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New Year’s Eve, New York City

Eden pushed through the door of the apartment, almost knocking over someone on the other side.

“Hey, watch it,” came a deep voice.

“Sorry,” she called out over the loud music.

Pulling the door out of the way, she looked up into a pair of intense, sky blue eyes. The annoyed expression on the man’s face softened as his gaze traveled down her body. Hers roamed over his blond crew cut back to his inquisitive eyes and then lower to his crisp uniform and impressive display of medals on a broad chest.

A Marine. Brass. She grinned as she looked him over. Shoulders as wide as the island of Manhattan. Nice.

The man extended his hand. “Major Tom Davis.”

“Eden Wyatt.” CIA, but that’s none of your business.

“No coat. You live in the building?”

“One flight down.”

“Happy New Year, Eden.” His smile was warm as it lit up his handsome face.

Hell yes—it is now. “Happy New Year, major. Do they have anything good to drink? I’m thirsty as hell.”

“Follow me,” he said, taking her by the elbow.

A tiny shiver ran up her arm at the touch of his warm, dry hand. He led her to a small bar set up in the bedroom.

“What’s your pleasure—beer, vodka, or wine?” he asked, holding a bottle of vodka in one hand and a beer in the other.

You, honey, on a silver platter. She choked on her saliva for a second, avoiding his gaze. “Vodka. What’s there to mix?”

He checked the label of each container. “Tonic, bitter lemon, and orange juice.”

“Tonic’s good.”

He mixed the drink and handed it to her. She flipped her long, blonde hair over her shoulder before taking the glass from him. When their fingers touched, a tingle pricked at her fingertips, almost causing her to drop it.

“Hey.” Tom supported the tumbler from the bottom before it toppled to the ground.

“Thanks.”

“A little shaky...is this your first drink of the night?”

She nodded. And you can be my first Marine. Her gaze lingered on his lips for a second as she wondered what they’d feel like pressed against her own.

“Tara’s mom told me about you.” Tom leaned against the wall.

“Oh? And what did she tell you?” Eden cocked an eyebrow.

“She asked me if I liked blondes.”

“And do you?” She looked up from under her lashes.

“If they look like you? Hell, yeah.” He chuckled, his gaze lingering a second too long on her chest.

“Claire Mason is such a matchmaker.” Eden shook her head.

“I thought she sold this place,” Tom said, looking around.

“She tried, but the buyer couldn’t get a mortgage. So, she sold it for practically nothing to Mick and Tara.”

“Everyone should have a mom like that.”

“Wish I did.” Her wistful tone brought his attention back to her. He stepped nearer as Tara and her husband, Mick, entered the room.

“There you are,” Tara called to Tom. “Eden. You got here. I’m so glad.” She hugged the other woman. “Have you two met?” A little spark lit in Tara’s eyes.

Eden nodded.

“Mick’s been calling all over town, and it seems all the hotels are booked, Tom,” Tara said.

“That’s all right. I’ll sleep on the subway or something.”

“You need a place to stay?” Eden asked, raising her eyebrows.

He nodded.

“My sofa pulls out. You’re welcome to bunk in with me,” she offered.

His eyes widened a little as a grin spread across his face. “An offer I can’t refuse.” Again, Tom’s gaze traveled the length of her, from the top of her head to the painted toes peeking out from her gold sandals. The heat from his stare almost burned her skin.

“I mean in the living room.” She sensed a blush rising in her face.

“Of course,” he replied.

Eden noticed Tara and Mick exchanging glances. They planned this. Damn. She burst out laughing. “Tara, you’re about as subtle as...as...an avalanche.”

Tara’s cheeks colored. She buried her face in Mick’s neck.

“Is this a set up?” the major asked.

“I think so. Look at her,” Eden said, pointing to Tara, whose face was as red as a tomato.

“He needed a place to stay. You have a sofa bed...what’s wrong with that?” Tara attempted to sound innocent.

