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    Chapter 1




    SHIT, SHIT, SHIT…Gideon Cooper’s thoughts danced with images of his gorgeous wife and what she’d be doing for their anniversary.




    “Damn it! This is the worst possible day for me to have to tell her this news,” Gideon mumbled. He gripped the steering wheel tightly as he ran through all the ways this night could go—none of them ended well.




    Gideon knew Charlie would go all out with the romance stuff: candles, the plates they got as wedding gifts, real napkins, and shit like that. But what he was really looking forward to was what she’d do in the bedroom—always his favorite place to be with his wife. Not that they didn’t have fun in every other room in the place too…and the car, the laundry room, the pool…




    “Shit! There’s no way she’s going to let me near the bedroom after I tell her the news.”




    ***




    Charlie Cooper stood with her hands on her hips as she surveyed the tiny apartment, making sure everything was ready. This night needed to be perfect. She’d done her best to achieve that goal, and while she wished there was more she could do, she also knew there was no way she could justify spending any more money. Gideon worked so hard, and even though he made more than enough to support them, she felt guilty because she was still in school, unable to contribute to their household. She could always dip into her savings, but Charlie would never do that; Gideon insisted the money she’d put away was for her to finish school—he could take care of them. He was a proud man, and she loved that about him.




    As she studied the small table in what they affectionately referred to as the “dining area,” Charlie was pleased with the new tablecloth she’d bought that morning. It was a beautiful, rich wine brocade. Her fingers gently slid over the material. She really shouldn’t have spent the money for such a silly thing, but it had been on sale, and she’d fallen in love with it as soon as she’d seen it. She’d pushed the limits of the budget a little, but this was a special occasion.




    Set atop the new tablecloth were the two place settings of china and three stray pieces of silverware they’d gotten for their wedding. Gideon thought it was silly to keep two spoons and a fork that didn’t match anything else, but Charlie couldn’t bring herself to return them; she hoped someday they’d be able to complete the set. While their wedding wasn’t traditional, Gideon’s mother had insisted they register and let all the relatives feel included. Thus the bits and pieces Charlie now had set out on her table.




    A bottle of champagne was chilling in the fridge, and Charlie had made her vegetable lasagna for dinner. The smells filling the apartment were heavenly. She had no doubt Gideon would appreciate all the effort she’d put into their celebration. He was always so appreciative of everything she did for him, and for their life together.




    Gideon’s job was stressful, so on days she didn’t have afternoon classes, Charlie made sure she had a good meal cooked and ready when he got home. She worked hard at the one thing she could do for him, which was to make their apartment a home—one he was happy to come back to at the end of every day.




    With everything ready, Charlie sent Gideon a quick text to get his imagination working, then decided to relax in a nice, hot bath before she had to get herself together for her husband. The water was as hot as she could stand it, and Charlie added a little bubble bath—vanilla bean, Gideon’s favorite scent. Once the bubbles were almost overflowing the tub, she stripped down and lowered herself in. Although she was fairly small, her body displaced some of the water, causing it to run over the sides of the tub. Sinking back into the warmth, Charlie allowed her mind to wander.




    Today she and Gideon had been married for one whole year, a fact she was sure surprised most of their friends and family. A giggle bubbled up as she wondered what the betting pool was up to for how long they’d last. It was understandable that no one thought the couple would make it past the first few months; they’d only known each other for three days when they eloped—not technically a great beginning for a long marriage…




    …Charlie had been out with friends that Thursday night, celebrating making it through a particularly brutal week of classes. It was the beginning of her junior year at San Diego State University, where she was studying to be a teacher, and this year’s workload seemed to be double that of the previous two.




    Charlie was only five feet five inches tall, but her confident personality made her seem so much bigger. Her long, strawberry blond hair, sparkling green eyes, and full lips made her the envy of many women and an object of attraction for most men. Usually Charlie spent nights at clubs trying to keep all the pervs and their hands off of her, but when she saw the gorgeous muscled man across the bar, he didn’t look like he was mentally undressing her; he looked like he was…caressing her, with just his eyes. Charlie flashed a small smile before turning away. She hoped it would encourage him to come over because she’d never approach a man out at the clubs; she wasn’t going to meet her future husband partying in a bar.




    The next time Charlie looked up to continue flirting with the blond-haired, dimple-cheeked god on the other side of the club, he’d disappeared. She glanced around, trying to locate him, and cursed herself for being so stubborn and cautious. Her heart broke just a little, and she didn’t even know the guy’s name. He was gone, and there was very little chance she’d ever find him again. It was San Diego for Christ’s sake—not only was there the entire SDSU student body, but University of California, San Diego, and University of San Diego, not to mention all the community colleges, and then throw in the military bases. Charlie was sure she’d never find him again.




    “Hey.” A deep voice that sounded like sex came from over her shoulder. It was him.




    Slowly turning around, Charlie tried not to let her nervousness show. “Hey.”




    When he smiled at her, Charlie could’ve sworn her heart actually stopped beating for a fraction of a second. The dimples in his cheeks were mouthwatering, and she wanted to kiss them right then…so she did.




    “Well, um, that was…nice.” He was still smiling. “I’m Gideon, by the way.”




    Suddenly, he was kissing her. His kiss was deep and long, his tongue exploring every inch of Charlie’s mouth. She knew she should be fighting off this total stranger, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Instead, she gave up and went with it, battling his tongue for dominance and tasting his wonderful flavors. He must have been drinking Jack and Coke, because Charlie could taste the sting of the whiskey and the sweetness of the soda.




    “I’m Charlie, just so you know,” she managed to squeak out once they broke for air.




    “Hi, Charlie. Nice to meet you.” Those dimples made an appearance again. This time Charlie was more bold and let her tongue slide out from between her lips to run over those small, perfect indentations. Behind her, Charlie’s friends gasped at her completely uncharacteristic aggressiveness, but she didn’t care. At that moment, she was more sure of Gideon than she’d ever been of anything in her life…




    The memory of that night, and the two following it, had gotten to Charlie, and she found her hands had drifted under the bubbles of their own accord.




    ***




    In hopes of easing the blow—and not the good kind—Gideon had ducked out of work a little early. He was so not good at the lovey-dovey crap, but he knew enough to realize if he came home empty-handed, especially tonight, he wouldn’t be touching his wife’s amazing body for months.




    The flower shop hadn’t taken as long as Gideon thought it would. The woman behind the counter was very helpful and easily put together a bouquet of wildflowers—beautiful and unpredictable, just like Charlie. The wrapped bouquet sat on the seat next to him as he tried to talk himself into going inside. All the flowers in the world were not going to help him out of this situation.




    Suddenly, the enormity of what he was about to tell Charlie settled over him. Closing his eyes, Gideon rested his forehead against the steering wheel as thoughts of the first time he’d ever seen her whirled in his head…




    …When he’d seen her across that bar, the voice in his head and the one in his pants spoke at the same time, both screaming that he needed to make her his. He still wasn’t sure which one he’d been listening to more, but there’d been no way he was going to let her get away.




    When he made his way over to her and heard her voice, felt her lips, and tasted her, Gideon knew he was going to listen to his heart. After mere minutes, which seemed more like days, weeks, to him, Gideon walked out of the bar with the only woman he ever wanted to spend time with. He pulled her close, making sure every possible inch of her body was in some way in contact with his own. She was his, and he wanted everyone to know it.




    “Where are you taking me, Gideon?” she purred as she climbed into his truck.




    Good question, he thought. He couldn’t take her back to his place.




    “Vegas, baby.” It just popped out. He didn’t even have time to think about it, but once he’d said it, Gideon knew it was perfect. He didn’t have to be back to work until Monday morning, so he could have this gorgeous woman all to himself for three whole days.




    Hell yeah…Vegas! He knew that was the voice in his pants talking, but the one in his head was totally on board with the plan too.




    “V-Vegas?” Charlie stuttered.




    Gideon would have settled for a Denny’s where they could talk all night if the look in her eyes hadn’t agreed with him. Charlie pulled her phone out of her purse and flipped it open. From her side of the conversation, Gideon gathered she was calling her friends and telling them he wasn’t some crazy sex fiend who’d kidnapped her. Well, she was half right—he wasn’t kidnapping her.




