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It’s been years since her child’s father dumped her, and since then Kara McMillan has kept men at bay – although every day she aches more for a lover’s touch. But to get that, the hard-boiled journalist must become vulnerable – a feeling she vowed never to have again.

With his dangerous good looks, charm, and power, Senator Reece Sheridan could have just about any woman he sets his piercing eyes on. But he’s intrigued by only one. This Kara, this gutsy investigative reporter, has a sensuality that arouses him to no end. If she’s a firebrand in print, he guesses, she must be just as fiery in bed …

But this is no fling. A sudden political scandal – and attempts on Kara’s life – could very well drive them apart. Or maybe, just maybe, adversity could draw them into a bond even more intense than their steamy sexual embraces …

Sexy. Thrilling. Unputdownable. Take a wildly romantic ride with Pamela Clare’s I-Team: Extreme Exposure, Hard Evidence, Unlawful Contact, Naked Edge, Breaking Point, Striking Distance.


CHAPTER 
1

KARA MCMILLAN was going to kill her best friend. It was Holly’s fault Kara stood alone, margarita in hand, in Denver’s skankiest meat market, wishing she were invisible. Holly had brought her here—and then deserted her.

This time Holly had gone too far.

“Just go up to a guy who turns you on and start talking,” Holly had said before she’d disappeared into the crowd. “Make it clear you want to get laid, and you’ll find yourself on your back in no time.”

On her back.

Kara hadn’t been on her back for five long years—not since she’d learned she was pregnant with Connor—and the thought of ending the evening with her legs wrapped around some strong, sexy man while he drove himself into her, hot and hard, was almost enough to make her moan out loud.

But she was nothing if not a realist. She’d never hooked up with a man in a bar before, and there was no way she was going to meet anyone worthwhile tonight, no matter what Holly said. Why had she let Holly talk her into this? Was she truly that desperate?

Kara pressed herself farther back against the wall and took a sip of her drink just to have something to do. She stood next to an enormous potted fern not far from the entrance. The fern’s lacy fronds made her feel somewhat sheltered but allowed her a view of both the bar to her right and the restaurant to her left.

The Rio del Sol, or The Rio as locals called it, was a spawning ground. The air was heavy with pheromones, the bar so crowded it was impossible to walk anywhere without brushing up against someone. Music pumped from overhead speakers but was drowned out by shouted conversation until the bass tones were nothing but a throb against the soles of her feet like a heartbeat, or the pulsing rhythm of sex.

Most everyone wore black—black leather, black Levis, black T-shirts, tiny black dresses that revealed black bra straps. It looked like a funeral, except everyone was smiling, flirting, touching. Kara’s mind flashed on the prairie chickens she’d seen doing their mating dance at a nearby wildlife refuge—a sultry glance, the bulge of a bicep, a bit of exposed cleavage little more than the flash of mating plumage.

In the back corner, one couple had already paired off. They stood against the wall, all tongues and hands and writhing bodies. The woman had lifted her leg, had all but wrapped it around the man’s waist, and he obligingly ground himself into her.

For a moment, Kara couldn’t pull her eyes off them and found herself wondering what it would feel like to be that woman, to have a man maul her with the same kind of intensity. When the man reached up and cupped the woman’s breast, Kara’s pulse skipped.

She looked away, took another sip of her drink, and savored its salty tang. At least the margaritas were good. Signs on the wall said patrons were limited to three, so the drinks must be potent. She took another, bigger sip. If she had to be here, she might as well get a bit tipsy. Tomorrow was Saturday. Holly was driving, and Connor was staying with her mother tonight. She could afford to have a little fun for once—if drinking a margarita with an overgrown fern for company could be called fun.

Just go up to some guy who turns you on and start talking.

It ought to be easy. Kara talked to people all the time. In the ten years she’d been a journalist she’d talked to literally thousands of people—corporate CEOs, government officials, convicted drug smugglers, war survivors, rock stars, even a retired assassin. She’d gotten angry phone calls, hate mail, death threats. None of it fazed her. So why did the idea of approaching an attractive man in a bar seem so overwhelming?

Just go up to a guy who turns you on and start talking.

It was certainly easy for Holly, who was younger, platinum blond, and had the kind of body that rendered men stupid—big boobs, a slender waist, and plenty of booty. Kara had stretch marks on her belly from pregnancy and had never gotten out of a B-cup, except when she’d been nursing Connor. Her only striking asset was her hair, which attracted attention because it was long—that and maybe her eyes.

Even had she been a supermodel, casual sex just wasn’t Kara’s style. Not that she didn’t wish it were her style. She’d give anything to have Holly’s confidence and smorgasbord attitude toward men and sex. Kara was thirty-two and in her sexual prime, after all. She hadn’t been with a man for so long she felt her sexual frustration could generate enough electricity to power the entire Denver metro area.

“You’re pathetic, McMillan,” she said to herself. “Pa-the-tic.”

What was she doing here? She should be home snuggling her son and reading Fox in Sox for the millionth time, not standing in The Rio drinking by herself while Horny Holly went trolling for sperm.

