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  Dedication


To all those who continuously fight for our freedoms and to keep us safe.








  
  Chapter One
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Barton Lambeau ran his hand through his hair as he closed his eyes and blew out a breath, hoping it would take his hangover with it. No such luck, however. The tiny drummer in his head continued to pound away, and Barton only wished he knew what the song was. It sounded like some metal band from the eighties, but then his head hurt too much at the moment to think about which band it was. It didn’t matter, though. He knew he’d forget all about it by the time he finished his first cup of coffee. And several pieces of greasy bacon. 
With a groan, he tossed the covers to the side and swung his legs over the edge. As he sat up, however, he paused, closing his eyes and fighting the vertigo that threatened to make him vomit up whatever cheap food he ate in the miserable hopes of soaking up the abundance of alcohol he consumed before realizing it was already too much. He couldn’t help it, however. It had been a great night, and he returned home with his wallet that much fatter.
Once he thought he could move without hurling all over his floor, he eased himself off the bed and reached for his robe. If he were lucky, breakfast would still be waiting for him at the table. It all depended on how mean his sister felt like being to him that morning and whether or not his father had left for the day. His sister could be such a pain in the ass. Just a couple of years younger than him, but she still felt as if she were the mature one. In most cases, she was right, but he hated the fact that she knew it.
Entering the dining room, he saw his father still sitting at the head of the table, his mother at his right side, and his sister on his left. Both his father and sister were already dressed for a day at their investment firm, his father in a suit and tie, while his sister wore a power outfit and four-inch heels. She made even the tallest of men look up at her, and the way she wore her long, blond hair in a tight ponytail let them know she meant business.
Down the middle of the table sat all the delicious, greasy, stomach-filling yumminess his hangover craved. And needed.
He sat down in the chair opposite his father, his robe slipping open slightly across his chest, and reached for the carafe of coffee in the middle of the table.
“A robe?” His sister glared at him. “You couldn’t even get dressed to join us for breakfast?”
Returning the carafe to the table, he shrugged and then reached for the plate of scrambled eggs. “It was a late night.” He yawned, failing to cover his mouth when he did as he reached for the serving spoon.
“Barton!” his mother snapped at him. “Show some manners.”
“Those were his manners,” his sister said with a sigh, rolling her eyes. “He belongs in Hunter’s bunkhouse, rather than a normal home.”
His father said nothing as he shoved a piece of bacon into his mouth. He didn’t have to. His smile said everything for him. While the man was a whiz at investments, he had a carefree, jovial attitude about life. That’s why the two of them got along so well. Barton’s sister, on the other hand, was more like their mother, who preferred things to be perfect. His father made money so he could enjoy life. His sister wanted to make more money because, well, she liked the hunt. Barton didn’t like to hunt. He liked to surf, drink, gamble, and carouse. Definitely carouse. But not hunt. At least, not the way his sister did.
“Ellie, Ellie. Do you really want to start your weekend this way?” He set the eggs down and reached for the bacon.
“It’s Friday, which is technically a weekday. Saturday and Sunday are the weekend.”
Placing five pieces of bacon on his plate, he glanced over at his sister, his brows pinched together in thought. “I never understood that. Isn’t Sunday actually the first day of the week? I mean, Saturday is the Sabbath, right? Which is the last day of the week. So how could Sunday be the weekend when it’s technically the first day of the week? So, if the weekend is two days, wouldn’t it be Friday and Saturday, rather than Saturday and Sunday? That makes more sense to me.”
“It would.” Ellie picked up the orange juice and refilled her glass. “However, you barely work, so what would it even matter which days are actually the weekend?”
He shrugged, grabbing a piece of bacon and shoving the whole thing into his mouth. “You’re right. It doesn’t. Every day is the weekend, if you do it right.”
His father nodded as he leaned back in his seat and lifted his coffee cup to his lips. “Let him be, Ellie.” He took a sip of his coffee and then rubbed his lips together as he set the cup back on the table. “Your brother already said he had a late night.” He glanced over at Barton. “And just what were you doing last night that had you out so late?” He quickly held up a hand before Barton could answer. “If you can say it in front of your mother, that is.”