    Six hours in a car gave Charlie and Gideon time to get to know each other. Charlie told him about her dream of being a teacher for developmentally disabled kids, which impressed him. In addition to her hopes and plans for the future, Gideon learned that since her parents had been killed in a car accident during her freshman year, Charlie’s only family was her twin brother, Chance, and his fiancée.




    Gideon told her about his job and how much he loved it. Then he told her about his younger brother, Tyson, who was a student at USD, majoring in premed. The two brothers couldn’t have been more different.




    As they finally saw the glittering lights of the Strip, Gideon thought to himself that he’d never spent a better six hours with anyone in his entire life. Until they checked into the hotel…




    The images of Charlie in those first days were fresh in Gideon’s mind when he remembered where he was and what he had to tell his perfect wife, today of all days.




    “Goddamn it!” Gideon slammed his fist on the dashboard, causing the truck to rock.




    Taking a deep breath, he got out and walked slowly to the apartment. He made a decision just as he slid the key in the lock—he wouldn’t tell her tonight. He wouldn’t ruin this night for her.




    “Charlie baby! I’m home!”




    The aroma of garlic and tomato sauce was heavy in the air, and Gideon knew immediately that Charlie had cooked his favorite meal. The table was set, but he didn’t see her anywhere. The apartment wasn’t big, so he didn’t have to look too hard to find her.




    Opening the bathroom door, Gideon found the loveliest sight he’d ever seen: Charlie with her hair pulled up in a messy ponytail, her eyes closed, her lips parted, and her hand deep beneath the bubbles. The moving water lapped at her perfect breasts, and on the outgoing motion, he caught a glimpse of the beautiful peaks that hardened instantly when the cool air hit them.




    “Hey, baby. Need some help there?” Gideon adjusted himself.




    A sigh escaped her lips as she opened her eyes to look at him.




    “Happy anniversary,” she breathed out with a small moan.




    Yes it is, Gideon thought. His entire body tightened in anticipation of the night to come.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    THE SIGHT OF GIDEON in his work clothes, his black T-shirt pulled taut over his muscled chest, was just the thing Charlie needed to push her over the edge.




    “Damn, Charlie! That’s just about the best anniversary gift you could’ve given me. The only thing better would be to know you were thinking of me. Were you, baby?”




    Smiling up at him, Charlie moved her glance from his glorious chest down to the obvious bulge in his pants, straining to be released.




    “Of course,” she confirmed as she stood to get out of the tub. “But if you don’t want all the other things I have planned tonight…”




    In two long strides, Gideon closed the distance between them, scooping Charlie up in his arms. Her body instantly formed to his, as if they’d been doing this all their lives and she was built to fit with him.




    “Gideon!” Charlie swatted at his shoulder. “I’m soaking wet. At least let me get a towel.”




    “Baby, don’t worry about me. Wet is just how I want you.”




    His mouth was on hers without warning, and Charlie couldn’t remember why she was arguing with this gorgeous man who was taking her to his bed. Snaking her arms up around his neck and playing with the short bristled hair at the nape, Charlie wrapped her legs around his waist. She readily granted him access to her mouth, parting her lips and sucking his tongue.




    Just as they turned the corner to go into the bedroom, there was a pounding on the front door.




    “Just ignore it,” Gideon whispered as his tongue traced Charlie’s earlobe. “They’ll go away.”




    A low mewling sound escaped from Charlie as she melted into her husband, ready to obey his every directive.




    Again there was a pounding on the door. This time, however, it was followed by a voice they both knew.




    “Gideon! Come on, bro! Open up! I know you’re in there—I can see your truck!”




    “Tyson,” the couple groaned at the same time.




    Gideon looked down at Charlie. She could see every emotion he was feeling play across his face. The want and lust quickly changed into anger, and she knew the twinkle in his eye meant he was thinking of all the ways he could murder his brother.




    “Go away, Tyson!” Gideon called over his shoulder, his hands still running up and down Charlie’s wet body.




    “Gid, come on! Open up!” Tyson begged.




    Charlie knew Tyson was not going to go away any time soon, and when Gideon set her on her feet, swearing under his breath, she knew he did too.




    “Go. I have to get dinner out of the oven anyway,” Charlie said. “We will continue this later. Promise.” She stretched up and kissed him softly, pushing him toward the living room and closing the bedroom door behind him.




    “Dude, why are you all wet?” Charlie heard Tyson ask in the other room.




    “What in the ever-living hell do you want, Tyson? It’s my anniversary, and I was just about to give Charlie her huge present.”




    “Gideon! Stop it!” Charlie yelled from the bedroom. She tried to block out the rest of their conversation, knowing that was probably the mildest thing Gideon would say to his brother.




    Grabbing the new pink-lace bra and panty set she’d bought specifically for tonight, Charlie wandered into the closet to find something to wear over it. But she knew Gideon was going to have whatever she put on peeled off of her two minutes after his brother left…




    …As soon as the door to their hotel room closed, Gideon’s hands had been all over Charlie—sliding up her thighs and under her skirt, slowly undoing each button of the blouse she was wearing. He stood back and admired her after removing each article of clothing. The look in his eyes was more than desire or want; he was in awe of Charlie.




    “God, Charlie. I’ve never seen anything so perfect,” he’d cooed, his thumb stroking the sensitive skin under her ear. Charlie melted into him.




    The pair never left the room that day, and Charlie hadn’t cared in the least. As night fell and the lights of Las Vegas began to shine, Gideon rolled over onto his side. Charlie blushed, feeling his gaze settling on her.




    “Charlie,” his voice was quiet, reverent.




    “Mmm?” She closed her eyes, reveling in the way her name fell from his lips.




    “I need to ask you a question.”




    “What, Gideon? You can ask anything.” As if it had its own objective, Charlie’s hand moved to run over his huge bicep, coming to rest on the intricate black tattoo of a trident etched there. Charlie loved it and had found herself tracing its lines over the last few hours as they’d talked.




    “You know I love my job, right? I told you that serving my country is the greatest thing I could ever think of doing with my life.”




    Charlie nodded. On the drive, Gideon had told her that after he’d graduated from college with a degree in mechanical engineering, he’d joined the Navy. He felt his skill could serve the country, and he wanted to have a real purpose in his life.




    “Yeah, Gideon. It’s one of the things I adore about you.”




    “There’s something I didn’t tell you about my job.” He paused, looking at her.




    Charlie smiled to encourage him to continue.




    “I’m not just in the Navy; I’m with a special operations unit. I’m a SEAL.”




    “Oh. Okay. Well, at least the tattoo of a seal on your tush makes sense now.” The meaning behind his confession and his need to tell her at that moment completely escaped Charlie.




    “I’m a Navy SEAL, Charlie. Do you know what that means?”




    Charlie realized apparently she didn’t because she obviously was supposed to react differently than she had.




    As she shook her head, tears began to well at the corners of her eyes, and she wasn’t sure why. Was he trying to scare her off? She’d been stupid enough to think they had some connection. Suddenly she felt very foolish and very naked.




    Charlie pulled the sheet up to cover her exposed body, and Gideon pulled his brow together in question. She wasn’t going to make this easy for him, and she wasn’t going to cry. At least, that was the plan.




    With what she hoped was an aloof look, Charlie stared at Gideon, waiting. She could tell he was debating what, and how much, to tell her. To her surprise, he slid his arm around her waist, pulling her to him. It occurred to Charlie that Gideon didn’t want to look in her eyes as he told her whatever it was he was going to say.




    “Charlie, my job is dangerous. I can be called out at any time to leave for extended periods. I go into war zones, and no one knows where I am. I go to places where people get shot at. It’s dangerous…all the time.”




    “Ah.” So he was trying to scare her off. “Hey, listen, you don’t owe me anything.” Charlie tried to pull away from him, but he held on tight.




    “Damn it, Charlie! I’m not telling you this to get rid of you.” He loosened his grip so he could pull back and look at her.




    The tears had started to fall, against her stern demand that they not betray her, and Charlie wanted nothing more than to get out of that room.




    Gideon moved a hand up to her chin and tilted her head back, looking into her eyes. He held Charlie there, not with his strength, but with something else she couldn’t put a name to.