“Are you married, major?” Eden asked.

“No, ma’am. Are you?”

She shook her head before turning to stare pointedly at Tara.

“I think I hear someone calling me.” Tara took Mick’s hand and dragged him out of the room with her. Mick laughed as he followed his wife.

Major Davis poured himself a vodka and tonic. The awkward silence between them grew until he finally broke it. “If you’d rather not have me on your sofa, I understand completely.”

“It’s fine. Really. You’re welcome to stay. I can handle myself, so if you end up sleep walking into my room, be aware that I’m an expert at self-defense.” She shot a bold, confident smile at him.

Davis burst out laughing. “No need to worry about me. I’m a sound sleeper, and I never enter a lady’s bedroom uninvited.”

An engraved invitation or simply a wink? “As long as we’re clear on the ground rules,” Eden said, taking a swig of her drink.

“Very clear, ma’am.”

They moseyed out into the living room. The lights were low and candles burned on the mantle. The party was small, perhaps ten people. Slow music played “How Do You Fall in Love” by Alabama.

“Care to dance?” Tom asked her, setting his glass on the mantle.

A shy smile crept over her face as she placed hers on a side table. “Love to.”

The major took her hand in his and led her out to the center of the room. He placed his other hand on her waist and pulled her a little closer. Eden folded her fingers over his shoulder and stepped into his embrace. “How Do You Fall in Love” blended into “Far Away” by Nickelback, and they kept dancing.

For the second song, Tom pulled her in closer. Eden rested her head on his shoulder. Her soft chest flattened a little against his hard muscle. The pressure of their bodies touching warmed her blood. A whiff of his aftershave mixed with the smell of his freshly ironed shirt and his unique scent, intoxicating her. Although her mind willed her to move back from his seductive warmth, her body rebelled, softening against him.

He was an expert dancer, guiding her effortlessly around the room, keeping time to the music. When his embrace became more intimate as the song continued, she closed her eyes. Never disrespectful, the way he held her excited her and imparted a sense of safety at the same time. His grip was firm and sexy. The sensation was heady.

She shook her head once. You’re never safe. Stop it. Be alert. Don’t forget. Her eyes popped open, she snapped to attention, and her body stiffened.

He bent to whisper in her ear. “Everything okay?”

He could feel me change. We’re dancing too close. But she didn’t want to move away. If I keep my eyes open, I’ll be okay. Breathe. Her muscles loosened, and her body relaxed again. Alert doesn’t mean tense.

Finally, the song changed to a fast dance. They separated and finished their drinks. Eden motioned him to the kitchen. There were platters of finger foods, crudités, cheese cubes, olives, pigs in blankets, and chocolate covered strawberries.

“Another vodka and tonic?” he asked.

“Sure.”

Tom took their glasses into the bedroom for refills. Eden filled a plate to overflowing with hors d’oeuvres. She met him in the small dining area. They pulled chairs up to the tall window and gazed out at the city lights.

Tom raised his tumbler to hers. “To a great new year.” He moved his seat closer to hers.

She clinked her glass against his and smiled. They each took a sip. Eden placed hers on the windowsill so she could pick up a cube of cheese and hold it to his mouth. He ate it slowly, holding her gaze with his. He picked up a strawberry and held it to her lips. She munched on it, keeping eye contact. The air between them crackled with electricity. He’s so tall...handsome.

They fed each other back and forth until she drew the tip of his finger into her mouth. She licked strawberry juice off it then pushed it slowly out again. Looking up, she saw desire flicker in his eyes and a flush steal into his cheeks. Gotcha. Eden noticed his gaze drop to her mouth, so she swiped the tip of her tongue across her lower lip. Sweat broke out on his forehead as he stared.

They were sitting close, knees touching when everyone started yelling. Fireworks were heard in the distance. Midnight.

