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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
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			PROLOGUE

			SKYLAR TOOK ONE last desperate gulp of air before she hit the tumultuous waves of the North Pacific Ocean. Pain radiated through her from the ten-foot fall from the boat, but within seconds she felt numb in the frigid water. Sinking lower and lower beneath the dark surface, bubbles rose all around her as gasps of panic and shock allowed precious air to escape. Ice pans bobbing above her prevented a clear path to the surface. They got farther away the deeper she plunged.

			Just how far would the tow take her under?

			Water churned around her as the unforgiving waves tossed her about. Her lungs ached from holding her remaining breath and her limbs struggled to tread through the current. Eyes wide, she scanned the water around her...seeing nothing except a narrow path illuminated by the light on her helmet.

			A dark shadow crossed the murky beam and her heart raced as her free fall slowed then stopped, and she began the unmerciful trek back to the surface. Moving her arms and legs as quickly as she could with the freezing water paralyzing her, she looked above as she struggled to make her way up.

			Survival...that was all that mattered. She had to stay calm and focused.

			Something brushed against her, forceful and strong, but instead of hindering her ascent, it accelerated it. She looked around, but saw nothing at first. Then another shadow...and another force as though she were being propelled upward.

			Sealena.

			Instead of fear, an eerie sense of calm enveloped her as she moved faster, following her light to the surface. She could see the boat now, and with a few more desperate strokes through the waves, her head crested the top of the water. She inhaled deeply and battled to stay above the merciless waves threatening to take her under again. Her limbs ached as hypothermia threatened to set in. Wind and blowing snow made it difficult to see as she frantically scanned the water around her for any sign of help. But with the poor visibility, no one could see her.

			Skylar was left bobbing alone in the frigid North Pacific Ocean.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Three Days Earlier...

			THEY SAY YOU can’t go home again. If only that were true.

			As Skylar Beaumont drove past the town limit sign with its featured serpent queen, Sealena, welcoming visitors to Port Serenity, the weight of expectation immediately settled on her shoulders.

			Could she really do this?

			Her heart had been pounding since she’d deboarded the plane in Alaska, her insecurities barely contained during the two-hundred-mile drive to her hometown.

			Her reflection in her coast guard uniform in the rearview was one she’d never doubted she’d achieve. A third generation coastie, Skylar had been around the sea her entire life, fascinated by its mysteries, astonished by its paradoxical sense of danger and calm. She’d always known she’d follow in her father’s and grandfather’s footsteps. She just hadn’t exactly wanted to follow those legendary footsteps back to the jagged shores along her hometown.

			Being stationed here meant that everyone would naturally assume she’d gotten this far this fast because of her family name...that her father or grandfather had had some influence over her unusually speedy career advancement. Nothing could be further from the truth. She’d busted her ass at the academy for four years, working harder than everyone else, putting in extra time and excelling in her courses. Then she’d worked alongside the experienced crew of the North Star cutter on the East Coast for two years, gaining her on-sea requirements to write the captain’s exam. And she’d aced it.

			But maybe her last name had helped a little in securing the competitive spot at the academy in the first place...

			Nope. She squared her shoulders and gripped the steering wheel tighter as she fought against the self-doubt. She’d been accepted into the highly competitive program based on her transcripts, her letters of recommendation (not from anyone with her last name) and her own application letter. She’d earned her spot.

			Still, expectations were high and she had a lot to prove.

			She was there now and until she could request a transfer or apply for a new position, she’d have to make the best of it.

			Pulling off the highway, she drove along Main Street, which cut through the center of town. It was just after nine, and the shops were flipping their Closed signs to Open. Tourist season hadn’t officially launched yet, but in the coming weeks, as the late spring weather turned milder, the town’s population would explode, nearly tripling with visitors. By summer, all the local inns would be full and the outdoor restaurant patios would be a constant flutter of laughter and loud music. The marina and beach would be hotspots for families, fishermen and water sport enthusiasts.

			Skylar scanned the familiar surroundings as she drove. She’d lived in Port Serenity her entire life. She’d loved it there as a child, especially during tourist season. She craved the bustle and all the strange, exciting faces of visitors flocking there for the chance to see Sealena for themselves. A glimpse of the serpent sea witch was a rare occurrence indeed, but not an impossibility according to the old fishermen who were happy to recount their tall tales to anyone willing to listen, encouraging tourists to pay an outrageous price to get out on the water for the search themselves. It had been fun to see the renewed excitement on people’s faces as tourists arrived in Port Serenity for the first time.

			Unfortunately, that excitement seemed to dull over the years as Skylar had learned what this popularity had cost the town. As she’d realized that Port Serenity really only belonged to one family: the Wakefields. Their name adorned almost every awning on the main street. Wakefields’ Pharmacy, Wakefields’ Convenience and Grocery, Wakefields’ Outpost and Fishing Supply... The wealthy Wakefields had reinvented the town and in doing so, they basically owned it. It was no secret that the mayor consulted the family patriarch, Brian Wakefield, on every major decision.

			And no one opposed. Everyone appreciated the security the Wakefields’ businesses had provided when the fishing industry had struggled to support families. The influx of tourists meant every local had a way to make a living. Like her cousin Carly, who ran the bookstore and local museum. Restaurants, inns, cafes and gift shops capitalized on the sea witch’s popularity and likeness, making enough during tourist season to keep afloat all year. It was hard to fault the Wakefields.