    “I’m telling you this because even though it’s insane and we just met, I know I want you in my life…”




    “Hey, Charlie!” Tyson’s voice echoing from the living room brought Charlie back to the present. “Sorry!” he added—for Gideon’s sake, Charlie was sure.




    “Hi, Tyson. It’s all right. Gideon’s just pissed that what’s promising to be a joy-filled evening will have to wait.” She laughed, trying to make light of the situation before Gideon actually hurt his brother.




    When she was dressed in Gideon’s favorite black dress—short, plunging neckline, virtually backless—Charlie sauntered into the living room with the boys. Gideon’s face lit up when he saw her.




    “Charlie, dinner smells incredible,” Tyson commented as she went to the kitchen to check on the lasagna.




    “Don’t even try it, Tyson. I know for a fact that you have a kitchen of your own. You don’t need to be here for every meal, you know.”




    “Come on, Charlie. You know I love your lasagna. Please?”




    “No freakin’ way, Tyson,” Gideon quickly replied. “Didn’t I just tell you it’s our anniversary? And didn’t you say you had a date with this mystery girl? So be on your way, little brother.” Gideon stood up ready to escort Tyson out.




    “You have another date with her, Tyson? When are you going to let us meet her? It’s been what, like, almost a month?” Charlie asked. “I think that might be a record for you.”




    “This one’s different. She’s smart and sassy and beautiful and doesn’t put up with my crap. It took me asking her out for, like, two months before she finally agreed. I don’t want to jinx it or have the beast over there scare her off.” Tyson’s face was plastered with a huge smile as he nodded in his older brother’s direction.




    Tyson’s dating record in the year Charlie had known him had been a jumble of different women, a new one every other day, practically. So to see him excited about a girl after dating her for almost a month was refreshing.




    Tyson was good-looking, and Charlie guessed the girls really liked him. He had perfect surfer-blond hair, which he wore longer than his brother’s, and endless blue eyes framed by dark lashes—definitely a lady-killer. While Gideon was big and had muscles in every place possible, Tyson was leaner and more classically built. One thing was for sure: Evelyn and Peter Cooper knew how to make beautiful children.




    “Tyson.” Gideon stood at the door, holding it open. “Get the hell out. Now.”




    “Can I borrow your truck for my date? It’s the only way you’re getting rid of me.” Tyson flashed a perfect-but-devious smile at his brother.




    “Why the hell do you need my truck? You have your shiny little Audi to impress her with,” Gideon all but growled at the younger Cooper.




    “I want to take her down to the beach and watch the sunset. It’s much easier to do in the bed of the truck than through the windshield of my car.”




    “Fine.” Gideon tossed the keys to Tyson. “Now go. And if you bring my truck back with even a hint of a scratch or footprints on the windshield, I will hurt you.”




    “Thanks, bro.” Tyson pocketed the keys and stepped past the door, which Gideon still held open.




    Closing and locking the door behind him, Gideon leaned against it with a sexy smile playing on his lips.




    “Now, where were we before my asshole brother so rudely interrupted us?” He lunged for Charlie, but she deftly sidestepped his grasp.




    Gideon wanted to kill his little brother.




    “Charlie, baby, where are you going?” He knew he sounded pitiful, but he just couldn’t get the picture of his wife as she stepped from the tub out of his head.




    “I made your favorite dinner, Joe. I worked hard all afternoon, and we’re going to sit down and enjoy our anniversary meal.”




    Gideon watched her ass sway back and forth as she marched into the kitchen. At that exact moment, he heard Tyson squeal out of the parking lot in his truck.




    Yeah, he was definitely going to kill him.




    Realizing Charlie wasn’t going to get naked for him again anytime soon, Gideon decided to change out of his uniform and get more comfortable before dinner.




    “Fine. Hey, babe, do I have time to jump in the shower real quick?”




    “Yeah. Go ahead. Dinner will be ready in about fifteen minutes,” Charlie answered from the kitchen. Gideon wondered if she was bending over, checking on the lasagna or maybe getting something out of the fridge, her dress lifting a little so he could get a peek at that exquisite ass. His imagination got the better of him, and he felt his pants get tighter for the second time in under an hour. It was time to head to the shower.




    Ten minutes later, after a very cold shower, Gideon stepped out of the bathroom dressed in just a pair of jeans. The table was set with their meal and a bottle of champagne, and Charlie was in the kitchen on her tiptoes trying to get two of their three champagne flutes off the top shelf. Her dress was perilously close to exposing that fine rear end Gideon had been dreaming about earlier.




    “Baby, I don’t deserve you. You know that, right?” He walked up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and nuzzling her neck.




    Charlie sighed heavily at his closeness. That small noise drove Gideon crazy, but he didn’t want all her hard work to go to waste, so he tried to control himself.




    “Let me get those for you.” He reached up and easily took the glasses down.




    “Thanks.” Charlie kissed him softly and went back to the table. “Well, are you ready for your first anniversary dinner?”




    Gideon pulled out her chair for her to sit down.




    “What a gentleman.”




    Her smile melted his heart, and he was so happy he’d made that plunge in Vegas. Gideon knew there was no way he could live his life without Charlie. As he gazed at her beautiful smile, he couldn’t help but remember that glorious weekend a year ago…




    …They’d been wrapped around each other, simply talking for several hours. Gideon couldn’t fight the thoughts that played in his head. There was something about the woman in his arms that just fit. She made him feel like he was now the man destiny had scripted him to be.




    It was during that quiet time that Gideon’s heart decided to speak without his permission. “I think we should get married,” he blurted.




    “What? You want to marry me? Now?” Charlie’s voice was high-pitched, and Gideon could hear the disbelief lacing it.




    “You’re right; it was a stupid idea.” Defeated and on the edge of humiliation, Gideon turned to get out of bed, but he felt something stop him and pull him back down. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her, sure he’d made an ass out of himself.




    Charlie’s lips were on his ear, her tongue darting out to run circles around it. She definitely had Gideon’s attention again.




    “Yes.”




    It was more of a breath than a word, and Gideon wasn’t sure he’d heard her.




    “What?”




    “I said ‘yes.’ I will marry you.”




    Gideon immediately crashed his lips to hers, wanting to hold on to that moment forever. The most beautiful, perfect woman—for God only knew what reason—had just agreed to marry him.




    “I know it’s so fast, but when you were telling me about your job, and I thought you didn’t want me, I felt lost. I feel like I belong with you.”




    “Okay then.” He stopped, not knowing what to do next. “What should we do now?”




    “Well, we could just go to one of those places and have Elvis marry us.”




    Charlie was smiling, but Gideon knew no woman dreamed of a wedding performed by a dead icon while wearing two-day-old clothes.




    “No. We’re going to have a real wedding. A very quickly put together wedding, but a real one. I love you, Charlie…um, this is awkward, but I don’t know your last name.”




    Charlie giggled. “Yeah, I guess we kind of forgot about that. Let me start—Charlotte Esther O’Connor. Very nice to meet you.” Her smile was infectious, and Gideon could tell that although this was moving fast, she was as sure of everything as he was.




    “Charlotte Esther? Seriously?”




    “My grandmothers’ names. Could have been worse—my brother is Chancellor Mortimer. So all in all, I got off easy.”




    “Makes sense, and you do have it better than your brother, I have to say. I guess it’s my turn, huh?”




    She nodded, her eyes never leaving his.




    “Okay. Nice to meet you, Charlotte Esther O’Connor, or should I say, the future Mrs. Gideon Isaac Cooper?”




    “Gideon Isaac? So, wait…your initials are G.I. and you’re a Navy SEAL?” Charlie began to laugh.




    “What? I must be missing something here.” Gideon tried to figure what was so funny. He knew his name was a little unusual, but nothing like Mortimer.




    “Oh, I can’t believe you’ve never seen this…G.I.” She paused and gave Gideon a hard stare, willing him to understand the reason behind her fit of giggles. “G.I. Joe? You know—gung-ho Army guy? Barbie’s much cooler and more masculine boy toy? Well, at least in my world he was. I used to steal Chance’s G.I. Joe and make him go on dates with Barbie. You are totally my G.I. Joe… Yeah, my Joe.”




    “I think I like being your anything.” Gideon leaned in and gave her a passion-filled kiss, staking his claim to the beautiful woman in bed next to him. The fact that she was totally naked didn’t go unnoticed as he began to think about branding her even more thoroughly as his.