He whispered so softly she almost didn’t hear him. “If you’re going to do that...I’m going to do this.” He leaned over and brushed his lips against hers then planted a real kiss. When he sat back, he said, “Happy New Year, Eden.”

She was breathless and could only nod her head.

* * * *
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He couldn’t believe the heat coursing through him from the brush of her knee with his. Holding her when they danced had been a turn on and feeding her had stoked the fire. Their kiss made him want more. Slow down, Tom. You just met her, and you’re moving in. She’s wary. Back off. But damn, she smells so good.

“What’s that perfume you’re wearing?”

“Lilac.”

“Makes me think of spring.” He spread his arm across the back of her chair.

“Lilacs are a spring flower. My favorite, in fact. Like it?”

Like it? It’s driving me wild. “Could say that.” He grinned at her.

“That’s what true love looks like,” she said, motioning toward the corner of the room. Tara and Mick stood in semi-darkness, locked in a passionate embrace.

He chuckled. “They’re a devoted pair. Never seen a love so fast or intense as theirs.”

She turned to face him. “Have you ever experienced true love?”

“I’m still waiting for Cupid to bring his arrow to my bunk.” Maybe you’ll be my first.

She laughed.

“You?” he asked.

Her smile melted away. “Once.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“He died.” She paused. “I don’t want to talk about it.” She lowered her lashes.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, taking her small hand in his. “Were you married?”

She shook her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

Idiot. She said she didn’t want to talk about it.

He snaked his arm around her shoulders and drew her into his embrace. She shuddered then sighed. Her hair tickled his nose, and her scent grew stronger.

The sound of someone clearing their throat caused them to split apart. She turned her face away from him, but he could see her wipe her eyes.

“Happy New Year,” Tara chirped.

“Happy New Year,” Tom echoed, pushing to his feet.

He and Mick shook hands. Eden embraced Tara.

“So, I guess you’re okay with the major bunking in with you?” Tara asked.

“Fine.”

Tom noticed people had begun leaving. Gotta give the newlyweds some time alone. He stretched and stifled a yawn. “I’m an early riser. Time to hit the rack.”

Eden picked up her purse while Tom retrieved his duffle bag and hoisted the strap over his shoulder.

“Lead on, pretty lady.”

As they headed toward the hall stairs, Tom glanced back. Wearing a shy smile, Mick stood behind Tara with an arm around her middle. Resting one hand on Mick’s arm, she leaned back against him and raised her other one to wave. Damn, he’s lucky.

Eden slipped down the narrow stairwell easily while Tom had to maneuver his bulky duffle this way and that to keep from bumping the walls.

She reached the landing before him. She stopped to unlatch three locks then crouched down. While her hand turned the knob slowly, her gaze zeroed in on the bottom, near the sill.

Tom stood by, fascinated. As she opened it, something fell out onto the floor. She picked it up. A match. Why does she have a match stuck in the jamb?

Once they were inside, she shut the door immediately and secured all three locks again. He shot her a questioning glance. Three locks?

“Wondering why I do that, aren’t you? I had a...home invasion. Was attacked. Now, I put a match in so I know if there’s someone in the apartment. Keeps me sane.”

“Clever. Is that why you learned self-defense?”

“You could say that,” she said, placing her purse on the coffee table. “Long story.”

“A woman of mystery...”

Don’t go there,” she warned. “How about a nice glass of brandy to top off the evening?”

What doesn’t she want me to know? Now, I’ve gotta find out. “Sure.” He looked around at the apartment for a place where his bag would be out of the way.

The living room was small, but nicely designed. High ceilings gave an airy feeling to the little apartment. Cream-colored walls had a few beautiful oil paintings of country scenes. The sofa was covered in dark green velvet. A small bookcase in oak matched the coffee table. The space had a serene feeling to it. Tom was comfortable right away.

Eden disappeared into the tiny kitchen.

“Can I help?” he called after her.