			Unless of course you were a Beaumont.

			Skylar’s own family had been generations of civil servants, protecting the community they loved. Her great-great-grandfather, Castor Beaumont, had been a state trooper. It was rumored that he’d been responsible for arresting Earl Wakefield, his former childhood friend, on smuggling charges. The man had done time for bringing contraband into Alaska through Port Serenity; the town had been divided and the family feud between the Wakefields and Beaumonts had begun.

			Small towns held long grudges.

			As she turned the corner at the end of Main Street and the ocean came into view, her chest tightened. It felt as though things had frozen in time the day she left. The scene unfolding was eerily familiar. A father and his daughter stood on the water’s edge skipping rocks along the surface. An older woman sat on a graffiti-tagged concrete bench wearing a pensive expression as she stared at the waves and the sun rising over the horizon. A young couple strolled along the wooden pier, hand in hand, a young puppy excitedly walking ahead with a stick in its mouth. Farther down, a seniors’ group did sunrise yoga on the sandy area of the small beach and several fishermen enjoyed a morning beer on the docks with their fishing poles doing the work along the shore.

			On the other side of Marina Way, there were boarded-up beach huts that would open in the hotter summer months, selling ice cream, refreshments, swim gear and overpriced Sealena-themed souvenirs. Among them was a small hut that advertised adventure whale watching tours, bird island excursions and trips to the ice fields in winter.

			In the distance, there was a small research cabin that housed the Marine Life Sanctuary and beyond that, a lighthouse stood high on the hill above. Sailboats and power boats lined the coastline below.

			Everything looked exactly the same as the day she’d left.

			Though her pulse raced as she approached the marina and the nondescript coast guard station, her heart swelled with pride at the sight of the Starlight docked there. With its deep V, double chine hull and all-aluminum construction, the forty-five-foot response boat was designed for speed and stability in various weather conditions. Twin diesel engines with waterjet propulsion eliminated the need for propellers under the boat, making it safer in missions where they needed to rescue a person overboard. Combined with its self-righting capability to help with capsizing in rough seas, it had greater speed and maneuverability than the older vessels. The boat was the one thing she had total confidence in. And she would be in charge of it and a crew of five.

			The crew was the tougher part. She was determined to gain their trust and respect. She was eager to show that she was one of them but also maintain a professional distance. Her father and grandfather made it look so easy, but she knew this would be her hardest challenge, to command a crew of familiar faces. People she’d grown up with, people who remembered her as the little girl who’d wear her father’s too-big captain hat as she sat in the captain’s chair in the pilothouse.

			Did that hat finally fit now?

			Weaving the rental car along the winding road, and seeing the familiar Wakefield family yacht docked in the marina, her heart pounded. The fifty-footer had always been the most impressive boat in the marina, even now that it was over thirty years old. Its owner, Kurt Wakefield, had lived on the yacht for twenty-five years.

			Kurt had died the year before. Skylar peered through the windshield to look at it. Had someone else bought the boat? Large bumpers had been added to the exterior, and pull lines could be seen on deck. She frowned. Had it been turned into some sort of rescue boat?

			It wasn’t unusual for civilians to aid in searches along the coast when requested, but the yacht was definitely an odd addition. There had never been a Wakefield who had shown interest in civil service to the community...except one.

			The man standing on the upper deck now, pulling the lines. Wearing a pair of faded jeans and just a T-shirt, the muscles in his shoulders and back strained as he worked and Skylar’s mouth went dry. She slowed the vehicle, unable to look away. Almost as if in slow motion, the man turned and their eyes met. Her breath caught as familiarity registered in his expression.

			And unfortunately, the untimely unexpected sight of her ex-boyfriend—Dex Wakefield—had Skylar forgetting to hit the brakes as she reached the edge of the gravel lot next to the dock. Too late, her rental car drove straight off the edge and into the frigid North Pacific Ocean.

			

			HOLY SHIT.

			Dex Wakefield dropped the lines he was securing and hopped over the side of his boat onto the pier, risking a sprained ankle at the ten-foot drop. He hurried at a breakneck pace toward where the small Fiat bobbed among several small ice pans, the hood sinking below the water.

			Skylar Beaumont had made quite the unexpected entrance.

			Ignoring the chill in the late April air, Dex kicked off his shoes and jumped into the water.

			Goose bumps covered his exposed flesh and his breath came in small pants as he tried to adapt to the shock. Ice bobbed next to him as he took a deep breath and dove below the surface in time to see Skylar open the driver’s side door and escape from the sinking vehicle.

			Swimming toward her, he reached for her and wrapped an arm around her waist as they moved toward the dock. “What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Saving your life.”

			She removed his arm from around her waist before gripping the wooden planks of the pier overhead. Her breath came in quick gasps and her teeth chattered. “I’m fine. I don’t need your help.”

			His ex hadn’t changed, not one little bit. Still as independent and stubborn as ever.

			He moved back an inch and treaded water as she climbed out onto the wooden dock. Her coast guard uniform dripped with water, and her tight blond bun was slicked to her head.

			The sight might stir a reaction from him, if his limbs weren’t about to freeze off. He was actually grateful for the chilled water. It numbed the myriad of emotions he knew he’d be struggling with soon enough.