    “Charlotte Cooper? Charlie Cooper? Mrs. Cooper? I could get used to that,” she suddenly said as she pulled away from his kiss to look him in the eye. Her gorgeous green eyes were glazed over slightly with pure love, and he couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful.




    “So could I.” Gideon didn’t think he could possibly be happier…




    “How was work today? You seem a little distracted. You ate your entire meal without a word. Did you even hear anything I said to you?” Charlie’s warm voice pulled Gideon from his reverie and reminded him he hadn’t had a great day at work and there was something he’d have to tell his wife, eventually.




    “Just thinking about how beautiful you were when we got married and how the happiest moment in my life was when you said ‘I do’ and became my wife.” Gideon couldn’t have felt more sappy if he tried.




    “Oh, Joe,” Charlie exclaimed and threw herself into his lap. Fortunately, they’d finished the meal while Gideon was lost in memories, because he couldn’t wait any longer to have his wife naked and underneath him.




    With Charlie still held tight to his body, Gideon stood and headed for the bedroom.




    “Wait, I have to clean up.” Charlie tried to wiggle her way out of his grasp, but Gideon was not letting that happen.




    “Tomorrow.” He leaned in and kissed her deeply, allowing his tongue to slip into her mouth and trace every inch of it. In return, Charlie ran her fingers lightly over his bare chest.




    When he kicked the door to the bedroom open, Gideon heard a small gasp from Charlie. Walking over to the bed, he gently laid her down, and she stretched out on the king-size mattress. It was one luxury Gideon had insisted on. He was a pretty big guy, and when he had Charlie on the bed, he needed a lot of room.




    Slowly, Gideon crawled up his wife’s lean body, gently planting small kisses along the way. He let his hands trail behind his mouth, up along her thighs, pushing her dress further and further up. When she moaned, Gideon fell on her beautiful lips and kissed her while his fingers played along the edge of the lace that covered her perfect, warm place where he needed to be.




    Reaching up, he slid her pink panties down over her hips as she lifted off the bed for him. As the smooth expanse of her skin came into view, Gideon went weak and let out a low hiss.




    Moments later, they were both completely stripped down—the dress tossed in the corner, her bra thrown on top of it—and Gideon was making love to Charlie, his wife and, in his opinion, the most perfect being God had ever created. He could never be more content in this world. As they each found release, Gideon cried Charlie’s name, but never closed his eyes because he only ever wanted to see her under him…as long as they both shall live.




    Gideon rolled to the side and pulled Charlie to him, tucking her into his body. Gently, he kissed the top of her head. His heart was heavy with the news he had to tell her, but there was no more putting it off. The longer he waited, the more upset she’d be. Charlie would hate that she’d lost a day already.




    “Baby,” Gideon whispered tentatively.




    “Mmm?”




    “I need to tell you something.”




    “You know you can tell me anything, Joe. I love you.” She stifled a yawn and snuggled in closer to Gideon. “This is my most favorite place to be in the whole world. I can’t imagine not being able to do this every night.”




    That certainly didn’t help. “Do you remember when I explained to you how, with my job, I could be called away at a moment’s notice?” Gideon began.




    In the darkness of the bedroom, he felt her body tense next to him, and her head brushed against his chest when she nodded.




    “Well, I just found out today that I have to leave in three days on a six-month deployment.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    “WHAT DID YOU JUST SAY?” Charlie tried to pull herself away from Gideon, but he wrapped his other arm around her and pulled her tighter into his massive form.




    “I said I have to leave for a six-month tour in a little less than three days—if I were counting down.”




    Charlie felt tears beginning to sting the corners of her eyes.




    Gideon rested his chin on the top of her head, his hands rubbing her arms in a futile gesture of comfort. Charlie couldn’t breathe; she couldn’t think. She just lay frozen in Gideon’s hold. Quickly, disbelief turned to anger, and she wondered how long he’d known about this.




    “Three days? Three days, Gideon?” The pitch in Charlie’s voice was approaching hysteria, and she knew it, but she was unable to fight the emotion that bubbled to the surface. “How long have you been keeping this from me? Huh?”




    Gideon’s grip slackened, and Charlie sat up. She stared into his eyes, anger and hurt burning in her own.




    “Baby, I told you, I just found out today. I didn’t want to ruin our anniversary, so I waited to tell you.”




    “Well, brav-fucking-o, Gideon. Thanks for not ruining our anniversary. Great job.” After giving him two thumbs up, Charlie moved to get out of bed. She needed to be away from him.




    Before Charlie could extricate herself from the tangle of sheets, which seemed to have conspired with her husband to keep her in place, she felt his strong hand slip around her wrist.




    “Let go of me.” The words were harsh as Charlie bit them out through clenched teeth.




    “Charlotte, what is the matter with you? You knew what I did when we got married. I explained my job and how important it was to me. I gave you an out. I gave you a chance to walk away from me. You accepted me, and you accepted this life.”




    The fact that he used her full name pissed Charlie off even more. He was trying to make her feel like a child, and he knew, more than anything, that would only make things worse. It was like he was trying to make her mad.




    “Don’t you do this, Gideon. Don’t throw those things back at me. You know as well as I do that when you told me all of that, I really had no idea what it meant. I didn’t know I’d have to let the person I love more than anything else in this world go off to God knows where and let people try to kill him.” The tears flowed freely, and Charlie made no move to brush them from her cheeks.




    The worst part of it for Charlie was that he was right. Everything Gideon had said was true. He’d explained to her how dangerous his work was, but it didn’t seem real at the time. Even with troops still occupying countries in the Middle East, Charlie never truly thought he’d have to leave her.




    “Come on, Charlie. You can’t possibly be so upset about this. I mean, it isn’t like I’ve never left before.”




    “Yeah, a week here or two weeks there for training, not a mission you may not come back from.” As the words left her mouth, Charlie watched his expression change to one she couldn’t understand.




    “Charlie, come on. I’m a SEAL. You didn’t really think I was training, did you?” His tone was full of accusation, like she’d been playing this game with him all along.




    Charlie’s eyes narrowed, and she rolled her hands into fists. “Are you telling me you’ve been lying for the entire year we’ve been married? Is that what you’re saying, Gideon. What else do you lie about?”




    “You know I can’t tell you where I go or what I do. I thought you understood when I went on ‘training exercises’ that I was really working. I didn’t know I was lying, truly. I would never lie to you, Charlie. On that first night, I swore to myself I wouldn’t ever do that to you.” He hung his head and looked almost ashamed.




    For a tiny fraction of a second, Charlie felt bad for him. A tiny second.




    “Gideon.” She took a deep breath, trying to get her emotions under control before continuing. “I guess I’m the schmuck here. Because I actually thought you were out in the middle of the desert playing war with your buddies, but instead you were really in a war. Stupid me.” The mix of emotions was overwhelming, and Charlie wasn’t sure if she was supposed to be mad, sad, or embarrassed for being so naïve.




    Finally, she succeeded in getting out of the bed. Everything inside her was fighting. Her heart wanted to stay and wrap her arms around Gideon, try to keep him with her and not let him go. Her head, however, was pissed off and wanted to be as far away from him as she could get. With both sides raging, Charlie stood, frozen and naked, waiting to see which was going to win.




    “Charlie, I don’t know what to say about this anymore. I genuinely believed you knew what I was doing and why I never really told you any specifics about what I did while I was gone. I’m sorry for that. But I can’t tell you those things. If you want to call it lying, then so be it. I’m not going to apologize for my job. It’s who I am—a part of everything you love.” His tone was beginning to change from comforting to harsh and bitter.




    Charlie’s head won the battle. Grabbing her dress off the floor, she quickly pulled it over her head as she stalked to the door.




    “Come on, Charlie. Don’t do this. Not on our anniversary.”




    Gideon was begging from the bed; he hadn’t moved an inch to come after her. Charlie suspected his body was fighting the same war hers had, and like her, his head was winning.




    “Gideon, I need to be away from this for a while. I’m not going to leave the house. Please, just give me some time to think.”




    Charlie pulled the door closed behind her and hoped with everything she had that he’d listen to her. Leaning against the door for a moment, she heard only the sound of Gideon’s voice as he cursed under his breath and the soft rustle of sheets being straightened out. He was going to stay put.