“Nope. Thanks. Got it.” She returned carrying a silver tray holding a crystal decanter half filled with brandy and two small snifters. She set it down on the coffee table.

Filling the small glasses halfway, she handed one to Tom and sat back next to him on the couch, raising hers to her lips.

He took a swig. “This is fine.”

“Thanks. Best I could afford.”

“You work?” he asked, shifting to get more comfortable and face her.

“I’m unemployed right now. I’ve been a travel agent, a cake baker...” She sipped her brandy.

He raised an eyebrow. Self-defense expert, a bit paranoid, and no permanent job? Doesn’t add up.

“What are you doing in New York? I hope not chasing down a terrorist threat.”

“Mick’s an old buddy of mine—elementary, middle, and high school then college, and finally, the Marines. I’m visiting the newlyweds before I report to Washington in two days. Then back here for a couple more before I head back.”

“Were you in the Middle East?” She refilled Tom’s glass.

“Afghanistan.”

“Can’t talk about it, right?” She smiled.

“Right.” He swirled the liquid around in his mouth for a second before swallowing.

“Did you like it there?”

“I wouldn’t say I liked it. It was an assignment, and we were successful. Guess I liked the result. Living there is hell.” Lots of questions. Why?

“I’m sorry. Can you tell me where you’re going?” She crossed her legs.

“I’m afraid I can’t.” He studied her face to pick up her reaction to his words. Why does she want to know?

“Must be hard to have a relationship with so much secrecy.”

“If you were my wife, I could tell you. Maybe not everything, but a helluva lot more. But you’d never repeat it because it might threaten my safety.”

“Still. Has to make it hard to be married, if your wife isn’t in the service, too.” Eden took a sip of brandy.

“That’s why I haven’t had a visit from Cupid yet.” Tom chuckled.

“Looking for a woman who can put up with that, eh?” She leaned back against a cushion and rested her arm on the sofa back.

“Bingo.” I wish you were military.

“You might be surprised at how much a...woman like me...can understand.” She shot him a flirtatious glance.

“Maybe you’re different...” He leaned in a bit closer.

“What do you mean?” Her eyes widened.

“Something about you...doesn’t add up.”

Eden pushed to her feet and began pacing. “Why do you say that? Can’t I enjoy making cakes and traveling?”

“No problem. It’s okay. I like you the way you are.” That set her off. Must be on the right track. I need to know what she’s hiding. I’ll bide my time.

She stopped, lifted the decanter, and offered him more brandy.

No more to drink until I know who she really is. He put his hand over the glass and shook his head. “That’s plenty for me. Thanks. Time to turn in.”

He stood up. She opened the sofa, retrieved a set of sheets from a drawer, and then retired to her room. He made up the bed then undressed. When he was down to his pants and socks, her door opened. She came out wearing a short, black jersey gown with slim straps. There was a tiny, white bow between her breasts. Unable to stop himself, Tom let out a low whistle. She turned, startled.

“Didn’t mean to scare you but, wow, Eden. Do you always dress like that for bed?”

She smiled warmly at him as she moved closer. “Not usually.”

“Didn’t think so,” he said smugly as he folded his shirt.

“Usually, I sleep naked.”

Tom gulped and coughed, choking for a moment on his own saliva.

“You asked.”
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Eden pulled up the covers and turned out the light.

“Night, Davis,” she called out.

“Night, Eden.”

She slipped her hand under her pillow. When it made contact with the cold metal of a gun barrel, she relaxed and smiled. It’s there. I’m good. Closing her eyes, Eden hoped, in vain, for a peaceful rest. Nightmares plagued her. Tossing and turning, she ripped the sheets up off the bed. In her dreams, there he was, plain as day.

Eden backed up until she came to a wall. Fadi kept coming.

“Take your clothes off,” he demanded.

She shook her head.

“I said take your clothes off. Do it. Now!”