Barton smirked over at his sister. “Working.” He bounced his brows as he snatched another piece of bacon off his plate. “I found a high stakes poker game last night. Needless to say, I won. A lot.” He crunched down on the bacon, grinning over at his sister.
Ellie just glared at him.
His mother, however, apparently decided to ignore both of them. “Are you all set for that competition tomorrow?” his mother asked as she dabbed her face with her cloth napkin.
Barton stared over at her, one brow cocked as he smiled at the fact she had swept the rest of the table conversation away and changed the subject. “I am. It should be a good day in the water. I might even win.”
“You better win.” His father pointed a finger at him. “You’re a Lambeau. We win at everything.”
Barton chuckled, nodding. “That we do.” He reached for his coffee. “That we do.”
He made it the rest of the way through breakfast, able to avoid more of his sister’s judgmental barbs, and headed back upstairs to get ready for his day. His plan was to hit the beach to catch some waves, practice some of his moves hopefully, and then catch some lunch at Sun on the Beach. Of course, if he were lucky, he would also stumble across some cute little thing to snuggle up with on the sand.
After a quick shower, skipping the shave, he slipped into his swimming trunks and a T-shirt and headed for the stairs. However, no sooner had he opened his door than his sister slammed her palm into his chest and pushed him back inside.
“Obviously, you’re not heading to the office.” She closed the door behind her and then crossed her arms over her chest.
He stared around her at the closed door, a smirk twisting his lips. “Not unless it’s casual Friday.” He tried to step around her, but she blocked his path. “Now, sis, shouldn’t you be on your way to the office? Don’t you and Dad usually ride together every morning?” He cocked his head slightly. “You’re going to miss your ride, aren’t you? You don’t want to be late for school now.” He made a shooing motion with his hand. “Scurry on along now.”
“I was never the one late for school, and you know it.” She blew out a breath, her cheeks puffing out as her lips stuck out. As she took another breath in, she shook her head. “And you’re still late. Actually, you’re absent most of the time.” She raked him with her judgmental gaze. “And it seems like you’re about to play hookie.” He could see the growl on her face. “When are you going to grow up? You’re thirty-two, for crying out loud. You can’t keep playing your way through life.”
He turned and plopped himself down on his bed. “And just why not?” He chuckled as he shrugged. “I’ve made more money so far playing around than I would have in that fancy office I never visit, and we both know it. Almost as much as you have with your investments as a matter of fact.” He took a deep breath, clasping his hands together in front of him. “I know what you’re expecting from me, and we both know you won’t get it. So why do you keep trying? I don’t want the life you have. It doesn’t suit me. I won’t sit behind some damn computer all day, guessing at what markets are going to go up or down and hoping I sell or buy on time. I’m also not wearing a suit unless someone’s dead, and I’m not working nine-to-five.” He pushed himself off the bed, the joy slipping from his face to fall at his feet. “I’m not waiting for someday after I’ve checked all the right boxes and crossed all the proper T’s to enjoy my life, because, hey, sis, we both know that tomorrow isn’t always promised. We’re only guaranteed today. And there’s no promise we’ll make it through that, even.”
“Barton—”
He held up his hand, cutting her off, as he took two steps toward her. “You’re happy doing what you do, and I’m happy for you. But don’t try to make me like you. I’m enjoying my life now. Today.” He stared at her hard for another moment and then pushed his way past her, leaving her and her plans for his life in his wake. If she didn’t understand him by now, she never would, and the people in his family should understand his reason better than anyone else. Death came too soon.






  
  Chapter Two
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“This can’t be happening.” Sky Kelly sat at her desk, wishing for this Friday to be over with already. Tossing the papers she held onto the desk, she blew out a breath of frustration and leaned back in her chair. She glanced over at her accountant, Julia Adams, and shook her head. “I don’t get it. Things didn’t look this bad a few months ago. What happened?” 