Cold air rushed in as the front door opened again and more people strode inside. As they streamed toward the bar, one face caught her eye.

State Senator Reece Sheridan.

Though she’d never met him in person, she recognized him from the many photos that had run on the front page of the paper since he’d been elected two years ago. She’d interviewed him over the phone a few times when the bills he was carrying overlapped with one of her columns or investigative stories. She’d found him smart for a politician and unusually well spoken—which, in Colorado, set him apart.

She took another sip and studied him as he walked closer.

He was, she decided, even better-looking than his photographs. He was tall, easily over six feet. His dark blond hair was cut conservatively—short at the back and on the sides, a bit longer on top for style. His eyes were large with unusually long lashes, his lips firm and full. His square jaw bore a trace of five-o’clock shadow. He wore a gray wool trench coat over a white shirt and gray slacks, his gray silk tie visibly loosened.

He reminded her of a GQ model—handsome, well dressed, smooth. She imagined he’d been one of the popular kids in high school. He’d probably been president of his fraternity in college and had no doubt dated sorority girls and cheerleaders, who’d swooned for him—and the sports car he inevitably drove.

Kara could almost hear their annoying squeals. “Oooh, Reeeece!”

An overgrown frat boy—definitely not Kara’s type.

Kara took another drink of her margarita and was surprised to find she had only ice left. No wonder she felt a bit buzzed. She lifted her gaze back to the senator, remembered what he’d said last time they’d spoken on the phone.

“You’ve got a pretty voice. It’s very feminine.”

She had dismissed the compliment as nothing more than a politician’s attempt to suck up to the press. But she hadn’t forgotten it.

He surveyed the bar area as if looking for someone, slipped the heavy coat from his broad shoulders, and kept moving. He was probably looking for a woman, Kara decided. A man like him wouldn’t go long without one.

He hadn’t seen Kara and had almost passed her by when she heard herself speak.

“Senator Sheridan?” Kara could have kicked herself. Why had she opened her mouth? She didn’t want to talk to him!

It occurred to her to walk quickly away, but it was too late.

His gaze met hers, and she could tell he was trying to place her.

Then he smiled and walked over to her, hand extended. “Kara McMillan?”

Kara took his hand, shook it, and slipped behind the mask of her journalist persona. “Congrats on passing your alternative energy bill.”

“Thanks.” His hand was large and warm, and he held hers a bit longer than was necessary. “Your coverage was one of the reasons the bill made it out of committee.”

Kara shrugged, irritated by the way his compliment warmed her. She wasn’t supposed to care what he thought. “I felt I had to give it some ink. It’s an important issue to our readers.”

“It’s good to meet you in person. I’ve been meaning to call to tell you how much I enjoyed the interview. Of all the journalists who called about that bill, you asked the best questions.”

Her face grew warm, and she was horrified to realize she was smiling. “Well, that’s my job.”

What a stupid thing to say! Of course it’s your job, McMillan!

“I was warned about you.” He smiled. It was the kind of smile that made women melt.

But no way was an overgrown frat boy going to charm her. “Warned?”

“I was told you eat legislators for breakfast.”

The statement was so outrageous it made Kara laugh. “Only when I can’t get a hold of murderers, drug kingpins, or rapists.”

His smile brightened, and he chuckled. “Ouch! I think I’ve been insulted. I need a drink to soothe my wounded pride. Can I get you something?”

Good journalists never let politicians buy them drinks. “Oh, no, I—”

“Another margarita?”

Blue. His eyes were blue. “On the rocks with salt.”

He smiled, took her empty glass, and turned toward the bar. The crowd seemed to part for him, and in a matter of moments he was back, two drinks in hand. He gave her one and took a sip from the other—amber liquid in a small glass. “I don’t know about their margaritas, but they have the best selection of single malt in town. Cheers.”

“Cheers.” Kara drank, tried to recover her sense of detachment. She had no business getting cozy with a senator. Particularly not a handsome one who oozed charm the way slugs oozed slime.

He gestured toward the fern and grinned. “Are you undercover or something?”

Kara felt her aloofness slip to the floor and shatter. She took a step away from the plant. “I’m waiting for someone.”

“Your boyfriend?”

“No! No—a friend from work. She’s somewhere out there.” Kara gestured toward the undulating crowd. “We put our names in for a table and—”

“Reece! There you are!” A young woman who reminded Kara of Malibu Barbie emerged from the crowd and reached for the senator.

Kara watched as Senator Sheridan took Barbie’s hand and bent down to kiss her cheek. He seemed happy to see her. Blond, curvy, tanned—she was just the sort of woman Kara had imagined he would find attractive. For some reason, being right disappointed her.

He put his arm around Barbie’s shoulder and drew her nearer. “Melanie, I’d like you to meet Kara McMillan of the Denver Independent.”

Melanie—Kara thought Barbie was a better name for her—reached out a delicate, well-manicured hand. “Oh, I’ve heard of you. You’re the reporter who got that city official fired, right?”

Kara shook her hand and forced a smile. “Right.”