    Charlie could see the dining room table from where she was, stuck against the bedroom door. The idea that she should clean flittered through her mind and was quickly dismissed as she walked to the freezer and took out a carton of Ben & Jerry’s Chubby Hubby.




    With ice cream and a spoon in hand, she found the couch in the moonlit room. Sitting in the near darkness in her anniversary dress with the carton of ice cream, she let the tears fall. She wondered what had happened. Had she and Gideon just had their first real fight? Charlie couldn’t think of another time when she’d been this angry with Gideon.




    Glancing over at the table, still set from the meal, Charlie couldn’t help but remember their whirlwind romance. Her life was perfect now—at least it had been until just a little while ago. It was amazing how easily she’d known she’d found the person God put on this planet just for her…




    …The wedding had been organized to take place on Saturday evening, to give their families time to get there. Gideon had immediately called his brother to be his best man, telling him not to call their parents because he figured it would be better to ask forgiveness than permission.




    Charlie called her brother and his fiancée Gabriella. Chance would give her away, and Gabby would be her maid of honor. Charlie knew if she and Gideon were planning a big, traditional wedding—like the one Gabby was driving everyone insane planning right now—she’d be missing her mom and dad, but without Gideon’s parents there either, it seemed easier somehow.




    “You know, Joe, I’m fine with the quickie Vegas thing,” Charlie had protested when he called down to the front desk to find out if the wedding chapel would be available for a half hour the next night.




    “No, Charlotte O’Connor.”




    Charlie cringed at the use of her given name. The only people who ever called her that were her grandparents and her teachers on the first day of school.




    “Uh, Joe?”




    Gideon looked at her with a smile on his lips. She could tell he liked that she’d given him a nickname, even if it was kind of goofy and had no meaning to anyone but the two of them.




    “Yes, baby?”




    “Can you please not ever call me Charlotte? I hate the name, and the grandmother I’m named after was a nasty old lady who hated children.”




    Gideon chuckled and pressed his gloriously soft lips to hers before pulling back to look her in the eye again. “Okay, Charlie O’Connor, but when you become Mrs. Cooper, I want it to be something you’re proud of, not something you have to try to explain to our kids one day. I know it won’t be perfect, but I want it to be special.”




    Several hours later, Charlie was sleeping in Gideon’s arms when a loud pounding on the door nearly caused her to leap out of bed.




    “Gideon, you jackass, open up.”




    “My baby brother,” Gideon confirmed with a roll of his eyes before getting up and pulling on his pants. “Hey, baby, why don’t you go in the bathroom and put on one of those robes? I don’t want my brother seeing all your goodies and trying to steal you away from me.”




    “Like that could happen,” Charlie scoffed as she rolled herself out of bed and headed into the bathroom. As she pulled on a robe, she heard what sounded like a brawl in the other room. Flinging open the door and taking in the scene, Charlie noticed a stunning, raven-haired beauty standing in the doorway, looking as shocked at the two brothers as she was.




    “Gideon! What the hell is going on?”




    “Let….me…up…asshole,” the man struggling underneath Gideon managed to say.




    “Fine, pussy. Get your ass up and meet my bride-to-be.” Gideon stuck his hand out to help his brother off the floor. “Tyson, this is Charlotte, uh, Charlie, your soon-to-be sister-in-law.” He reached out and wrapped an arm around Charlie’s waist, pulling her to him.




    Tyson took several long looks up and down her body, a small smile breaking out on his face.




    “Ahem.” There was a loud clearing of a throat behind the small group. The beautiful woman stood there like a statue, never moving.




    “Oh, yeah, Gideon, this is Mercedes. I thought I might need a date for this affair.” Tyson winked at Gideon.




    Mercedes moved into the room, giving off an air of coolness.




    As Tyson and Gideon began discussing the room arrangements, there was another knock. Gideon pulled the door open to reveal Charlie’s brother and his fiancée.




    To see Gabby and Chance together was always a shock for Charlie, even though they’d been together almost three years—since they were freshmen in college. Chance, Charlie’s twin, looked a lot like his sister with the same green eyes and spattering of freckles over the bridge of his nose, but his hair was more red than blond. And while Charlie had a small, almost petite frame, Chance was built more like Gideon, with a wide chest and broad shoulders. At almost six feet four inches tall, he only barely topped his fiancée’s willowy height. In sharp contrast to Chance’s pale Irish look, Gabriella was a beautiful Hispanic woman with long, dark hair that fell in waves to her hips.




    “Charlie! Hermana!” Gabby wrapped her arms around the woman who was not only going to be her sister, but was her friend as well.




    “Are you really getting married, Lottie?” Chance looked at her with his piercing green eyes.




    “Yeah, Chance. I love him.”




    It was all she had to say. A big smile spread across his face. “All I need to know,” was his only reply…




    Looking down into the empty ice cream carton, Charlie instantly regretted eating the whole thing. It wasn’t going to help the situation; Gideon was still leaving. Setting the container on the floor beside her, she curled onto her side and pulled the afghan draped over the back of the couch down on top of her. The wetness from her cheeks made the leather couch slick, so Charlie grabbed a throw pillow to put under her head. She was sure sleep would evade her, but she closed her eyes in a vain attempt.




    ***




    Fuck!




    Gideon rolled over, pulling the sheets up as the door quietly clicked into place behind his wife. He knew sleep wasn’t going to come, and he wanted so badly to chase after her and scoop her up to bring her back to their bed.




    Not a good idea, his inner voice whispered. He may have been married for only a year, but after watching his parents for the past twenty-seven years, he’d learned a few things about angry women. When they told you to leave them alone, you did.




    Charlie had said in no uncertain terms that she needed to be alone, and even though it was going to kill him to do it, Gideon knew he had to give her that. She needed to find a way to deal with what was happening to their lives, and he could only hope it didn’t involve leaving him.




    As he lay in the dark, alone, all Gideon could do was think about what had just happened, and the more he went over it, the more pissed off he got. None of this was his fault. He didn’t do anything wrong tonight. Why was she so mad? She’d accepted him and everything that came with his job when she agreed to marry him. Gideon had been totally honest about how dangerous his job was, and she still married him.




    Instead of sleeping, Gideon’s thoughts turned to their wedding day…




    …Gideon took Tyson and Chance down to the front desk to get rooms for them.




    “So little brother, what’s with the tight ass?” Gideon asked once they were in the elevator.




    “Dude, don’t talk about her like that. You never know, she might be the one.” He laughed.




    Both he and Gideon knew she wasn’t. Tyson had always had horrible taste in women. He was a smart guy, but he chose to date girls who were less than stellar in the brains department. Now that Gideon had found perfection in Charlie, he couldn’t help but want the same for his little brother. He wanted him to find a girl who was his equal.




    “So the first words out of your mouth about the woman I’m going to marry in just a few hours’ time were ‘Where’s the skank that has you doing something as stupid as getting married?’ and what I said was offensive?”




    Gideon saw Chance stiffen. His hands clenched and unclenched as his breathing fell into a pattern of slow, in-and-out, steadying breaths.




    “Yeah, sorry about that,” Tyson apologized. “I do have to say I’m impressed she has you obeying already.”




    “Nothing I wouldn’t do for her, man.”




    Gideon saw Chance’s smile return and found himself hoping Charlie’s brother would approve of him.




    “Good to know,” Chance said quietly.




    At Chance’s response, Gideon wondered if he’d passed some sort of test in that brief exchange…




    The alarm started blaring, and Gideon was back in the aftermath of his and Charlie’s first fight. Pulling himself out of bed and cautiously opening the bedroom door, he heard the shower running and knew Charlie hadn’t slept either. She never got up this early.




    Gideon wasn’t quite sure what to do next. They’d never fought like this, and he didn’t know how to approach her. Slowly he opened the bathroom door, deciding to go with some lovey dovey, hoping she’d come to her senses. Gideon pulled back the shower curtain just as Charlie bent to turn off the water.




    “Oh, baby, I was just coming to join you.” He flashed the biggest, sexiest smile he could.




    Charlie just stared at him.




    “Can I have a little privacy, please?” Her voice was cold and pissed off.