Eden thought for a moment. There were six armed guards with AK-47s. And Fadi. If she defended herself, he would know she was a spy. Then, they would execute her like they did Jerry. She had to keep her cover or die. Slowly, with shaking hands, she began to undress.

Fadi licked his lips and stared at her. “Faster! I haven’t got all day.”

She fumbled with buttons, biding time, her mind working furiously, trying to find a plan, an escape, a way out.

“I’ll give you thirty seconds to strip, or I’ll do it myself, with this.” He pulled out a Janbiya, with a blade seven inches long.

Eden gulped. She sped up and soon was standing naked in front of him, shivering, though the heat in the room was suffocating. He approached her, violating her first with his leering stare. Pushing up against her, he reached into his pants. Fortunately, he wasn’t fully erect. He shoved his hand down between her legs.

“Ah, already wet for me. You’re such a whore. You don’t care who gives it to you, do you?” An ugly smile raised his lips.

When he withdrew his hand, it was covered in blood. He screamed a curse and jumped back from her. “You disgusting bitch! You’re bleeding, and you didn’t tell me.” He slapped her across the face.

The pain in her jaw kept her from smiling. Never been so glad to get a surprise period as today, she thought. A shuddering sigh shot through her body.

Fadi picked up her shirt and wiped off his hand. “Wear this...this filthy blood. Show the world what a pig you are. I’m not finished with you. You can’t bleed forever, bitch. And I’ll be back. I’ll be back to take what’s mine.”

Asleep in her bed, Eden began to shake and cry. She awoke gulping for air as a scream escaped her throat. The room was pitch black. She was awake, but the trembling continued.

There was a figure outlined in black at the door. Eden reached under her pillow and pulled out a Glock 39. She aimed and fired, but her hand was shaking so badly she missed by a mile. The figure dove for the floor.

“It’s me, Tom. Eden, don’t shoot.”

She heard the words, but they were jumbled together. She couldn’t make sense of them as she tried to steady the gun in her hand. The man leapt up, grabbed her wrist hard with one hand, and dislodged the firearm with the other. He put it on the ground and kicked it under the bed.

Eden still didn’t know who he was. Cowering, she sobbed, “Don’t...don’t hurt me...please...don’t...”

He pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly, stroking her hair. “It’s Tom Davis. Eden, you’re okay. You were dreaming.”

The warmth of his body brought her back to the present. She hugged him tightly and let out a deep, shuddering breath. He kissed her hair. When her eyes adjusted to the darkness, lightened only by a few moonbeams, she gazed into his.

“You’re all right, honey,” he murmured, cupping her cheek.

“Davis? Tom?” The strap on her gown had fallen halfway down her arm, and her hair was matted down.

“It’s me.” He wiped a tear on her cheek with his thumb.

“Thank God.” She clung to him for a few more moments before she realized he was bare-chested. She slid her hands down slowly until they came into contact with a waistband. Boxers.

A deep breath filled her nostrils with his delicious, masculine scent mixed with a touch of Jovan Musk aftershave. Her fingers dug into the muscles of his back as she relaxed against him. He’s a big man. The sense of safety he had imparted to her during their slow dance returned.

He loosened his grip slightly.

“Please, don’t go,” she whispered, her breathing back to normal again.

His fingers fanned out on her back, pressing her closer. Eden snuggled into him, closing her eyes for only a moment. So good to relax. She kissed his pecs once, opened her eyes again, leaned back, and peered up at him.

“Do you have dreams like this often?” His brows knit, his face serious.

“This is my most frequent one. I have others, sometimes.” She moved back a bit.

“What happened to you? You have serious nightmares, you rig your front door, keep a gun under your pillow, and you’re a self-defense expert. Who are you, Eden?” Tom let go and stepped away a fraction.

“Didn’t fool you for long, did I? I’m with the State Department.” She sat back on her haunches.

“CIA?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“What can you tell me?” A flicker of something in his eyes held her attention.