			Skylar was back. She was standing right there. On the dock. In Port Serenity.

			He’d think he was dreaming if the cold ocean didn’t reassure him he was definitely awake. And about to get hypothermia.

			He climbed onto the dock next to her as the car continued to sink and cleared his throat. “What happened?” From his vantage point on the yacht’s deck, she’d been staring at him and not paying attention to how close she was to the edge.

			She shook her head as she wiped water from her cheeks and forehead. “Miscalculated the edge of the dock, that’s all.” She avoided his gaze, which confirmed his suspicion that she’d been momentarily distracted by him. “Why did you jump in?”

			“To help you.”

			Her scoff wasn’t exactly the “thanks” he’d been expecting.

			“You’re welcome,” he mumbled anyway, running a hand through his soaking dark hair. The tips felt like they might snap off like icicles.

			“The water level here is like seven feet deep. Now we’re both soaking wet and feeling awkward.” She glanced around, her cheeks blushing a deeper shade of red as people noticed them.

			Several fishermen approached. One pointed to the car and shouted, “I’ll call the fire department!”

			Skylar gave a weak smile and quick wave. “Appreciate it!” Wasn’t the first time a car needed rescuing. She sighed as the back end of the car disappeared below the surface.

			Say something. Don’t just stand here like a moron.

			Unfortunately, he had no idea what to say. Casual chitchat seemed inappropriate, but a confession of never-ending love seemed a little over-the-top for the first conversation since their breakup.

			“So...you’re home.” Most obvious statement ever, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe she was just visiting her family or something, though she hadn’t in over six years. He knew through the grapevine that she met her dad once a year in Wild River at the popular ski resort for the Christmas holidays, continuing a Beaumont holiday family tradition they’d started when Skylar’s mother was still alive. Other than that, Skylar had avoided Alaska while away at the academy, or at least Port Serenity.

			Plus, no one in town had mentioned her impending return now.

			“Yep. I’m home,” she said tightly, still avoiding his gaze. She shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, rubbing her arms in the cold. Obviously, this wasn’t the way she’d been hoping to reunite.

			He was grateful that their first meeting was awkward for other reasons besides the fact that she’d broken his heart when she’d left town and she no doubt remembered that series of events as quite the opposite.

			Though he was sympathetic about the car. The water damage to the engine and electronics could be costly, and the car might always hold a faint smell of seawater in the fabric.

			No amount of pine scented air fresheners could erase that persistent odor.

			“You’re stationed here?” His pulse raced at the thought. She’d always said she wanted to travel the world. Be stationed anywhere but their sleepy hometown. Why the change of heart?

			She nodded. “Yep.”

			She didn’t sound thrilled about it. So, it wasn’t by choice then.

			That made his stomach drop. For the briefest of moments, he’d allowed the slightest bit of hope that maybe...

			Man, he had to stop dreaming. Of course she hadn’t come back for him. They hadn’t even spoken since that last conversation over six years ago. The one that had destroyed him.

			But that was a long time ago.

			He cleared his throat. “How’ve you been? How was the academy?”

			She shot him a look as she shivered in a blast of cold Alaskan wind. “You want to catch up? Now?”

			Right. Probably best to keep the reunion short before they both froze to death. “Did you want to come on board my boat?” he asked awkwardly. “Get some dry clothes... A towel?” Obviously, anything she’d brought with her was submerged with the vehicle.

			She shook her head quickly. “I’ll just walk to Carly’s. It’s only a block away.”

			Carly, the cousin who ran the local bookstore and museum in town. Made sense she’d be staying there. The two had always been really close. But it meant that Carly must have known Skylar was coming back. Who else knew and why hadn’t anyone thought to give him a heads-up?

			“Yeah...right...of course,” he mumbled then cleared his throat as she turned to leave. “You look amazing in that uniform,” he said—because it was true and because he couldn’t not say it. The words had come from the intense feeling of pride surfacing in his chest. She’d done it. She’d followed her dreams and had succeeded, just like he always knew she would.

			Resisting the urge to hug her was difficult. Seeing her again had immediately caused all of his repressed feelings to return. All the memories, all the plans for the future... He’d missed the hell out of her these past six years and here she was. Back in town.

			He’d never allowed himself that hope.

			“Thanks...” she said awkwardly, her gaze questioning, less guarded for a fraction of a second. Then she turned away and pointed down the street. “I should go. I have to figure out what to do about the car.”

			Obviously the priority and the only thing she was concerned about. This run-in with him wasn’t having the same impact on her emotionally. What had he expected?

			“Hope you didn’t pay a lot for it,” he said.

			“It was a rental.”

			Ouch. “Hope you had insuran...” He stopped, seeing her lower lip suck in. “Well, let’s just hope you can drive a boat better than you can drive a car.”

			She looked far from impressed by his attempted joke. “Bye, Dex.” And with a wave tossed over her shoulder, the love of his life walked away from him.

			Again.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“HEARD YOU MADE quite a splash arriving in town,” Carly said from the doorway of the spare room that Skylar was occupying indefinitely.

			Skylar cringed as she sat on the edge of the bed and tied her running shoes. News about her mishap had spread through town already. So much for making a quiet entrance. Those fishermen sure liked to talk.

