scanned the coastline quickly but didn’t see anyone else around. The beach was quiet and empty.

			She had to do something. She had to help.

			Her heart raced as she propelled herself over the railing and headed toward the water, twenty feet away. She removed her sweater, then took a big gulp of courage before plunging into the freezing water. Her limbs instantly felt stiff and she was gasping when she resurfaced. The water was like piercing knives digging into her skin. She plunged in again, swimming as quickly as she could toward the spot where she’d seen the woman. She caught another glimpse of her, her long hair floating on the surface of the water, her face illuminated by the lighthouse beam as it rotated past again. Expressionless, haunting, an eerie calmness...

			Rachel swam faster and harder against the current and crashing waves. She stopped and scanned, but there was no one there. She turned quickly, treading water to stay afloat, feeling her limbs tiring and going numb.

			Where had she gone? Had the tow taken her out farther? Or had she gone under?

			She inhaled another deep breath and plunged below the surface, eyes struggling to see in the murky depths, ignoring the fear that gripped her chest. She had no idea what was in these waters, lurking beneath her...

			Feeling two strong hands wrap around her waist, her pulse raced as she was pulled toward the surface. She swung around and saw a man dragging her back toward the shoreline.

			“Wait! What are you doing?” She tried to fight against him.

			“It’s okay. You’re okay.”

			“I know I’m okay! There’s another woman out here. I saw her.”

			The man stopped for a second, looked around, then continued swimming toward the shore. Rachel scanned the water frantically, but her limbs were exhausted and she was desperate to be out of the frigid waters.

			On shore, she pointed to the spot where she’d seen the woman. “She was there. I s-saw her f-floating in the water from my hotel room.” Her teeth chattered as she reached for her sweater, hugging it to her freezing, wet body.

			The man scanned the water, then sent her an almost patronizing look. “You’re staying at the Sealena Hotel?”

			She nodded emphatically. “Yes, on the first floor. There was a woman out there. I’m sure of it.”

			“I didn’t see anyone besides you. I live on that yacht over there,” he said, pointing to the largest boat docked in the marina a few yards away. “I’ve been out on the deck all night...”

			“You don’t believe me?”

			He ran a hand over his wet face and hair. “Look, this hotel...this entire community can make you think you saw something.”

			Oh my God, was he serious?

			Rachel scoffed. “Believe me, I’m not prone to an overactive imagination.” She shivered violently in the cold wind. “Please, just check it out.”

			The man sighed but nodded. “Okay, I’ll radio for the coast guard to search the area.”

			“Thank you,” she said. It was something at least. And she couldn’t do any more than she had. Her case certainly wasn’t helped by the fact that there was no sign of the woman. “What’s your name?”

			“Dex Wakefield.”

			Her eyes widened. “As in the Wakefields who own the town?”

			“That would be my ancestors. I’m just the guy who rescues tourists from the water if they’re within a mile radius of my boat,” he said teasingly. “Go inside, get warm. I’ll radio for a search.”

			She nodded as she made her way back toward her hotel room. Shivering and dripping wet, she climbed over the railing and went into the room.

			As she showered, trying to fight the deep chill, she closed her eyes, seeing the woman’s face. Eerily familiar... She wasn’t imagining things. She’d seen someone out there.

			In her bathrobe, she sat out on the deck and watched as the coast guard boat searched the area in front of the hotel. Flashing lights bounced off the waves and a diver jumped from the side of the boat and disappeared below the surface. He had to be searching for at least forty minutes.

			Rachel held her breath as she waited, but his verdict was the same as Dex’s.

			There was no one there.

			Had there been?

			Going into the room, she pulled back the sheets and climbed into bed. It had been a long day and maybe Dex was right. Maybe the whole Sealena investigation had messed with her. Her argument with Callan, his disappointed look as he’d walked away and her conflicted emotions may have left her vulnerable.

			As she reached to turn off the light, the statue at the base of the lamp caught her attention. The Sealena figure made her heart race. That face... That was the face of the woman in the water.

			The caption inscribed along the bottom had her pulse racing.

			A search for me reveals one’s own self.