“Not much. I had a...uh...bad...experience in Lebanon two years ago. Can’t seem to shake it.” She chewed her thumb.

“It takes time.”

“Two years...you’d think...” Her voice trailed off. She pulled up the strap of her gown.

“Hey, you didn’t have to do that on my account.” He smirked.

“Enjoying the view?” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Could say that. You okay now?”

“Sure. Fine.” Why did you let me go?

Even through dim light, Eden could see desire glitter in his eyes. He closed the gap between them again, gripping her upper arms and pulling her to him. He lowered his mouth to hers in a tentative kiss.

God I want him...not yet. Too soon. With her hand on his neck, she held him still while she deepened the kiss.

He reacted immediately, pulling her flush up against him, crushing her breasts into his chest. One hand cradled her head while the other slid down to her hip. Her resolve to resist began to melt away under the seductive caresses of his lips and tongue. His passion took her breath away, dissolving some of the chill surrounding her heart.

Before her self-control vanished completely, rational thinking took over. Pushing away from him, she took a deep breath and moved back.

“Sorry. Got a bit carried away. You’re a beautiful woman and dressed—or should I say undressed?—like that, well, you’re irresistible.”

The wall of polite conversation fell back into place. “Here are my rules—no commitment and no one-night stands. Short term only.”

“Why? I don’t mean the one-night stands. I get that. I mean the no commitment.”

“I’m not safe. I can’t tell you why. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

“I can take care of myself. I’m not exactly defenseless.” He chuckled.

“This is different. I don’t want to talk about it. Can you live with those rules?”

“The no-one-night-stand thing is fine. But the no commitment...we’ll see.”

She chuckled. “You’re a stubborn, independent kinda guy, eh?”

“I’m used to making the rules, but I bend them a little, sometimes.”

“So, I should be taking orders from you?” She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t think so. Majors make the rules, huh? What makes you think you can control me?” She crossed her arms over her breasts.

“You might be the one. And if you are, no silly rules are going to stand in my way.”

She laughed. “Silly rules? You’ve got some nerve.” She grabbed the extra pillow on her bed and bashed his chest with it. The second swing at him wasn’t so successful. He caught her wrist with one hand while yanking the pillow out of her grip with the other.

Before she could take a breath, he had them trapped over her head, clamped together in one of his big hands. His other held her chin while his body, resting on his elbow, lightly brushed against hers.

“I could get out of this if I wanted to, you know.”

He challenged her with mirth in his eyes. “Go ahead. I dare you.”

“Who says I want to?” She shot him a seductive smile and arched her back, pressing her breasts into him.

“Nope. No one-night stands,” he said, sitting up and freeing her hands. “That’s a rule.”

“Why you...” An expression of mock anger washed over her face.

He laughed. “Your rules, beautiful. I’m only obeying orders.”

She chuckled with him.

He rose from the bed. “Are you all right to get back to sleep?”

“I think so. Thanks...for everything.” I wish he’d stay. He’d get the wrong idea...but I could sleep so well tucked safely into those big arms. She sighed.

“It was my pleasure.” He fished the gun out from under the bed before he moved toward the door with a laconic gait, taking his time.

Her gaze followed his body, studying the width of his shoulders before slipping all the way down the muscles in his back to his butt. Pretty cute.

He stopped, tucked the Glock in his waistband, and turned, filling up the doorway.

“Hey! That’s my gun.”

“Not for tonight. I’ll keep it. You’ll be safe with me here.”

She smiled. “Yeah, but who’ll keep me safe from you?”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “You’re sure you’re okay...you don’t need me to stay?” A small smile curled his lips.

Don’t tempt me. “Is that an offer?”

He blushed. “I didn’t mean...”

“Yes, you did. Are you trying to seduce me?” She tried to stifle a grin.

“No, no...making sure you’re okay...secure and all.” His gaze avoided hers.

“If you want me to feel totally
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