    Still wanting things to be normal, Gideon stepped in closer and tried to give her a hug. She was having none of it and moved out of his reach. In that moment, he knew it was going to be a very bad day. He didn’t believe her words at first, but the fact that she wouldn’t let him touch her screamed loud and clear, so Gideon turned and left Charlie to her routine.




    The rest of the morning didn’t get any better, with only a few words spoken, and when Gideon tried to kiss his wife good-bye, she turned her face away and only offered her cheek. He didn’t know what to do to fix this, considering he hadn’t done anything wrong. Gideon’s mind raced as he pulled the door closed harder than he’d intended to and heard Charlie whimper inside.




    As he walked down the stairs, he looked forward to the haven of his favorite thing in the world—next to Charlie, who was not available to him. He’d almost forgotten he’d lent Tyson his truck until he saw it.




    “I am going to murder him. I am going to string him up by his balls and let him suffer for days.” The words left him in a quiet hiss.




    Sitting where his pristine truck had been the previous night was a filthy pickup, covered cab to bumper in mud and muck. Tyson had definitely picked the wrong day to piss Gideon off. Pulling out his phone, Gideon called his brother. He knew it was early, and he was probably waking him up, but oh well, too bad for him.




    “What?” Tyson’s sleep-heavy voice barked when he finally picked up.




    “Tyson, you ass. You’re going to fix my truck, and then I’m going to hurt you.” Gideon hung up. He didn’t care about the explanation or want to hear any excuses. He’d let Tyson worry about what he might do to him for a while. Tyson knew Gideon’s size combined with his training meant it was more than a mere threat—it was a promise.




    Once at work, Gideon figured he needed to tell his parents he was leaving in two days. They’d want to see him before he left, and his mom needed time to pull a gathering together, or she’d kick his ass.




    It was a relief for Gideon to have physical training first thing in the morning. With all the damn drama going on at home, losing himself in a three-mile run and an hour of free weights was definitely welcomed. After PT, Gideon had some time before the briefing on the situation his team was heading into, so he decided to call his mother.




    “Hey, Mom.” Gideon tried to be light and not show how much strain had entered his life in the last twenty-four hours. He hoped his mom hadn’t already talked with Charlie. He knew he’d be in big trouble if she knew how pissed Charlie was. Even though Gideon was Evelyn Cooper’s son, she loved Charlie like she was one of her own too. Having two sons, she’d always missed out on all the girlie stuff, so when he brought Charlie home as his wife, Evelyn immediately embraced her as a daughter.




    “Hi, Gideon. What are you doing, sweetheart?” When his mom called him sweetheart, Gideon knew she hadn’t talked with his wife, and he felt his chest ease with relief.




    “Well, I have some news. Now, don’t get mad.” After springing it on Charlie, Gideon decided to take a different approach with his mom.




    “Is it that you’re going to kill your brother? Because really, Gideon, I don’t think a big pile of metal is worth Tyson’s life. Do you?”




    Gideon immediately thought what a fucking pussy his brother was to call and tell on him. That was going to earn him some extra punishment.




    “No, it isn’t about Tyson’s upcoming beat-down. But, in answer, he was warned about what would happen if he brought my truck back in anything less than the condition it was taken in. Putting that aside, I have to leave on Friday.”




    “Where are you going, dear? Are you and Charlie finally taking that long-postponed honeymoon? Are you going to work on giving me some grandbabies?”




    “No, Mom. I have to go away for work. I’m going to be gone for six months.” He hated to blurt it out, but when she got started on the grandkid thing, there was no stopping her.




    “Oh.” There was a long silence before his mom started again. “Okay, so you and Charlie need to come for dinner tonight then. I’ll have your dad put something on the grill. We can invite your brother, and Chance and Gabriella, of course.” The list kept going on and on, and Gideon understood that this was her way of dealing with him going away. She’d done it every time he left on a long tour over the past four years.




    “Okay, Mom. I’ll call Charlie and tell her. We’ll be there around six. I’ll have her call Chance. You’re going to have to call Tyson, though. I don’t think he’d pick up for me.”




    Evelyn laughed, trying to act like everything was normal. Gideon knew the routine. While he hadn’t been gone much in the last year, he’d left for months at a time before Charlie, and every time, his mom took on the same chipper persona. He let her fuss over him—it was what she needed to do to be okay, and Gideon got that. But Charlie’s reaction was something new, and he still had no idea how to deal with it.




    “Bye, sweetheart. See you tonight. Give Charlie my love.”




    “Bye, Mom.”




    Gideon sat with the phone in his hand for a few minutes before working up the nerve to call his wife. It took reading the text she’d sent the day before a couple of times to convince himself that she really loved him and was just scared right now. Finally he hit the speed dial and waited, hoping she’d actually answer.




    “Hello.” The chill from her voice reached right through the phone and squeezed his heart. Normally, when she knew it was him, she’d answer with “Hey, sexy.” Not today. Gideon decided to match her tone, reminding himself he hadn’t done anything wrong.




    “Charlie, I just got off the phone with my mom. She wants everyone to come for dinner tonight.”




    “Okay.” The one word conversation irritated him more than a little.




    “Can you call Chance and Gabby to invite them too? Six o’clock at my parents’.” He wanted to apologize and tell her how much it was killing him to be fighting like this—but he didn’t say it; he hadn’t done anything wrong.




    “Sure.”




    “All right then. That’s all, I guess. I love you, Charlie.” Gideon couldn’t keep up the mad thing with her any longer. He was sure he sounded pitiful, but he knew she was hurting more than anything else. Unfortunately, they didn’t have time to let her work through this; Gideon was leaving in two days.




    “Yeah. Me too. Bye.” The phone clicked off.




    Dropping the phone, Gideon laid his head down on the desk. He had to figure out how to change this before he left; having it hanging over him while doing his job could actually kill him.




    “Cooper, come on. Briefing’s starting.” Gideon looked up to see one of his team standing there.




    “Boyd, I thought you weren’t going with us on this one? Docs didn’t clear you.”




    “Doesn’t mean I’m not still part of the team, though. I’ll be the contact here.”




    “I’ll be there in a minute.” Gideon needed to gather himself together. There was no need for the other members of the team to think he was going to be a problem on the mission. After a few minutes, Gideon took a deep breath and headed into the war room to get the information he’d need to stay alive and come back home to Charlie…if she was still his home.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    GIDEON COULDN’T REMEMBER a shittier day—and he got shot at for a living. Sitting in his still-filthy truck—Gideon was saving that little job for his baby brother—a sense of déjà vu washed over him. He’d been doing the exact same thing the previous day: sitting in the car, dreading going into the house.




    Unable to decide if this feeling of dread was better or worse than the one from the day before, Gideon let out a long breath. Yesterday he’d been going into things blind, not knowing how Charlie was going to react. This time he could prepare himself. One thing his SEAL training taught him: know as much about what you’re going into as you can.




    The only thing Gideon knew for sure was that Charlie was still pissed. He’d been texting her all day, but got absolutely nothing in return. The texts had become more and more explicit, just trying to get a rise out of her, but still nada.




    Dragging his weary ass out of the truck, Gideon climbed the stairs to the apartment. He held a tiny nugget of hope that Charlie had come to terms with what was happening, even just a little bit. Deep down Gideon knew she wasn’t really mad at him. She was just scared, but he didn’t know how to comfort her. If she’d break down and cry, he could hold her and tell her how much he loved her. The anger, though, made it impossible to get near her. She was fighting him with silence, and there was no combating that.




    He wished dealing with women could be like fighting a war. With an enemy, he could usually predict from history or basic knowledge of human nature what they were going to do and adapt—learn how to fight them. He was a SEAL: He entered buildings and camps where people wanted him dead, and he fixed the problem—whatever the problem was. But women never reacted the way he expected.




    Unlocking the door, he instantly knew Charlie was not any better than when he’d talked to her that morning. The apartment was deadly quiet, and she sat on the couch in cut-off sweats and a thin tank top, her hair pulled up in a loose ponytail. There were open textbooks strewn around her, and she typed furiously on her laptop. She didn’t even look up as Gideon came in.




    “Hey, babe.” Gideon tried to smile, but the one-sided effort he’d been working all day was wearing on him. He felt the smile falter.




    “Hi.” Charlie was back to the one-word answers.