			At least the rental company had been a lot more understanding about it than she’d expected. Of course, they might not be so accommodating on her wallet once the estimate came in from Tom’s Auto Repair, where the car had been towed once the fire department pulled it out of the marina.

			The whole thing had been mortifying. Made a million times worse by Dex’s involvement. It had been the sight of him, moreover the sight of the old yacht transformed into a rescue boat, that had thrown her. She’d thought he’d abandoned the dream they’d once shared, so why turn the boat into a volunteer response unit? Unfortunately, she’d have to talk to him to find out and she was hoping to avoid him as much as possible. Standing there face-to-face with him after no contact in six long years, her head and heart had been all kinds of messed up. He’d looked gorgeous even soaking wet, with pieces of seaweed clinging to his T-shirt. The eighteen-year-old boy she’d left behind was older and definitely more mature, but those same piercing blue eyes and light stubble along his jawline had brought her back in time to when she could lie in his arms and stare at that face all day.

			Today, she’d struggled to meet his gaze.

			Just seeing him made it difficult to breathe, with the embarrassment, uncertainty and a lot of unsaid words. If she reexamined the past, let him close for even a second, she knew she’d be in trouble. He’d always held her heart, which meant he also had the ability to break it. And this day had made it painfully obvious that nothing had changed.

			She forced a smile, turning to Carly. “I may need to borrow your car for a week or so...”

			“No problem,” Carly said, coming all the way into the room.

			“And thanks again for letting me stay with you.” Though depending on how long she stayed, she might have to do some redecorating of the spare room.

			Unlike Skylar, Carly was obsessed with the small town’s mythology, the stuff Skylar viewed as a tourist trap. Her cousin’s apartment had almost as many figurines and collectibles about Sealena as the museum and bookstore she ran, one floor below. Carly’s mother had run the store, which was owned by John Wakefield before she’d remarried and moved to Anchorage. Being from the maternal side and not an official Beaumont made it easy for Carly to overlook family loyalty and work in the tourism industry in Port Serenity.

			Skylar understood why her cousin worked at a job that perpetuated the Wakefields’ influence over the town. Everyone needed to work. What she couldn’t overlook was the large artwork hanging above the bed—Sealena holding two ships high in the air, saving them from a raging storm. That would be a source of nightmares. She hoped her cousin wouldn’t be too offended if she suggested relocating the art temporarily.

			Of course, Skylar could have moved back into her family home across town. Her old bedroom was still the same way she’d left it. But she was desperately trying to be as independent as possible.

			Working with her dad was going to be challenging enough.

			“I love having you here,” Carly said with a warm smile reflecting in her dark brown eyes. “Even if it’s because you don’t want to sign a year lease on a place and commit to staying in Port Serenity a second longer than necessary.”

			Skylar didn’t deny it. She’d never been successful in hiding anything from Carly. Not even her feelings about being stationed back home for her first captain assignment. Her cousin was more like an older sister. Growing up, they’d been inseparable. If there was one good thing about being back home after years away, it was reconnecting with Carly.

			Carly sat on the edge of the bed with a mischievous gleam in her eye. The kind only good gossip could inspire. “Hey, you know who else recently moved back to Port Serenity?”

			Growing up, Skylar had longed for the anonymity of a big city, away from the gossip that could set the small town abuzz. But she was curious, despite herself. With a population of four thousand people, there were hardly enough people to leave, let alone boomerang. “Who?”

			“Isla Wakefield.”

			Skylar’s heart raced for a dozen different reasons. “I thought she was working as an adventure tour guide off the coast of Mexico?” Isla Wakefield, Dex’s sister, was two years younger than Skylar and the two of them had never gotten along. If Carly wasn’t Facebook friends with the other woman, Skylar wouldn’t have known what had become of the spirited, energetic terror.

			“It was actually Belize, and then she worked on some cruise ship for a while,” Carly said. “She moved back unexpectedly late last year after her grandfather died.” She shrugged. “We all assumed she was back for the funeral, but then she stayed.”

			Maybe she’d gotten tired of working for a living. It wasn’t as though anyone with the last name Wakefield ever had to. Four generations ago, the Wakefields had taken the sleepy fishing town and turned it into a thriving tourist destination by claiming the Sealena mythology. In fact, the serpent queen had been rumored to exist in Alaskan waters for centuries, but the town chose to believe it was the brainchild of Isla’s great-great-grandfather. The man was credited with “saving” the community when the local fishing industry had been going through hard times, and there was a bronze statue of him erected at the marina. As a child, he’d always looked like a pirate to Skylar...

			Probably because he had been. The Wakefields might make their fortune honestly now, owning almost every business in town, but rumor had it that that hadn’t always been the case.

			“Anyway, I just wanted you to know...in case you ran into her,” Carly said, a note of worry entering her tone as she began to tie her dark, thick hair into a long braid.

			Skylar waved a hand as she stood and reached for her Apple Watch. “Water under the bridge. That was all years ago,” she said, hoping her time away made it harder for Carly to detect bullshit when she heard it.

			“Well, that’s a relief. Wouldn’t want another scene at the Serpent Queen Pub.” Her cousin raised an eyebrow over the pale pink rims of her glasses.

			Skylar’s cheeks flushed at the mention of her not-so-finest-moment. She’d desperately tried to erase the memory of graduation night from her mind over the years. Maybe it wasn’t such a distant recollection for others... Small towns had long memories.