Melanie turned to the senator. “I’ve saved us a little table in the back corner. You can talk some more if you want. I’ll head back to the table. I’m afraid someone will steal it.”

Blond hair swinging, Malibu Melanie disappeared back into the crowd.

Senator Sheridan shifted his gaze back to Kara, a look of regret on his face. “I hate to end this conversation, but I need to go. Are you going to be here for a while?”

Kara wanted to tell him to drop dead, but he hadn’t done anything wrong. “We were planning on having dinner.”

“I’ll look for you in the restaurant.” Then he flashed her another smile and disappeared into the crowded bar.

He’d been gone perhaps two seconds when Holly reappeared, eyes wide, a big smile on her face. “Who was that?”

“Nobody.” Kara took another sip of her marg.

Holly’s big brown eyes narrowed. “Nobody, my ass! You were talking to the hottest guy in the bar! I saw him buy you a drink!”

“You were watching?” For some reason Kara wasn’t really surprised.

Holly crossed her arms. “Who was he—or didn’t you bother to get his name?”

Kara gave up. “That was Senator Reece Sheridan.”

Holly’s eyes widened. “A senator? Oooh!”

“YOU’RE TOO damn picky. That’s your problem.” Holly dug a corn chip into the salsa, popped it into her mouth, and crunched. “You don’t know anything about this senator guy, and you’ve already written him off.”

They’d gotten a table, had placed their orders, and still Holly wouldn’t quit harping at Kara.

“He’s here with a woman.” Kara drank the last of her second margarita. “Besides, he’s not my type.”

“Tall, sexy, and blatantly male isn’t your type? Good God, Kara, what is?”

“I want someone real.”

Holly considered her for a moment and sipped her Diet Coke. “This is all his fault.”

“Oh, don’t start—”

“If he’d been a man instead of a rat bastard, you might have a love life.”

“You can’t blame him for my decisions.”

“The jerk should be neutered.”

Kara opened her mouth to protest, shut it again. She had once been in love with Galen Prentice, had believed he loved her, too. But he had betrayed her and dumped her when she’d needed him most. She’d found herself in the exact same situation as her mother—raising a child by herself.

“You know what I think?” Holly took another sip of her Diet Coke.

“I feel certain you’re going to tell me.”

“I think you were so hurt by that S.O.B. you’re afraid to spend time with any man who might actually turn you on. That’s why you haven’t been on a date in five years. You hide behind motherhood and your job and use your responsibilities as a way to hide from life.” Holly nodded her stylish blond head decisively, and, apparently done preaching, bit into another chip.

Kara felt tears prick behind her eyes, fought them back. “I’ve been on dates. I went out with Todd Myers, remember?”

Holly gave Kara a withering look. “Todd Myers is gay as a daisy, and you knew it! You prove my point.”

The waiter arrived at the table with two plates, a sizzling platter and all the fixings for fajitas for two. “Is there anything else I can get you ladies? More drinks?”

Kara started to say no, but Holly had already answered for her.

“More Diet Coke for me, and definitely another marg for her.”

By the time the remains of the fajitas were cleared away, the conversation had moved from men to having sex with men, and Kara was feeling better than she’d felt in ages. She was floating, and everything in the world seemed warm, fuzzy, perfect.

She glanced at her empty glass and wondered what exactly they put in their margaritas. Whatever it was, it was really, really, really strong.

“What I miss most is kissing.” She closed her eyes for a moment and tried to conjure up the sensation. “I love it when you feel that first brush of his lips on yours. And when his tongue slips into your mouth—mmmm.”

Holly smiled at her and poked at the ice in her glass with her straw.

“You know what else I love?”

“Hard cock?”

Kara heard Holly, of course, but she wasn’t going to let Holly interrupt her train of thought. It was so like Holly to go straight for the crotch. “I love it when a man licks my nipples. It makes me crazy! I can’t even think about it without feeling turned on.”

Holly shrugged, still smiling. “That’s nice, but I prefer his mouth a bit farther south.”

“Galen refused to do that. But I knew this guy in college who said he really liked it.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Was he any good at it?”

Kara nodded and felt heat suffuse her cheeks at the memory. She leaned forward and looked straight into Holly’s eyes. “I think it’s soooo erotic when you kiss him afterwards—and taste yourself on his mouth!”

A man’s voice interrupted the conversation. “What are you ladies talking about?”

Senator Sheridan. He stood beside the table, his coat draped over his arm.

Kara looked up, felt the heat of his smile, and answered without thinking. “I was just saying I think it’s really erotic when you kiss a man and taste yourself on his mouth.”

Some part of her wondered through a tequila haze whether she had just said something she shouldn’t have. But before she had time to consider it, the senator pulled out a chair and sat.

“I’d have to agree.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “That is erotic.”

She could smell his aftershave—something warm and enticingly male. He had taken off his tie and unbuttoned the top button on his shirt, exposing a bit of chest. His shirtsleeves, too, had been unbuttoned and were rolled up to reveal the muscles of his forearms.

Kara couldn’t remember noticing a man’s forearms before.

Holly was right.

Senator Sheridan was hot.