Julia shrugged her thin shoulders. “The economy happened. Everything’s gone up in price. Shipping costs have risen as well, and unfortunately sales haven’t kept up with it all. Add to that the fact you don’t want to raise your prices, and eventually, this was bound to be the outcome. I tried warning you.”
Sky nodded, but said nothing else. She knew it wasn’t Julia’s fault, but that didn’t make the news any easier to swallow. For the past five years, she had built Sky Fashions into something on the verge of exploding, selling to the beach communities throughout the world. Her brand rested on the verge of breaking into the big leagues, and now she seemed about to lose it all. It twisted her guts into a knot that threatened to consume her.
Julia said nothing else. She simply left her report on Sky’s desk and left. What else was there really to say? The problem wasn’t hers. It was Sky’s. She had to be the one to figure out this financial predicament before someone like— 
A knock came at her door just before Cliff McCarty stuck his salt and pepper head inside her office. “Got a minute?”
She sighed. Well, he got here faster than I thought. She waved him inside, knowing she would have to deal with him eventually. “What is it, Cliff?” Not that she didn’t already know what was about to spew out of his mouth. It had been his monotonous monologue for a while now.
“I just ran into Julia outside.” He stepped into her office, but didn’t come all the way in. Instead, he paused just inside the door, crossed his arms over his broad chest, and leaned back on the wall. “I’m assuming she brought you the latest report. Is it as bad as I thought?”
She shrugged. “It’s not as good as I had hoped, but we still have time before we need to panic.”
“Are you sure? Summer is here, which should be our biggest period. Yet, we’re still losing money. You should let me bring in some investors who will give us the financial boost we need.”
“Thanks, but I still have it covered.” There was no way she would permit him to bring anyone into her company. Especially people she didn’t know and trust. People who would back him over her. He was too eager to help her out of her current situation, no longer satisfied being in charge of her marketing. Had been too eager for a while now, and she didn’t like it.
“Sky, your focus should be on the brand, making the clothing that you’ve always made so well. You need someone else to take the brunt of the day-to-day off your shoulders. Let me take care of that for you.”
She cocked a brow at him. “I’ve taken care of everything myself since the day I started this company in my parents’ basement. I’m not stopping now. Hell, it took a lot of convincing by Caroline for me to hand the marketing over to you as it is. I’m not giving up more control of the company I built.”
He nodded. “And that was fine while you were still in your parents’ basement, but you’re way past that now. You’re right on the cusp of hitting the next level. Don’t drop the ball now by stretching yourself too thin.”
She started to repeat that she didn’t need his help, but he held his hand up, forestalling her.
“Look, we need an influx of money to keep afloat. At least let me give that to you. We can become partners. Take Sky Fashions to a wider customer base.”
And there it was. Cliff had been after her to make him a partner for the past year and a half. It seemed now he thought he had her over a barrel. What he didn’t know was that she’d prefer just about anyone else bending her over a barrel than him. “As I said. I got this. I busted my ass to get this company off the ground. There’s no way I’m going to let it crumble.”
He stared at her for another moment with his dark, calculating eyes, and she thought for sure he’d try again to convince her to make him a partner. However, he simply nodded instead and left her office.
Well, that went a little too easily. There was no way that would be the end of it, either. Cliff was too damn determined.
Sky turned her chair, so that she faced out her window and stared out at the curling waves of the Atlantic. She should be out on those waves, practicing for the surf competition tomorrow. She needed to win her heats for the prize money she needed to keep her defaulting on her loan in the next week. It could be the only way she kept from losing her company.
She sighed again as she closed her eyes, picturing herself on the water, her legs draped over the sides of her board as she waited for the perfect wave. It was the best feeling in the world.
When she opened her eyes once more, she knew it was time to get out of that office. She felt the walls closing in on her, even with their nautical paintings and decorations. She needed the salt air to clear her mind. It was the main reason she set her business up on the beach. She wanted to escape at a moment’s notice to feel the sand under her toes whenever the actual business part of her business got to her. Something that seemed to happen regularly these days.