			“No fear of that. I will be flying completely under the radar...after today’s incident of course.” She put on her watch. “I have to go for a run, burn off some of today’s excitement, but I’ll see you tonight?”

			Carly looked thrilled at the prospect of a long overdue girls’ night. “Boxed wine, Doritos and trashy reality TV?”

			Skylar laughed. Their old high school ritual when they’d had the metabolism for such a dinner, even when they were underage. She’d missed those girls’ nights with her cousin. One was definitely overdue, but... “I’d love to, but someone committed us to dinner with my dad, remember?”

			Carly’s braid swished around her shoulders as she shook her head. “Damn it,” she said. “Why didn’t you stop me?”

			Skylar hugged her cousin quickly as she passed into the hall. “I seem to remember suggesting we tell my father that I wouldn’t be back until tomorrow, but you vetoed the idea.” She’d been more than willing to postpone the family reunion for an extra day, giving herself time to adjust to being home, wrap her mind around the idea that in a few days she’d be working alongside and technically under her father’s command. But Carly couldn’t lie if her life depended on it.

			“I guess I’ll see you at your dad’s place then!” she called as Skylar descended the stairs.

			A moment later, Skylar shivered as she stepped out into the late April Alaska wind. In Connecticut, spring had been well under way, so the chill here would take some getting used to. The weather was just another reason she was less than thrilled to be back. She’d been desperate for a posting in a warmer climate, protecting a warmer ocean...preferably one without a sea creature lurking beneath the surface.

			A place where long-repressed feelings couldn’t resurface either.

			

			THE SERPENT QUEEN PUB was bustling even despite the early hour. As the only watering hole in town, it was the hot spot for after-work drinks, all-night benders, celebrations and drowning ones’ sorrows. The pub boasted small-town charm, with rustic furnishings and modern technology. Its decor included dark-stained wood, large windows that looked out over the marina and local family crests painted on tin panels on the ceiling. Old oil lamps had been refashioned into hanging light fixtures above the bar, wooden barrels had been repurposed as bar stools and framed photos of generations of sailors made everyone feel welcome and at home. The room’s focal point was a large statue of Sealena, and a framed photo of the bar’s founder hung behind the bar. Dex’s great-great-grandfather, who everyone said was the spitting image of Dex himself.

			Loud music from a local folk band blasted from the speakers and groups of friends laughed and chatted above the noise. Dishes clanged in the kitchen and the bartender, Zac, sang horribly off-key as he filled a row of shot glasses with whiskey.

			But nothing could drown out the whirlwind of thoughts in Dex’s mind. Skylar was home. The love of his life was back in the small hometown that she’d been desperate to leave forever.

			He hadn’t expected to see her, so he hadn’t exactly rehearsed what to say, how to act... He hadn’t had time to put up a shield, so his heart had picked up where they’d left off, right back to loving her.

			Zac placed the pint of beer on the bar in front of him and grinned, the expression making it impossible to believe the man had stood behind the bar serving drinks since Dex was a boy. No one in town could correctly guess his age. Never married, no kids, no family—no one could even remember where Zac had even come from. He’d always just been there behind the bar. A landmark in his own right. “Heard there was some excitement down at the dock this morning,” he said, pouring some peanuts into a tiny bowl in front of Dex.

			“We really should discuss putting a barricade along the dock at the next town meeting,” he mumbled.

			“Or you could try not distracting the ladies with those bulging biceps while you work on that impressive boathouse of yours,” Zac said.

			If only he believed that was what had happened. If Skylar had felt an ounce of interest, she hid it well. “Thanks for the tip.”

			He picked up his beer and carried it to the corner table where the off-duty members of the Port Serenity Coast Guard sat drinking and eating wings. They were celebrating a successful rescue of a small fishing vessel stuck in the ice about thirty miles off the coast the night before. Dex had assisted on the call with his converted family yacht.

			He pulled out a chair and sat, scanning the table. Yep, everyone was avoiding his gaze. “Did you all forget to tell me something?”

			The men exchanged looks. No one looked like they wanted to comment.

			“Surprise?” his friend, Doug Fields, said, hiding a guilty-as-shit look behind his beer bottle.

			Dex scoffed. It had been a surprise all right. The sight of his ex had knocked the air from his lungs faster than the plunge into the marina. She’d looked breathtaking and so far out of his league dressed in her captain’s uniform... Even soaking wet. He’d never doubted she’d excel at the academy. She came from a long line of strong, passionate law enforcement officers, but he knew it was her own dedication and hard work that got her where she was. Skylar Beaumont was a force, with a spirit so intense, she would have completely intimidated him if it wasn’t for the insane attraction that had once existed between them.

			Still existed, at least for him.

			“No one thought to tell me she was being stationed here?” He wasn’t officially part of the crew, but a heads-up about something like this would have been appreciated. It wasn’t as though she’d be his boss, but he suspected she’d have something to say about his volunteer position. Her father never hid his own disdain about it.

			He also felt a little inferior. Skylar was a commanding officer of a response boat and he was an unemployed trust fund volunteer.

			“We weren’t really sure how to tell you,” Doug said. The cutter crew member offered a sympathetic look that Dex was desperate to brush off.