    It was almost five, and with traffic they had about a forty-minute drive north to Gideon’s parents’ place in La Jolla. He didn’t think she was exactly ready to go, and although apparently he wasn’t always real smart when it came to dealing with his wife, Gideon knew not to point out that Charlie wasn’t dressed for a family dinner. In her current mood, that might just get him killed. And wouldn’t that just be the most ironic way to go—not at the hands of an enemy, but those of the woman he loved.




    “I’m gonna change for dinner,” he tried to hint as he headed to the bedroom.




    “K.”




    One-word answers had just moved to one letter; that didn’t seem like progress.




    Dejected, Gideon wandered into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He needed to relax and think of what he could do to turn this shitty situation around. The problem was he was totally out of ideas, and as the hot water ran over his body, he gave up. All that mattered now was getting through tonight and tomorrow, then he’d be gone. The idea that Charlie was going to let him leave without making up made his lungs feel heavy and tight in his chest. Slumping against the shower wall, he gave himself over to the pain.




    When Gideon stepped out of the shower into the steamy room, he resolved to put on a happy face for his family tonight. They didn’t need the added stress of knowing what was going on between him and Charlie. Of course, he’d have to talk to Charlie about that. Back in the bedroom, Gideon dressed, working out in his head what he’d say to her. When he walked into the living room, he was surprised to find her dressed and ready to go. He didn’t realize he’d been in the shower that long.




    “We have to go, Gideon. We’re going to be late.” Her voice was clipped and harsh. This was not his Charlie.




    “Yeah. Okay.” Gideon followed his wife out the front door and down the stairs. She looked at the truck and the state it was in, and immediately turned toward her little Honda. Instinctively, he reached out to catch her hand and stop her. Charlie froze and pulled her hand out of his. That one hurt.




    “We’re taking the truck.” He was back to pissed off now. His own wife didn’t want him to touch her? Well, fuck her.




    “It’s a mess, Gideon. I’m not showing up at your parents’ house in that thing.”




    “Yes, you are. Don’t worry, it’ll be clean by the end of the night.” Gideon stalked over to his truck and got in, not bothering to open Charlie’s door. He was done. No more.




    He waited a heartbeat and turned the key in the ignition to let Charlie know he was serious. She needed to get her ass in the car. The door creaked open, and she slipped into her seat, buckling her seat belt. The look on her face was one of embarrassment and disgust.




    As they pulled out of the parking lot, the silence in the car was tense. Being completely stubborn, Gideon didn’t want to be the one to start the conversation. Even though he knew they needed to talk about how they were going to act around the family, he wanted her to suffer for a little while. He knew it was wrong. Didn’t care.




    After about ten minutes of fiddling with the radio and finding nothing she wanted to listen to, Charlie finally turned and looked at Gideon. It was the first time she’d actually looked at him all goddamn day.




    “Why the hell did we have to take your disgusting truck? I feel gross, Gideon.” There was a whine in her voice he’d never heard before. It made his skin crawl. This definitely wasn’t his Charlie.




    “Because Tyson did this shit to my car, and he’s going to clean it. I mean, I’m leaving the day after tomorrow, and I need to know he did his penance for leaving it in this condition.”




    Charlie turned away quickly.




    “Charlotte, we need to talk about tonight,” Gideon started, enjoying it a little bit when she stiffened at the use of her real name.




    “What about it?” Charlie bit out.




    “I don’t want my mom to know we’re fighting. With me leaving, it would kill her if she thought there was something wrong between us.” He hazarded a glance over at her.




    She was staring out the window, her arms crossed over her chest.




    “So, back to the lying thing, Gideon?”




    “Yeah, if you want to look at it that way. I guess I want you to lie. For my mom, please.” He knew there was nothing Charlie wouldn’t do for Evelyn. She loved her like a second mother, and the thought of hurting her would keep Charlie in line.




    “Fine. For Evelyn.” And that was the end of the conversation. All of five minutes had passed, and just by Charlie’s posture, Gideon knew there wasn’t going to be anything else said for the rest of the drive.




    Watching the traffic stop and go, stop and go, Gideon’s mind wandered back to that day a year ago when he’d first seen her standing at the end of the aisle in the chapel at The Venetian. No woman could have looked more beautiful than the one who appeared when the music started…




    …“Damn, bro. You’re one lucky son of a bitch,” Tyson whispered as he clapped a hand to Gideon’s shoulder. Not trusting his voice, Gideon just smiled and nodded. He was unable to pull his eyes away from his bride as she seemed to float down the aisle, holding tightly to her brother’s arm. His breathing halted for a long moment.




    When after what seemed like an eternity Chance placed Charlie’s hand in his, Gideon wanted to cry. He didn’t, of course, because he wasn’t that kind of pussy, but he wanted to. The smile on her face as she looked at him was blinding. Gideon was so caught up in her that he paid no attention to what the officiate was saying. It took Tyson giving him a smack to bring Gideon back.




    “Oh, sorry, what?” He felt like an asshole, but Charlie’s smile never faltered.




    “Do you have rings to exchange?” asked the small man in front of the couple.




    “Um, yeah.”




    Tyson handed over the rings.




    Gideon took the rings and followed the little man’s instructions, repeating all the words about the ring being a sign of his love for her as he slipped it on her hand. Once the band was on her finger, Gideon held up one finger to stop the preacher guy.




    “Um, I want to also put this ring on Charlie’s finger. Since we never got engagement rings, I want you to have this one too.” It hadn’t come out right, but from the look on Charlie’s face, it didn’t matter. Her eyes grew wide as she took in the perfect princess-cut, two-carat diamond, surrounded by emeralds the color of her eyes.




    “Oh, Gideon.” It was just a whisper, but he heard it, and his heart soared. Every time he heard his name fall from her lips, he melted just a little. Maybe he was that kind of pussy.




    After that, everything seemed to go by in a blur. Gideon remembered saying “I do,” and he’d never forget the look in Charlie’s eyes when she looked at him and said the same thing…




    As Gideon finally pulled into his parents’ driveway, he looked over at his wife and wondered if she’d ever again look at him the way she had on their wedding day.




    ***




    When Charlie and Gideon arrived, Charlie looped her arm through Gideon’s as they walked up to the house. His look of surprise only served to infuriate her more, and she thought for a few seconds about pulling her arm out again. But Charlie was going through the motions for Evelyn, and there was no way she’d make her feel bad tonight. Charlie’s stomach knotted at the thought that this could be the last time Evelyn saw her son.




    Charlie knew being mad at Gideon was wrong. She wasn’t really that mad—a fact she could only admit to herself. No, it wasn’t anger. Charlie was scared to death. She wondered how fate could hate her so much, how just when she was the happiest she’d ever been in her life, it might all get taken away.




    Charlie was afraid, but she’d never let anyone see her like that. Being angry was much easier and safer than letting people know she was weak and frightened.




    As the couple approached the huge wooden door, Charlie remembered the first time she’d met her new family…




    …After the wedding, Charlie and Gideon had spent the rest of the night and the next morning in bed together. They had no idea what everyone else did, and honestly, Charlie couldn’t have cared less. It wasn’t until Gideon mentioned that they should probably head home that the reality of what they’d done hit her.




    “Charlie, baby, what’s wrong?” Gideon asked as he ran his hands over her back.




    “Joe, I—I’m worried about your parents.”




    “Oh, Charlie, trust me, Evelyn and Peter are going to love you. All my parents want is for Tyson and me to be happy, and you make me happier than anything ever has.”




    He kissed the top of her hair and held her against him for a few minutes. The panic began to fade. With Gideon’s arms around her, nothing could scare her.




    “Come on, let’s get going so we can make it home in time for Sunday dinner.”




    The drive back was just as nice as the trip to Vegas. Even though they were married, there was still a lot the couple didn’t know about each other. The conversation kept Charlie’s fear at bay until Gideon pulled into the driveway at his parents’ house. It was huge!




    Charlie mentally kicked herself for not realizing when they got off the freeway in La Jolla that she’d gotten herself into something bigger than she could’ve ever imagined. The enormous house that loomed in front of her had the butterflies flying again.




    “This is where you grew up?” The mixture of surprise and fear in her voice was evident, and Gideon was at her side in an instant to wrap his arm around her. Taking Charlie’s left hand, he brought it to his lips and brushed a gentle kiss over the new rings there.