Reece knew he should be going. He had to finish editing the last of his five bills for the session, as it was slated to be heard in committee next week. He also needed to read through the bills he would be expected to vote on next week. And there were always phone calls and e-mails from constituents to return. But he found he couldn’t budge.

Kara McMillan was nothing like he’d expected. The black-and-white photograph that ran every week with her opinion column showed a rather stern woman, hair pulled back, staring gravely into the camera. But the real Kara McMillan was much softer, more colorful, and much more feminine than her photo revealed.

He could tell she was tipsy by the color in her cheeks, a pink glow against her otherwise creamy skin. Her features were delicate, almost elfin. Her eyes were an unusual shade of green, dark with flecks of gold. Her hair was almost black and fell, thick and shining, to her waist. She was almost a foot shorter than he and willowy, with delicate curves in the right places. She looked more like a ballet dancer than a tough reporter.

Kara had a reputation for being ruthless. When she called, people worried. Last year she had lost a city department head his job after discovering he was writing thousands of dollars in checks to a nonexistent contractor who turned out to be his mistress. Reece had been impressed.

Then she had called him.

He’d been taken aback by her voice—soft and sexy. He had answered her questions—surprisingly insightful questions—and found himself wondering if her reputation wasn’t more the result of her determination and her success. As he knew too well, nothing pissed people off like success—and a refusal to break the rules.

Kara turned to her friend. “Holly, I’d like to introduce Senator Reece Sheridan.”

“Please, just call me Reece.” He reached out a hand to the pretty blonde who sat across the table from Kara.

She shook his hand. “Holly Bradshaw.”

“Don’t let me interrupt your conversation. You were just talking about—”

“Oral sex,” Kara supplied, apparently unembarrassed. “So tell me the truth, Senator, how do men really feel about going down on women?”

“She’s had three,” Holly mouthed, pointing toward Kara and holding up three fingers.

But Reece had figured that out for himself. “It’s Reece, and I can’t speak for all men, but I—”

Kara shook her head. “How like a politician to dodge the question!”

Reece tried not to laugh. “If you’d let me finish my answer …”

“Let the man talk.” Holly shot Kara a stern look.

More pink crept into Kara’s cheeks. “Oh. Sorry.”

“I can’t speak for all men, but I enjoy it just fine—provided the woman gets into it. Not all women are comfortable enough with their bodies to enjoy it, you know.”

Kara looked puzzled by this and stared at … his mouth. “Do you like to kiss women?”

“Yes. But not as much as I like to go down on them.”

Kara’s gaze met his. He saw her pupils dilate and heard her little intake of breath. Her reaction, unguarded and sensual, intrigued him, and he found himself wondering if she was anywhere near as fiery in bed as she was in print.

A voice in his head reminded him he was treading on dangerous ground. Kara McMillan was a journalist. There was nothing to stop her from printing every word he said, nothing to stop her from taking her embarrassment out on him once her hangover had passed. He had a feeling she wasn’t used to drinking and that, while she might be adept at asking tough questions, those questions probably never involved anyone’s views on oral sex.

But in short order, she’d peppered him with an array of queries.

“Do women really taste like tuna?”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“Is it fair that some men expect a woman to give them head but refuse to return the favor?”

“Hardly.”

“Do men like regular sex or getting head more?”

“That depends on the moment—and the woman.”

If she was trying to turn him on, she was doing a good job of it. He took a sip of whisky and nearly choked at her next question.

“What does it feel like to be inside a woman?” She leaned toward him, her gaze fixed on his, her chin resting on her hand.

“Um—”

“Good grief, Kara, are you interviewing him?” Holly laughed, stood. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I need to use the ladies’ room.”

Kara giggled, then made a grave face and spoke with mock severity, as if quoting a newspaper headline. “Sen. Sheridan Says Not All Women Like Oral Sex.”

Reece laughed. “It’s Reece, and please tell me this isn’t tomorrow’s lead story.”

“I’m afraid it is, Senator.” She looked at him sternly. “It’s a senatorial sexposé.”

A moment later he caught sight of Holly as she waved good-bye to him and slipped out the front door.

In his mind, he heard the doors of the trap swing shut with a clang.


CHAPTER 
2

REECE SHIFTED his gaze back to Kara, who was licking salt from the rim of her margarita glass with a distracting pink tongue. “How are you getting home?”

She glanced across the table at Holly’s vacant spot. “Holly is driving me. Coming here was her idea.”

From her tone of voice, Reece gathered Kara hadn’t wanted to come along, an intriguing notion, since she’d obviously gotten very much into the spirit of the place. “I think Holly has deserted you. She just walked out the door.”

The look of panicked surprise on Kara’s face as Holly passed them outside the window and blew them a kiss convinced him Kara was as caught in Holly’s snare as he. He felt oddly relieved. He didn’t have much respect for women who tried to manipulate men into bed. Since he’d been elected, he’d met far too many women like that—grasping women who sized up men according to social status and potential future earnings and saw sex as the fastest means of securing their share.