The elevator ride from the fourth floor to the lobby was quick. She stopped at the small café off to the side of the front doors and grabbed a latte before heading out to the beach. Passing the small metal tables, she chose to sit on the sand instead. She didn’t care if she got sand all over her pants. Actually, that’s what she needed. The sand. Along with the smell of the ocean.
“Having a rough day?”
She turned as Caroline, her best friend and the entire reason she had to put up with Cliff now, plopped down on the sand beside her and then set a white bag between them. The aroma of burgers filled the air, making Sky’s stomach growl.
Turning back to the ocean, she nodded and reached for the bag. “You could say that.” Reaching in, she pulled out the aluminum foil wrapped sandwich and opened it. “How did you know I was here?”
The redhead shrugged as she reached into the bag for her own sandwich. “I saw you leave the café with just a coffee. I figured if you were heading for the sand, then things weren’t exactly going well, so figured burgers were good comfort food. Want to talk about it?”
“What’s there to talk about? I need what I don’t have. Money.” She bit down on her sandwich, but in her sour mood, it held no flavor. “And to top it off, your friend Cliff started in with his bullshit about becoming a partner once more. I swear that man smells blood.”
“I’m sure he just wants to help. As I said when I recommended him, he’s good at his job.” Her friend popped a fry into her mouth as she arched a brow.
Sky thought about it for a moment. Then shook her head. “If he was that good, we’d have sales to go with his promotions. I can’t tell anything he’s done has worked. I know he’s your friend, and in the beginning, he was a rock star, but over the past few months, he’s kind of slipped off his game.” She didn’t want to say too much negative about Cliff to her friend because of their relationship. She should have known not to mix friendship with business.
“Well, I know the economy sucks right now.” She shrugged. “Maybe that’s all it is. Things will turn around soon. You’ll see.”
“I wish I had the time to find out.” She shook her head as she dropped her sandwich back in the bag, no longer hungry. “I need to win the competition this weekend. The prize money could be the influx of capital I need to stay afloat. It would at least go a little way in making the bank stop circling my business.”
“And if you don’t win?”
She looked over at her friend, her brows pinched in disbelief. “Why would you even put that out into the universe? That’s just rude.”
Caroline shrugged. “I just want to make sure you have a Plan B, that’s all.”
“The surf competition is my Plan B. Running a successful company was Plan A.” She rested her forearms on her knees as she blew out another breath. This should have been easy. She knew her designs were great. People bought them, after all. So why was she losing money?
“We should go out tonight. Have a few drinks. Pick up some strange guy whose name we’ll forget before morning. It’ll take your mind off all this bullshit.”
Sky shook her head. “Thanks. But I think I’m going to get a good night’s sleep and hit the waves first thing in the morning. There’s a lot riding on this.”
Caroline nodded. “I get it.” A salacious grin spread across her face. “I’ll just have to take both guys home so one of them doesn’t end the night heartbroken.”
Sky giggled as she turned her gaze back out at the water. “You would. Greedy. You’ve always been greedy when it comes to men.”
Caroline shrugged. “I like what I like. What can I say?”
Sky reached back into the bag and pulled out her sandwich again, her appetite back. Caroline had a way of making her forget her troubles for a little while with her humor. Although, Sky highly doubted her friend joked about taking home two guys. Not if their past was any indication. 
As she bit into the sandwich, she thought that perhaps the night did call for some cutting loose and wild sex. It had been too long since she had climbed on top of anything other than her surfboard. 
As she stared out at the water, a perfect wave crested, curled, and then barreled down the shore for a while. A smile slipped across her face at the sight. No. The only thing I want to ride right now is a wave as perfect as that one.






  
  Chapter Three
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Barton stood underneath Landon Bowers’ canopy tent, staring out at the curling waves as the next set of surfers hit the water. The wind blew in off the ocean, tousling his dark hair. He had already finished his first heat in the Rochester Shores Independence Day Surf Fest, coming in first. Now he could stand around for a while and watch the others surf, relaxing in the sun and enjoying a beer while Landon tried to sell some of his handcrafted surfboards. 