			“Why? The thing between Skylar and me...” He shook his head. “It was nothing—a teenage forbidden love thing...” Their relationship had been a secret because of their families’ generations-old feud. Only a few close friends, Carly and Dex’s sister, Isla, had known.

			“So, having her back in town has zero effect on you?” Doug asked, running a hand over his wavy, sandy blond hair and leaning back in his chair.

			“Zero.” Thank God Dex had a poker face.

			Doug glanced beyond him out the window and nodded, slightly unconvinced. “Okay, so, seeing her is no problem?”

			“None.” Dex turned to follow the other man’s line of sight, and his poker face started to slide.

			Damn, if Skylar had looked amazing in her uniform, she looked like a dream in the leggings and tight, long-sleeved tee she wore now as she passed the pub window. The familiar sight had his throat tightening.

			How many times had they run the pier together? Pretending not to be running together.

			Keeping their relationship a secret from their families and almost everyone in the small town had been nearly impossible...fun in the beginning, but then he’d wanted to get serious. He’d wanted to tell everyone.

			She’d been worried about the feud, but he’d wanted to show the Beaumonts that he wasn’t his great-great-grandfather. That while he wasn’t proud of the questionable business habits from previous generations, they also weren’t something he could change. He wanted them to see him for who he was, that he was good enough for Skylar. He’d tried to be good enough for her.

			Then he’d messed everything up.

			There were a lot of things he wanted to tell her. So much he wanted to explain.

			Standing, he took a swig of liquid courage...then decided to take the beer glass with him as he strode out of the pub. He took a deep breath as he started to jog after her, steady handed so as not to spill the liquid.

			He swallowed hard at the sight of her shapely curves ahead of him as her feet bounced off the pier’s weathered wooden planks. She’d always had an amazing, athletically built body. His seventeen-year-old self had barely been able to keep his hands off her. Apparently, that desire hadn’t faded.

			He should turn back. This wasn’t a good idea.

			Unfortunately, hearing footsteps behind her, she glanced behind herself and saw him.

			No turning back now.

			The look of pleasant surprise in her bright blue eyes gave him a moment of hope as he reached her, before her gaze settled on his beer stein. She frowned and picked up her pace.

			He sped up and passed her. Then jogging backward to face her, he asked, “Wanna race?” Maybe things didn’t have to be so serious. Maybe just being friendly and leaving the past in the past was the way to go.

			But she scoffed. “It wouldn’t be a fair challenge.” She paused. “For you.”

			Clarification hadn’t been needed. She’d always been the faster runner. He’d pretended to have his ego hurt by her athleticism, but secretly he’d admired her for the achievements. He’d loved that she could kick his ass at anything...at everything, all day long. “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you. You’ve been away for six years.”

			She didn’t even glance at him as she continued down the pier, barely breaking a sweat. “When have you ever beaten me?”

			“That one race in senior year...the Wild Coast nationals... My time was better than yours,” he said, slightly out of breath from the pace they were keeping. Man, was he really this out of shape? He worked out with the crew at the station’s gym, but maybe he needed to add some cardio. He’d definitely let himself slide a little since his high school football days.

			Skylar raised an eyebrow, finally looking right at him. “You mean, the one where it turned out I was competing on a broken ankle?”

			He laughed. “A win is a win.” He took a swig of beer, draining the glass, then set it on a wooden post without slowing his pace. “What do you say—rematch?”

			She looked conflicted, which made him feel a little less like he was stranded in uncharted waters at sea, in a dinghy all alone. If she agreed, maybe it would mean they really could move on.

			But then she checked her watch and cleared her throat. “I’m actually late for dinner with my dad.” She turned and headed back in the opposite direction. “See you around.”

			He sighed as he stopped running and watched her go. “Absolutely. Rain check,” he called after her, knowing there wouldn’t be another opportunity. Skylar might be back in their small hometown, but he had a sinking suspicion that she would avoid him as much as possible.

			

			A COMFORTING FAMILIARITY mixed with an inexplicable anxiety wrapped around her as Skylar walked into her family home later that evening. After her second run-in with Dex, Skylar felt like she was on an emotional roller coaster already. She’d known this homecoming would have its challenges, but she’d failed to estimate the significance of them.

			This was the first time she’d been home since leaving for the academy and the first time being there without her mother. Her mom had cancer twice, beating breast cancer when Skylar was twelve. Unfortunately the second bout had been fast and there had been no time for treatment. Diagnosed with stage four pancreatic cancer, she’d been gone less than a month later. They’d spent those final few weeks together at her mother’s favorite inn in Wild River before her mom had insisted Skylar leave as planned for the academy. She’d wanted Skylar to be free of memories of her final days.	

			It had felt like an impossible request to grant, but Skylar’s father had insisted they follow her mother’s wishes, allowing her that peace. Focusing on her studies had been hard in those first few months, but Skylar had been grateful for the chance to say goodbye and then the distraction of her course load. She knew her mother was proud of where she was and the life she was building for herself. That had been a blessing.

			Walking into the house now, she unexpectedly felt like that teenage girl hiding things from her family again. Seeing Dex had felt like no time had passed since the day he’d broken her heart by telling her he wouldn’t go to the coast guard academy after all. That he’d changed his mind, was no longer planning the future they’d talked about for months... That he was ending things instead of fighting for a relationship with her.

			That maybe their families were right.