That sort of woman hadn’t been interested in him at all when he’d been nothing more than a high school social studies teacher and youth soccer coach. But once the title “Senator” had been placed before his name, they couldn’t spread their legs fast enough. He had learned the hard way not to take a sexy, willing woman at face value.

But it was obvious Kara hadn’t been privy to Holly’s scheming. She sat for a moment, eyes wide with astonishment. Then she grabbed her purse, threw her credit card on the table, stood—or tried to stand. But three margaritas had taken their toll.

Reece jumped to his feet and reached out with both arms to steady her before she fell into the aisle. “Careful.”

“I have to catch up with her. I don’t have cash for cab fare. I’ll have to walk home.” There was genuine worry in her eyes.

Reece couldn’t blame her. The streets of Denver weren’t the safest place for a woman at night—particularly one who’d had three. He reached for his coat. “It’s all right, Kara. I’ll drive you.”

She looked at him, her green-gold eyes clouded by uncertainty. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Not at all.” Reece was a bit surprised to realize he was telling the truth.

As soon as Kara had paid the bill—her friend had thoughtfully abandoned that, as well—Reece led her out into the cold January night and down the icy sidewalk.

The shock of Holly’s trickery seemed at first to rob Kara of her tequila-induced chattiness, and they walked in silence. This wasn’t entirely a bad thing, as Reece wasn’t sure he could have endured more of her seductively blunt questions without embarrassing himself.

What does it feel like to be inside a woman? Holy hell!

“I can’t believe she left me! Why would she—?” But Kara never finished the question. With a gasp, she slipped on ice and would have fallen had Reece not caught her.

“You’d better hook your arm through mine, or you’re going to end up flat on your back.”

“Oh!” Kara felt the strength of his arms as they encircled her and looked into his blue eyes. Her stomach did a flip.

Flat on her back.

The next moment, he deposited her squarely on her feet, wrapped a strong arm around her waist. This was a good thing, as the sidewalk was not only slippery, but seemed somehow slanted, as if gravity were stronger in some places than others.

She hadn’t had that much to drink. Had she?

Reece led her to the door of a yellow Jeep Wrangler that was covered with mud up to its headlights and stuck a key in the lock.

“This is yours? It isn’t a sports car.” Kara took his hand and climbed up the step into the passenger seat.

He shut the door, walked around to the driver’s side, and got in. “Sorry. I left my Jag at home in the garage next to my Porsche.”

It took Kara a moment to realize he wasn’t serious. “You’re joking, Senator.”

“It’s Reece. And, yes, I am.” With a grin, he turned the key in the ignition, turned on the heater, and slid into traffic. Then he reached across her and buckled her seat belt. “Where am I taking you?”

She had to think for a minute. “Corona four blocks south of Colfax.”

“Close to the Capitol.”

Kara nodded. “And close to my son’s day care and the paper.”

“You have kids?”

“One. He’s four.”

“What’s his name?”

“Connor.”

“So you’re divorced?”

“Oh, no! No, no!” Kara couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “I was never married.”

As Reece drove through the city’s slushy streets, Kara found her gaze traveling over his face, only vaguely aware of what he was saying—something about state law and aid for single parents. Watching him, she felt something she hadn’t let herself feel for years—an overwhelming attraction to a real, live man.

Then she remembered Malibu Melanie.

Reece already had a girlfriend, a gorgeous girlfriend. There was no way he would break up with her to spend time with a woman as unglamorous as Kara.

Then again he had left the bar with her, not Malibu Melanie. But a little voice inside her mind shot that hope to bits. He was giving her a ride home because Holly had run off, not because he was attracted to her. She felt her mood plummet.

“Corona, right?”

Kara realized they had reached her street. “Take a right. It’s that one.”

He turned into the driveway and left the Wrangler running. “I’ll walk you to your door. It’s slick out there.”

By the time Kara had opened the passenger door—the handle was a bit confusing—he was standing beside her, offering her his hand. The ground seemed ten feet away.

“Easy.” He helped her down, slipped his arm through hers, and walked with her up the flagstone path that led to her front door.

Even though she was wearing a thick winter coat, the contact was unsettling. She wanted to savor it. She wanted it to end. It had been a long time since she’d been physically close to a man.

“Watch the steps. That’s it.” He helped her up her front porch one stair at a time and then released her.

A feeling not unlike desperation welled up inside her. She didn’t want him to leave. Not yet. “You’re nothing like I thought you’d be.”

“No? How so?” He stood so close she could feel his body heat.

“I had you figured for an overgrown frat boy.”

He frowned. “Now I am insulted. I was never in a frat.”

Kara giggled at the irritated tone in his voice. “Did you date cheerleaders?”

“No. They wanted nothing to do with me.”

“And you don’t drive a sports car.”

“They’re no good in three feet of snow, and I like to snowboard.”

“Like I said—you’re nothing like I thought.”

His lips curved in a wry grin. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Then, ignoring the voice of warning in her mind, she asked the question she’d wanted to ask all the way home. “Who is Malibu Melanie? Your girlfriend?”

He looked puzzled, his brow furrowed. “Who?”

“You know—the blond bimbo you were with earlier.” She watched recognition dawn on his face.