			An eerie chill danced down her spine. Could she actually have had her own encounter with the Serpent Queen?

			And had she been trying to tell Rachel something?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			BACK IN HER office a few days later, Rachel sat at her desk and hesitated before submitting her article. A different one than she’d originally planned on writing. One she wasn’t so sure Jaime was going to like. This could be career suicide, but she hit the submit button anyway.

			Since leaving Port Serenity, her mind and heart had been a mess. So much had happened in such a short time. The whirlwind trip almost felt as though it hadn’t been real. Like a dream. She hadn’t talked to Callan before leaving, unsure what she could say when she was still so conflicted about everything. He hadn’t made an attempt to see her either.

			She wasn’t sure if it had been love. She didn’t know whether she’d seen the mythical sea creature. But now she had enough belief in the impossible to admit that some myths might hold a grain of truth.

			All those years of not believing her father seemed almost like a wasted opportunity, and a deep regret settled in her chest. She wouldn’t have needed to believe in everything the way he did, but maybe she could have understood a little more, tried harder to connect with him by listening and opening her mind. They might not have been close the way she’d wanted, but maybe they could have been close in a different way. Maybe it wasn’t too late...

			Less than two minutes later, her boss’s stilettos echoed down the hall, approaching quickly.

			Here it comes...

			She sat straighter and squared her shoulders, preparing to defend her article as Jaime entered.

			“What the hell kind of BS is this?” Jaime asked, holding a copy of the article.

			“It’s the truth,” she said, refusing to be intimidated. She’d made her decision and she was sticking to it.

			Jaime’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. “You honestly believe there’s a half-woman/half-serpent creature in the waters in Port Serenity?”

			The idea no longer seemed impossible. “I didn’t say that anywhere in the article.” She’d kept to the facts, the stories, the things she’d learned while she was in the small coastal town.

			“But you also didn’t dispel the myth,” Jaime said.

			Here was her chance...

			“Maybe the magazine could have a section where we don’t necessarily dispel a myth, but explain why it exists, the story behind it, the reasons people believe. Write about its origin, its history, its impact on the community.” She held her breath as Jaime contemplated the idea. What would she do if her boss rejected it? She couldn’t rewrite the article to reflect the point of view she’d held before traveling to Port Serenity. That point of view was different now. Rachel was different now.

			“Okay, fine,” Jaime said reluctantly, not looking overly pleased with the idea. “We will try it. But if it backfires...”

			Her boss didn’t need to finish the sentence. If it backfired, Rachel was out of a job, but she wasn’t sure “new Rachel” could work at the publication much longer anyway. Her time in Port Serenity, her time with Callan had changed her and her outlook and she liked feeling optimistic, open...

			Now she just needed the courage to do something about it.

			

			RACHEL HAD BEEN gone for three days and he’d had to fight the urge to reach out to her. She’d left town without saying goodbye. They hadn’t exactly ended things on a positive note. Maybe he’d overreacted to what she’d told her boss. He knew she honestly didn’t think of Port Serenity that way. He’d seen the change in her over those few days.

			But he’d freaked out at the intensity of his own feelings for her and the fact that he wasn’t confident they were reciprocated. How could they be in such a short time? She’d been right to be cautious, hesitant...

			He ran a hand through his hair as he poured coffee into a mug and sat at the kitchen table. He didn’t want to read her article, but curiosity got the better of him. Curiosity and a desperate need to feel some connection to her. Anything at all.

			On his cell phone, he clicked on the magazine’s website and scrolled to her latest blog. His heart raced at the sight of her picture next to the headline: “Port Serenity’s Sealena: A Search for Oneself.”

			Damn, he missed that smile and those eyes. He missed her fading cynicism and the way she’d opened up to him. The way he’d opened up to her.

			He sighed and prepared himself for the worst as he started to read.

			For the brave men and women who live on Alaska’s rugged coastline, life is unpredictable. Rescue missions, sea pirates and navigating the open ocean present new challenges every day for the members of the Port Serenity Coast Guard, but it’s rumored that they often have a little help.