			She’d hoped that now with a new maturity, she could see him and not feel the dull ache of longing, the sting of disappointment and betrayal...the pain of not having had him by her side during one of the toughest storms of her life, starting adulthood with all its uncertainty after just having lost her mom. But there it was, even stronger than ever.

			Of course, he’d seemed unaffected. Laid-back, charming Dex without a care in the world had been able to jokingly challenge her to a race without a blink of remorse in those dark, seductive eyes that had always pulled her in with their hint of what couldn’t be, what shouldn’t be.

			Passing the collage of family photos in the hallway, she paused to glance at a picture of her before her high school winter formal. In a red Cinderella-style dress that she’d taken weeks of searching to find to wear to the holiday event, her hair and makeup done by Carly, her heart ached seeing her younger self’s mischievous smile.

			Her date looked less happy, since he was part of her ploy to get out of the house so she could meet up secretly with Dex. Brad’s date had been posing for a similar photo with Dex across town in the Wakefields’ mansion. It had only taken a signed trading card of Brad’s favorite baseball player and a charm bracelet for Tiffany to secure their help.

			Back then, the hidden relationship had been fun, exciting... Sneaking around had added an element of adrenaline that only fueled their already overactive hormones. But they’d both eventually wanted to tell everyone about their relationship. With Dex joining her at the academy, they could have put an end to the secret. They’d tell their parents after they’d both been accepted and then they’d leave together...

			Then Dex had bailed.

			“There she is!” her father’s voice boomed behind her and made her square her shoulders as she turned with a respectful smile.

			“Sir.”

			“At ease,” he said with a grin. “Hi darlin’.” He opened his arms wide and Skylar immediately felt the uneasiness in her stomach subside.

			“Hi, Dad.” She’d always thought of her father as two separate people. As her mentor, admired and respected with a slight reservedness whenever he was in uniform. And as the soft, kind-hearted amazing dad when he spent time with her and her mother.

			“So good to have you home.”

			She knew he’d been lost at first without her and her mom. He’d thrown himself into work to help fill the void and escape the loneliness at home. Before her mom’s death, he’d been talking about an early retirement. But here he was, still working.

			He pulled back and studied her closely, his perceptive gaze holding a hint of suspicion. “Though I’m also a little surprised.” He paused. “And not just because you drove off a dock.”

			She sighed. Of course he’d heard she wasn’t exactly off to a great start.

			Should she confess that Port Serenity hadn’t been her choice? She was here now. No sense hurting her father’s feelings. He’d always wanted her to be stationed here like he’d been and his father before him. But, he’d also understood her desire to step out from under his shadow and travel the world.

			“It’s temporary,” she said carefully, “but what better place to start my new posting?” She forced an optimistic tone, hiding her dread of working alongside him.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t want to continue to learn from him, she just knew everyone would struggle to take her seriously, see her as anything more that Captain Beaumont’s daughter. With his experience and being the most senior crew member, he outranked her, but they were both commanding officers of the ships. Could they maintain a strictly professional relationship at work? Would she be able to command a crew her way without his interference? Interference he’d never think to engage in with someone who wasn’t family.

			But if her father sensed her turmoil, he didn’t show it. “Drink?” he asked her and then Carly as she entered the room.

			“I brought wine,” Carly said, carrying the bottle into the kitchen.

			Skylar followed her dad into the other room, where the smell of lasagna hit her and her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten yet that day. After the incident at the dock, the meetings with Dex and getting settled into her new accommodations, she hadn’t had much appetite, but apparently the scent of cheese and Bolognese sauce was enough for her taste buds to temporarily forget her stress. “Smells so good in here. Garlic bread?”

			Her father opened the freezer and took out the loaf. “What’s Beaumont lasagna without garlic bread?” he asked.

			Skylar laughed, but it died on her lips as she looked past him to the fridge. A familiar piece of paper was stuck there with a picture frame magnet of the three of them in Wild River. “Is that a copy of my final transcript? How...? Why...?”

			Her dad looked sheepish. “Okay, so I pulled a few strings to get an official copy.”

			Her gut dropped. How many other strings had he pulled along the way? Nope, she wouldn’t lose confidence. She’d earned her spot at the academy and this transcript was proof that she deserved to be there. Her grades were fantastic. But her father’s actions were inexcusable. Had he had something to do with this posting?

			“Dad...” Keeping her voice calm was a struggle.

			“I’m sorry. I’m just so proud of you. Top of your class.” He lifted his arms in a “raise the roof” motion, his excitement preventing him from seeing her annoyance.

			Behind him, Carly was shooting her a look that begged her to let it go. Carly’s mom had raised her alone, and Carly had longed for a father. She always said she envied the relationship that Skylar had with hers. And truth was, Skylar knew how lucky she was. She and her dad had always gotten along. With their shared interests and passion for the ocean, they’d been so close.

			So, again she forced a smile and let it go. She couldn’t be upset with him when he was beaming with pride. As much as she wanted to stand on her own, she was a Beaumont and she couldn’t change that.

			Despite the number of times as a teen she’d wished she could so that the relationship with Dex wouldn’t be so forbidden.

			She shook her head as she reached for the wineglasses. Silly teenage love. That was all it was back then. Broken promises had a way of hardening the heart. At twenty-five, she could see things for what they were.

			What they still are apparently...