He smiled, chuckled. “Who is Melanie?”

“Yeah.”

He cupped her shoulders in his palms, an amused smile on his face. “Melanie is my little sister.”

KARA STARED unseeing at the stack of new press releases in her hand.

She wanted to die, to wither, to vanish from the face of the earth.

All weekend she had tried to forget, but she could not. She’d drunk enough to act like an idiot, but not enough to blot out her memory. Like a bad song, her own words played over and over in her mind, just as they had all weekend.

I was just saying I think it’s really erotic when you kiss a man and taste yourself on his mouth.

Why hadn’t Holly done her a favor and stuffed a napkin in her mouth?

Do women really taste like tuna?

Would it have been too much to ask to have been struck by a lightning bolt?

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

You know—the blond bimbo you were with earlier.

If only she could spontaneously combust. She had called his little sister a bimbo!

Kara dropped the press releases on her desk, buried her face in her hands, and moaned, her dignity in tatters. She had made a complete fool of herself in front of a state senator, a man she would have to interview sooner or later, a man in a position of power who could easily malign her to any number of important people.

To his credit, Reece—Senator Sheridan, she corrected herself—had kept his sense of humor and behaved like a gentleman. He’d driven her home, walked her to her door, and declined her rather blatant invitation to come in for a cup of tea and whatever might follow.

“Not this time.” He’d brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Ask me again when you haven’t had three.”

She had found herself staring up at him, wishing he would kiss her. “I’m glad I got to know you better.”

He had smiled. “I sure learned a lot about you, sweetheart.”

Then he’d turned and walked down the stairs, calling back to her to take some aspirin and drink lots of water.

One thing was for certain. Kara would never speak to Holly again. And she would never, ever drink more than one margarita at The Rio.

She forced her mind back to the press releases.

A motivational speaker promising financial gain to those willing to pay $500 for his workshop. A company vowing to make the world’s largest chocolate-chip cookie using organic dairy products. A health department notice about free vaccination clinics.

None of them touched on her current beat, which focused on the environment. She tossed them into her recycling bin and picked up her phone to check the five messages on her voicemail.

She had called his sister a bimbo!

Kara dialed her access code, determined to put her stupidity—and the devastatingly sexy man who had inspired it—out of her mind.

“Hi, Kara, it’s Holly. I guess you’re still not in. Buzz me as soon as you get this, OK?”

Delete.

“It’s Holly. Are you in yet? I want to hear how it went.”

Delete.

“Hi, Kara. It’s Holly. I hope—”

Delete.

“Hi, Kara—”

Delete.

“Hi, Ms. McMillan. I really need to talk with you. I work at a factory outside the city, and some bad things are happening out here. Pollution and all—it’s right up your alley. People need to know about this. But I can’t be seen with you, and I have to know I can trust you not to use my name or tell anyone you got this information from me. Meet me at noon in the parking lot behind the abandoned warehouse at Quebec and Smith Road. Come alone. Don’t worry about knowing who I am. I’ll recognize you.”

Kara replayed the message several times, listening closely to the man’s voice. It was no one she knew. He sounded gruff, nervous, but not threatening.

There was every chance he was just another weirdo, someone who thought his boss was a space alien or had an ax to grind with management. But something told her he was authentic—perhaps the current of very real fear in his voice, or perhaps the fact that he knew his story fit her beat.

She glanced at her planner and saw she had scheduled a lunch downtown with a member of the state water board for her story on water conservation. Colorado was prone to drought, and with the population explosion of the past decade, water resources were stretched to their limits in some areas. It was an important story, and she couldn’t afford to cancel the interview.

She listened to the message again and saved it. Then she pulled up the number of the state water board and was about to dial when her phone beeped. The LCD display showed it was Holly calling on the inside line—again.

“I know you’re there, Kara,” Holly’s voice said over her speaker. “If you don’t pick up—”

Kara picked up the receiver and dropped it back into its cradle, disconnecting her ex-friend. Then she picked up the receiver again, pressed an outside line, and dialed. She had just managed to postpone her lunch meeting until one o’clock when she spied Holly making straight for her.

“Thanks for being so understanding. I’ll see you there.” Kara hung up and glared at Holly as Holly entered her cubicle. “I’m not talking to you ever again. Go away.”

“I called four times this weekend, and you didn’t call back!” Dressed in a mauve peasant blouse, a short tweed skirt in mauve and yellow, and knee-high black boots, Holly looked like she’d stepped out of the pages of Vogue. “Now tell me what happened!”

“If you hadn’t deserted me, you’d know exactly what happened. Instead, you walked out and left me with him—and the bill!”

“I only did that to make sure you didn’t have fare for a cab.” Holly exposed a twenty she had crumpled in her palm and tossed it on the desk. “Here. That ought to cover my part of it.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of manipulating people?”

Holly frowned. “You didn’t sleep with him, did you?”

“What makes you say that?”

“If you had, you’d be grateful this morning instead of surly.”