			Port Serenity, Alaska, is a small coastal town in the southwest region that boasts a lively tourism season due to the town’s historic charm and tales of the folklore legend Sealena. Thousands of visitors flock to the area each year, lured by the prospect of seeing the elusive half-woman/half-serpent creature who is known to protect the ships at sea, unlike her Siren counterparts. And the locals cater to the fantasy with Sealena-themed tours, the Sealena Hotel, the Serpent Queen Pub and a small museum and bookshop dedicated to the sightings of the sea creature over many generations. Statues have been erected in the town’s square and along the marina, and the Welcome to Port Serenity sign features an artist rendering of the mysterious creature. On every pier and in every pub booth, there’s a fisherman eager to tell his tall tale of encounter to anyone who will listen.

			With the breathtaking Alaskan wilderness as a backdrop, I embarked on my mission to dispel the myth of Sealena, but I discovered that not every mystery can be solved so easily. With eDNA suggesting that new species have yet to be discovered and that the ocean’s depths can hold secrets long buried, and older generations teaching newer ones that an open mind combined with critical thinking is a much more balanced way to live, I find it impossible to confirm with a hundred percent certainty that this creature doesn’t exist.

			As a reformed cynic, I can only suggest that you visit Port Serenity and decide for yourself if Sealena is real or just a lovely story to enchant and give hope that something out there in the vast ocean is protecting the waters and shorelines of one of the most beautiful and fascinating places on earth.

			Callan released a breath as he sat back in his chair and stared at the article. Rachel had actually started to believe there was more to the myth of Sealena than she’d originally thought. Dare he hope she’d also started to believe in him? In them?

			Only one way to find out.

			Two days later, Callan entered a building in downtown Seattle and scanned the directory for the office of Dispelling the Myth magazine. Fourth floor. Office 407.

			He entered the elevator and hit the button for the fourth floor. His palms sweat and his mouth was dry as he watched the floor numbers light up.

			He could have called or texted, but the irony was that he’d started to fall for a woman whose phone number he didn’t even know. In a few short days, he’d developed real feelings for her and he needed to know if they were reciprocated. He needed to know if her trip to Port Serenity had resulted in the same connection he felt to her.

			The elevator doors opened and he nearly collided with Rachel as she stepped in, carrying a box of personal items. Her eyes widened. “Callan?”

			Damn, she was so beautiful. The sight of her, dressed in a pretty blue blouse tucked into a tan pencil skirt, her hair in a long braid hanging over one shoulder and a pale gloss on her lips, made his mouth go dry. He hadn’t realized just how much he’d missed her until this tightening in his chest made it difficult to breathe.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked, and it was impossible to read how she felt about seeing him. Her expression was slightly conflicted and bewildered.

			He let the elevator doors close and nodded to the box. “You got fired over the article.”

			“It didn’t go over well with our readers. Guess not every cynic can be converted,” she said softly.

			“Sorry...”

			She shook her head. “I’m not. I like how I feel being open to the impossible.” Her gaze locked with his and now there was soft affection reflecting in her beautiful big blue eyes.

			“Like you and me?” he asked, setting the box down and moving closer to her.

			“Like you and me,” she said. She leaned toward him and he took her into his arms and kissed her gently. It felt so impossibly right holding her, kissing her, being with her. He didn’t need to understand it. All he needed to know was it was real.

			“So, what are you going to do now?” he asked.

			“Well, I thought I should continue my search for Sealena now that I’m a believer,” she said teasingly, standing on tiptoes to kiss him again.

			“Need a tour guide?” he asked, his heart exploding with happiness.

			“You decided to take over your family’s tour boat business?”

			He squeezed her tight, nodding, an idea forming in his mind. “You’re currently out of a job... Maybe you’ll consider applying for a position on board?”

			Her face lit up as she smiled at him. “As your cocaptain?”

			“Why not?” It was a long shot, but he held his breath as he waited for her answer.

			“You know, I can’t think of a single reason,” she said as the elevator doors reopened on the lobby.

			Callan’s heart was full as hand in hand the two of them stepped out together, ready to embark on their next adventure—dispelling the myth that instant love was just a fairy tale.
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