			Dex hadn’t changed a bit. Still gorgeous, still charming, still rich and still unmotivated... Still a Wakefield.

			There was obviously no escaping genetics.

			

			IN HINDSIGHT, APPROACHING Skylar on the pier may not have been the best way to play things. Not if he planned to show her that he was a better man than she thought. Not just someone who was happy to coast through life, living on his family’s money without goals or ambitions of his own. Unfortunately, it was hard to change someone’s perception when he wasn’t sure he could really prove that he was anything but.

			Past regrets weighed heavy on him as Dex climbed aboard his home on the water that night. Those regrets had been easier to ignore before Skylar’s return.

			Twenty-four hours ago, he’d been perfectly content with his simple small-town life. Or at least making the best of the cards he’d been dealt. Suddenly, things were different.

			Hanging his keys on the hook near the door, he flicked on the interior lights in the main cabin, which served as his main living space. He’d lived on the boat with his grandfather since he’d graduated from high school, until the older man passed away last year. Truthfully, The Mariana, affectionately named for his grandmother, had always been more “home” to Dex than anywhere else. As a child, he’d spent entire summers on the boat with his grandad, sailing all along the Alaskan coast, fishing and exploring or just camping out on deck when the boat was docked, staring at the millions of stars overhead.

			Turning it into a volunteer rescue boat in recent months had helped to make his inheritance feel less privileged. Refurbishing the boat and giving back to his community gave him a sense of purpose, a focus as he’d mourned the loss of the family member he’d been the closest to. The new steel hull, aluminum pilothouse and rubber bumpers at the tip of the bow had changed the esthetic but increased functionality. Fat racing tires added to the side for protection when the boat neared tankers and freighters may have reduced the sale value of the vessel, but he had zero intentions of ever selling it anyway.

			In the bow, he’d installed two FM radios, two CB radios, a ship to shore AM radio, top-quality radar and huge searchlights, making him that much more useful on rescue missions. The local coast guard crew knew they could depend on him.

			If only Skylar knew it...

			Sitting at his desk with his laptop open, he clicked on a website he frequented far too often lately. Leaning back in his chair, he waited for the beautiful images to load. Golden hair, dark hair, black eyes, blue eyes... So many to choose from. Where did he even start? As he surveyed the selection of adoptable animals, he once again couldn’t decide which dog he liked most.

			German shepherds had always been his favorite breed, but the expressive golden retriever faces just melted his heart. He scrolled through the listings, but reading their individual journey stories only made the decision even harder...

			The yacht door opened and Dex quickly closed the laptop as his sister entered.

			“You will not believe who is back in town,” Isla said with her usual overdramatic flair.

			“Skylar Beaumont.” Normally, he’d play the game, but he wasn’t in the mood. Twice that day he’d had an opportunity to talk to her and make amends, and he’d chickened out both times, relying on surface level banter and humor as a shield.

			“You’ve seen her?” His sister’s protective instincts seemed to float around her as she pushed her pink-blond hair behind her ear. Hadn’t it been a pale blue, maybe purple, yesterday?

			She was always fashionable, but her look changed faster than her love interests. Dex couldn’t keep up with his high-strung, passionate, adventure-seeking sibling. He’d long ago stopped trying.

			Unlike Isla, he preferred routine and comfort. Same old, same old. There were no surprises in his wardrobe. Jeans, T-shirts and hoodies. He’d had the same hairstyle since he was five years old and the only thing about his appearance that ever changed was the length of his facial hair...mostly during sports playoff seasons when he let it grow to avoid bad luck for his favorite teams.

			“Only briefly,” he said. Both times, he’d crashed and burned. If she was staying in Port Serenity, they’d need to figure out a way to co-exist. Dex couldn’t handle another tension-filled exchange. Either it would get easier, or it would grow harder and harder on his aching heart.

			“I drove past her on Main Street earlier, standing outside Wakefields’ Wine and Spirits, looking like she’d rather have her arm chopped off than go in. As though entering one of our businesses would be betraying her dear old dad.” His sister removed her sweater and tossed it onto a chair, still raging.

			“Can’t fault her for being loyal to her family,” he muttered.

			Isla didn’t seem to hear him. “The nerve of her to even come back here. I mean, didn’t she vow never to step foot in Port Serenity ever again?”

			He rolled his eyes. His sister’s memory of that graduation night before Skylar left town was obviously clouded. “Not exactly, and that was almost six years ago. Let’s drop it and move on.”

			Her green eyes narrowed as she studied him. “Drop it and move on? You can do that? You can live here in the same small town with the woman you’ve been pining over—”

			“I haven’t been pining.”

			“You haven’t dated anyone since her.” Hands on her hips, his baby sister was ready to argue her case.

			“That’s because of other reasons,” he mumbled.

			She nodded slowly. “Okay. I’ll pretend to buy that.” The conversation had moved into territory that neither of them wanted to talk about. “Were you looking at dogs again?” she asked, collapsing into a chair and setting her bag by her feet.

			“No,” he lied.

			She shot him a look, one microbladed eyebrow raised almost to her hairline. “Bullshit. You closed the laptop faster than if you’d been looking at porn. We’re not getting a dog,” she said.

			“You’re not getting a dog. I might.”

			“I’m deathly allergic.”

			“More reason to get one so you’ll move out,” he said with a grin.
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