Kara grabbed for her notebook and pencil, then stood. “He was too much of a gentleman. He took me home and walked me to the door, and that was it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have an I-Team meeting. You arts and entertainment writers might have all day to gossip, watch DVDs, and listen to music, but we investigative reporters actually work for a living.”

She ignored the insulted look on Holly’s face and walked off toward the conference room.

“WE NEED a shooter in Boulder by five. Another protest about breast-feeding in public.”

Kara fought to keep her thoughts off Reece Sheridan and on the meeting as Tom Trent, the editor in chief, doled out last-minute assignments. A big man whose linebacker body matched his bulldog personality, he was more than a little intimidating to most people. His green eyes had a way of seeing through people that made even other men squirm. Only his curly gray hair, which more often than not he let grow until it covered his eyes, softened his appearance in any way.

“I’m on it.” Joaquin Ramirez, by far the best photographer at the paper, tapped the time into his pocket planner. Young and sexy, he reminded her of Antonio Banderas. If only he hadn’t been twenty-five. “Will your mother be at this one, Kara?”

“Probably.” Kara hid her irritation behind a smile.

Joaquin had covered the first such protest in Boulder a few weeks ago and come back with a photograph of Kara’s fifty-two-year-old mother topless, her bare breasts barely concealed behind a sign that read “Nursing is nurturing.” Only company policy, which restricted the paper’s use of photographs of employees’ family members, had kept that photo off the front page.

“Alton, what’s on your plate?” Tom had the irritating male habit of calling everyone by his or her last name like a football coach.

Sophie looked up from the notes she’d been poring over and tossed her sleek auburn hair over her shoulder. With freckles, a bright smile, and baby-blue eyes, she had an all-American, outdoorsy look that immediately set people at ease, and Kara knew she used it to her advantage. “There was another murder at the state prison last night. Some young kid was put in a cell with two lifers. They eviscerated him.”

“Good God!” Kara’s expression of disgust joined the others.

“What is that? Three prison killings this month?” Tom was the only one without a look of shock on his face. But Kara knew he’d heard and seen it all during his thirty years at the copy desk.

“How much space do you want?” Syd Wilson, the managing editor, sat with a calculator, tried to figure out how to make all the news fit.

“Can I get twenty inches?”

Syd ran a hand through her short, spiked salt-and-pepper hair and shook her head. “Can you do it in fifteen?”

“If I have no choice.” Sophie met Kara’s gaze and gave her that “Why do I bother?” look. The two of them had been coworkers for the better part of three years and had grown to be good friends. “Want mug shots?”

“Get one of the victim if you can,” Syd said, still calculating. “And the killers, too.”

“Harker, what have you got for us?”

Matt, whose red hair and freckles left him looking like a kid even though he was almost forty, waved a packet of documents. “There’s a special City Council meeting tonight. They’ll be taking public comment on the proposed homeless shelter. I don’t need more than six.”

Syd nodded. “Perfect.”

“Novak?”

Tessa, a transplant from Atlanta and the newest member of the team, fiddled with a sharpened pencil. With a sweet southern accent; long, wavy, honey-blond hair; and big, blue eyes, she’d immediately caught the attention of every straight man in the building, including a few who had wives, but had told the lot of them to get lost. She was at the paper to work, not to flirt, she’d said. Kara had instantly come to respect her. “The mayor has called for an internal investigation of the Gallegos shooting. Ten inches ought to do it.”

Syd nodded, calculated.

Tom leaned back in his chair, apparently done with his notes. “Maybe the mayor can hire a consultant for hundreds of thousands of dollars to teach the boys in blue the difference between a gun and a cell phone. McMillan?”

Kara had just taken a sip of her rapidly cooling tea and swallowed quickly. “I’ve got that meeting with the water board at one and should be ready to wrap that story this week. Also, I got a tip from some anonymous caller who says he’s got damning evidence against a factory outside the city. I’m meeting with him at Quebec and Smith at noon. He was very cloak-and-dagger about it. Could be a wingnut, but there’s only one way to find out.”

KARA SLOWLY pulled her silver Nissan Sentra into the empty parking lot, glanced around for any sign of the man who’d left her the strange message, but saw no one. Grass and weeds grew up through the cracked and crumbling asphalt that passed beneath her tires. To the west stretched an empty field. To the south ran a line of rusted railroad tracks and, beyond that, the always-crowded lanes of I-70. To the east stood an abandoned warehouse, its windows broken, its wooden beams stripped of paint and falling from the walls. There was no billboard or sign to show what kind of business had once been housed here, nothing but emptiness and decay.

Tap. Tap.

She gasped, startled to find a man standing just outside her window, where seconds ago there had been no one. He stood so close she could see only the faded denim of his jacket and jeans and a bit of white T-shirt. With a work-roughened hand, he motioned for her to roll down the window.

She hesitated. What if he wasn’t the man she was supposed to meet and just some rapist on his lunch hour? Even if it was the right person, how did she know she could trust him?

There was nothing to do about it now.

With one hand on her cell phone, she rolled down the window.

He bent down, and she got just a glimpse of his face—reddish-blond moustache, blue eyes, shoulder-length blond hair under a baseball cap—before he shoved something roughly through the window.