There were several local vendors at the surf competition, Bowers Boards being one of them. The main one as far as Barton was concerned. But there was also Wave Apparel, Sky Fashions, and Branson’s Fins, each with their own unique merchandise and style. There were also several food trucks set up near the parking lot so people didn’t starve to death as well as a food tent across from Landon’s booth.
As Barton lowered his beer bottle, he noticed a slender woman with long, wavy, dark blond hair step up to the display table of Sky Fashions and thumb through some of the T-shirts stacked on top. He cocked a brow as he studied her from behind, her bathing suit bottoms cupping a delicious set of ass cheeks, while her long sleeve top hugged her breasts. As he watched her, she seemed to reorganize the display table, which made him chuckle, thinking that some customers have too much time on their hands. Yet, from this angle, he hoped she stayed there rearranging things for quite a while. He loved the view.
However, after she straightened the last stack on the table, she said something to the woman at the back of the tent and turned to walk off towards another booth.
“I’ll be back.” He set his beer on the table as he crossed the sand to cut the blonde off. 
“I wouldn’t—” Landon started, but Barton didn’t hang around to hear the rest of whatever his friend wanted to say. Not while this beauty was rushing in the opposite direction.
He followed her to the food booth and stepped up behind her just as she ordered a small thing of fries and a bottle of water. “No burger to go with the fries?” he asked as he stepped up beside her. 
She cut him a side glance as she handed her money over to the man on the other side of the table. “I don’t want to be full. I have a heat coming up. The fries will take the edge off.”
He nodded. “Makes sense. So you’re in the competition, huh? Nice. Are you ready for your heat?”
She took the bottle of water from the guy as he told her the fries would be up in a moment. She nodded and stepped to the side. “I am.” She then tilted her head to the side as she studied him harder. “You went out this morning, right?”
He pressed his lips into a line as he nodded once more, crossing his arms over his chest after telling the man he wanted nothing. “I did. Done for the day until the final heats take place.”
She stared at him, bouncing her gaze back and forth between him and the guy behind the table who was preparing her food. “You’re not getting anything?”
Barton shook his head, still smiling. “What I wanted was on this side of the table.” He waggled his brows at her. “I actually came over here to meet you.”
“You did, huh? And just why would you do that?” She placed her hands on her hips, her water in one hand as she glared at him.
He shrugged. “You seemed like someone I’d want to meet. You know, we have a yacht that we keep at the marina. I’d love to take you out on it.” He gestured to the Atlantic. “It’s gorgeous when you get way out there where you can barely see the shore.”
She bobbed her head slowly. “And you think I haven’t been way out there?”
“No, that’s not what I meant. I just—”
“I know what you meant. And what you thought. You thought you could ease up to me with mention of your family’s money by mentioning your yacht, which probably belongs to you father, and how you’d love to whisk me out to some gorgeous spot on the ocean, and I’d be butter in your hands. I hate to tell you this, because obviously no one else ever has, but you’re not that charming. And any woman who would be wowed by your money is a shallow imbecile whose probably never worked a day in her life because she latches onto men like you who buy their dates.”
He opened his mouth to tell her he’s never bought a date in his life, but she kept barreling on with her tirade, rolling right over anything he wanted to say.
“Well, I’m not one of those women.” She pointed to the canopy tent where he first noticed her. “You see that booth over there? That’s my company. I busted my ass to get that business off the ground. I know what it means to work hard, so your money doesn’t impress me. Especially since it’s probably your father’s money in the first place.”
The guy behind the food table called her name as he set her fries down. 
She nodded once, taking her hands off her hips as she moved to grab her food. “Please. Do us both a favor and go find one of those women.” She turned to him, her lips pressed into a thin line, and gave him a curt nod. “I’m not interested.”
He stood there for a moment, staring after her as she walked back toward her vendor booth, his mouth slightly ajar. How in the hell had
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