    “I love you, Mrs. Cooper. There’s nothing to be scared of. Really. My parents are going to love you as much as I do.”




    Charlie rolled her eyes.




    “Okay, maybe not as much as I do, but they’re going to love you. Trust me.” Gideon dragged her up the long walkway to the front door.




    Opening the door, Gideon’s big voice filled the entire house as he yelled that he was there to eat. Charlie slapped at his chest.




    “Gideon, shouldn’t you be a little more formal here?” Charlie whispered. The huge open interior was intimidating.




    Before Gideon could answer, his parents came into the front hall.




    Gideon pulled Charlie closer, sensing her fear. An attractive woman with her blond hair pulled up in an elegant sweep came to a halt right in front of the couple, appearing to evaluate whether Charlie was worthy to be in her son’s presence. In a moment of panic, Charlie hid her left hand behind her back, not wanting to spring that on them before she’d even said hello.




    “Well, Gideon, who is this lovely young lady?” His mother’s face lit up with a genuine smile. Charlie was surprised by the friendly greeting after the onceover. She hoped her new mother-in-law still thought she was “lovely” after she found out how Charlie had seduced her son.




    “Mom, Dad,” Gideon paused for a second. “This is Charlie. My wife.”




    Charlie wanted to curl up and hide, or turn and yank that giant wooden door open. It seemed to her that this was something a person should ease in to—not toss out there like, “I bought a new car!”




    “Charlie, this is Evelyn and Peter, my parents.”




    “Your wife?” Peter was the first to speak.




    The question wasn’t harsh or unfriendly, just a question like, “How’s the weather?” Charlie braced herself for the storm.




    Then Evelyn stepped right up to her. Charlie moved further into Gideon, not sure what his mother was about to do.




    “Gideon, let go of her already. I want to give my new daughter a hug.”




    Evelyn smiled. Never in her wildest dreams had Charlie expected to be welcomed so genuinely and warmly.




    A loud chuckle echoed in the hallway as Gideon released his wife, and Charlie felt his mother’s small arms wrap around her.




    “Welcome to our family, Charlie…”




    Gideon opened the big wooden doors and announced their arrival, much as he’d done that day a year ago. Despite her current tangle of emotions, Charlie was still so thankful that there’d never been any lectures about how crazy it was to get married after only knowing one another for just a few days, no questioning as to why Charlie would want to marry their son, no hinting that she was after their money. Charlie had been welcomed into the family. Evelyn and Peter always made her feel like she’d been missing and they’d just found her.




    About ten minutes later, Chance and Gabby arrived, and not long after that Gideon, who’d been pacing by the door and peeking out through the leaded glass every few minutes, bolted outside. He didn’t tell Charlie where he was going and hadn’t even glanced back at her before the door closed behind him. That only served to move Charlie from hurt toward actually being angry.




    His recent revelations about where he’d been while she thought he was training, combined with his leaving her standing alone in front of the entire family, made Charlie wonder for the first time since marrying Gideon if maybe they’d rushed into things.




    A short time later, still sulking, Charlie sat in a lounger by the pool, watching her family move around her. Evelyn had embraced Chance and Gabby like they belonged to her as well. Since their parents’ death almost three years ago, Chance and Charlie had only had each other. It was nice to be part of a family again. Having Evelyn and Peter in her life was important to Charlie in a way Gideon would never understand.




    Everyone was acting normal—and even seemed happy. Charlie couldn’t understand how the hell they could just laugh and smile and act like Gideon wasn’t getting ready to leave. To go fight for someone he didn’t even know. And maybe not come back to them…to her.




    A low sigh escaped as Charlie leaned her head back against the chair and tried to think of the happiest day of her life. She needed to find a way to keep up her pretense.




    “What you thinkin’ about, Lottie?” Charlie didn’t have to look over to the other lounge chair to know it was Chance. He was the only one in the world who would dare call her Lottie.




    “I was thinking about how lucky we are that when I married Gideon we got Evelyn and Peter in the deal. I mean, they just welcomed all of us and made us feel like part of their family.”




    “So are you doing okay with all this, Lottie?” Chance’s voice dropped to a whisper. Charlie could never hide anything from him.




    “No, no, I’m not, Chance. I’m so mad right now—and scared. But I can’t let him know how scared I am. I can’t send him away thinking about me like that.”




    “So sending him off thinking you’re mad is better?”




    Charlie hated that Chance was the logical one. She’d only wanted to vent, and he had to go and be all wise and crap.




    Suddenly, Charlie felt a light hand on her shoulder. She hadn’t noticed Evelyn standing behind her. It didn’t matter anymore whether she was scared or mad. Now that Evelyn had heard, Gideon was going to be pissed.




    “Chance, I’m wondering, would you mind if I stole my daughter-in-law from you for a minute?” Evelyn asked.




    “No problem, Evelyn. I think I need to rescue Peter anyway. Looks like he’s getting some ‘lessons’ from Gabby.” Chance got up, gave Charlie a small kiss on the top of her head, and winked at Evelyn before walking over to where Gabby was standing with Peter. “Baby, let the man cook in his own house,” he said. “He’s a surgeon, for God’s sake. I think he can figure out how to marinate a steak.”




    “Come inside with me for a minute, hon.” Evelyn held her hand out to help Charlie off the lounge chair.




    Charlie followed her mother-in-law through the house into her small study off the main living room. When she sat on the couch, Evelyn sat down beside her and took Charlie’s hand in her own.




    “Charlie, honey, I want you to know that you’re my daughter now. I don’t ever want you to be afraid to talk to me.”




    Charlie tried to fight the tears she felt welling behind her eyes.




    “Let me tell you something about my boys. Don’t get me wrong—I love both Tyson and Gideon more than anything in this world. But I learned long ago that I have to love them without expectations.”




    “I’m not sure what you mean, Evelyn.” Tears started to run down her cheeks, and Evelyn softly brushed them away.




    “Are you and Gideon fighting?”




    “Sort of.” Charlie was unsure what she should say after what Gideon had said in the car. “I just don’t know, Evelyn. I’m so worried about him. He’s going to leave me, and what if he doesn’t come home?” The tears were flowing freely now, and she couldn’t have stopped them if she’d wanted to.




    Evelyn pulled Charlie to her, letting her daughter-in-law lean against her shoulder and cry.




    “Let me explain Gideon to you, Charlie. Ever since he was a little boy, he’s always done what he wanted. Not in a bad way, mind you. While he didn’t always listen to his father and me, he was a good boy for the most part. But when he set his mind to something, he got it done. When he wanted to start on the varsity football team as a sophomore, he did it. When he wanted to get into USC, he did it.”




    She stopped and smiled. Charlie smiled a wet smile too, thinking of Gideon and his determination.




    “So, I’ve had to learn to live with Gideon’s decisions and understand that while he may seem crazy and go off half-cocked, everything comes together in the end,” she continued. “Didn’t you ever wonder why when he brought you home as his wife I hugged you and you were my new daughter? No questions asked?”




    “Well, as a matter of fact, I was just thinking about that earlier.”




    “It was because I trust Gideon and know that everything is going to turn out right. You have to know that too, Charlie. It’s the only way to live with Gideon.”




    Evelyn’s smile grew wider, but this time Charlie couldn’t return it. All she could think was that he might never come home.




    “How can this turn out right? He’s going away to be shot at.”




    “Charlie, do you trust Gideon?”




    “Yes, of course.”




    “Do you know how much he loves you and that he’d do anything to come home to you?”




    “Yes, but—”




    “There are no buts, honey. This is Gideon. I suspect that his devotion and total commitment are what you fell in love with. Am I right?” Evelyn gave her a hard stare.




    As much as Charlie wanted to argue, she was right; one of the reasons Charlie fell in love with Gideon was his commitment and pride in what he did for the country. Evelyn’s words made her see how stupid she’d been.




    After giving her mother-in-law a quick hug, Charlie wiped her eyes and got up off the sofa, determined to find Gideon and make things right.




    “Thank you so much, Evelyn. I’m so lucky to have you.”




    “And you do have us, honey. Both Peter and I are here for you whenever you need us.” She pulled Charlie into a tight embrace and kissed her on the cheek.




    “I think I need to go find my husband,” Charlie whispered.




    “Good idea.”
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