Whatever it was struck her chin, made her gasp. It fell into her lap—a heavy bundle of documents with her name on it.

“What …?”

But when she looked up, the man was gone.


CHAPTER 
3

REECE STEPPED off the Sixteenth Street Mall and into Bravo Ristorante. He slipped off his sunglasses and looked about for the men he’d come to meet. They had contacted him prior to the legislative session in hopes he’d sponsor a bill for them in the Senate. He had agreed to have lunch with them to at least discuss the matter.

The tuxedo-clad host greeted him and led him to a table near the back where three men in business suits sat mulling over menus. They sat apart from the other lunch customers—the better to avoid being overheard, he supposed. Although the good citizens of Colorado probably imagined new laws were born in the marbled halls of the Capitol, most of the real work was done clandestinely in restaurants and on golf courses, with deals cut over prime rib, cigars, and holes-in-one.

Reece didn’t much like it and had entered office determined never to be used or bought. There was only one way to hold public office, and that was honestly, openly, and in the spirit of service. He paid for his own meals and drinks, turned down gifts, and refused to discuss important issues in secret. But to accomplish anything he had to at least appear to play the game.

The men rose as he approached.

“Senator Sheridan.” An older man with a head of thinning white hair extended his hand. “Carl Hillman. So good to finally meet with you.”

Hillman was a lobbyist for a number of mining companies in the state and stood across the aisle from Reece on every environmental issue. Ordinarily, Reece wouldn’t have given him the time of day, but the bill Hillman had proposed had intrigued him.

Reece shook each man’s hand in turn, returned their greetings, and recalled what he knew about them.

“Mike Stanfield, Senator. Thanks for joining us.”

Stanfield was the CEO of TexaMent, a Texas-based cement company with a processing plant somewhere in Adams County, north of Denver. With Stanfield at the helm, TexaMent had become the second-largest cement company in the world, with $10 billion in profits last year. His gold ring and diamond-studded platinum Rolex were evidence he took a fair amount of that $10 billion home with him.

“Galen Prentice of Prentice, Burns and Prentice. Pleased to meet you, Senator.”

Prentice was the lawyer representing TexaMent. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, with a bit of gray at his temples and a hairline that was in full retreat. From the look of his Armani suit, he’d made a killing off his corporate clients. His firm represented high-profile companies—pharmaceutical firms, oil and gas companies, insurance companies—in their dealings with the state bureaucracy.

Reece sat and accepted a menu from the waiter. “Just water, please.”

As the others placed their orders, he glanced over the menu and decided on the seared ahi tuna.

Do women really taste like tuna?

A pair of green-gold eyes flashed through his mind, and he fought back a grin.

Kara McMillan.

He’d spent far too many hours over the weekend thinking about her. He was certain she’d been mortified by her behavior once the tequila had worn off, and he was content to let her squirm for a while. She’d called his sister a bimbo, after all.

Not that her words had truly offended him. The whole thing was too damned funny to make him angry. The look on her face when he’d told her Melanie was his sister had been priceless. Besides, Kara’s cattiness likely meant she hadn’t liked seeing him with another woman. And that satisfied his male pride in a way he couldn’t explain and didn’t care to examine.

Truth be told, the hour or so he’d spent with Kara was the most fun he’d had with a woman in a long time. When she had asked him in for tea, her eyes smoky with female sensuality, he’d been hard pressed to refuse her. But he’d been certain they’d end up sharing more than tea, and he’d always made it a policy never to have sex with a woman who might wake up the next morning and claim she didn’t know how he’d gotten into her bed.

There would be another time. He would make sure of it.

The men laughed at some joke and jerked Reece out of his own thoughts. They were looking at him, broad smiles on their faces. He smiled back and chuckled as if he’d been listening. He needed to pay attention, not let his mind drift off with thoughts of women—or one particular woman.

Stanfield’s smile faded, and he glanced at his watch. “Shall we get down to business, gentlemen?”

“Certainly.” Reece met his gaze and found the man’s blue eyes as cold and hard as flint.

KARA PORED over the page, ignoring the chatter of the newsroom around her. Clearly these were chemical measurements of some kind. The looked like the kinds of readings the EPA took when monitoring air emissions, but they weren’t official government documents. Perhaps they were the company’s own measurements, part of a self-monitoring program.

Most of the elemental symbols she recognized: As for arsenic, Si for silicon, and Hg for mercury. All showed elevated levels, particularly mercury. But someone had altered the measurements, deleting some, rewriting others.

The chemical charts dated back over a period of two years. They were accompanied by a series of unsigned memos on plain paper reminding the company’s environmental compliance officer to “correct false readings and eliminate unnecessary data.” Someone had gone over those words in yellow highlighter to make sure she saw them.

Last was an EPA report documenting a plume of pollution running for almost a mile beneath the plant where it threatened to contaminate groundwater. The report was ten years old.

She was about to flip through the report when it opened on its own to a page near the center. Several photographs had been tucked inside. Each bore a date stamp indicating the photos were taken four days ago.

The photos were dark and had obviously been taken at dawn or dusk—she couldn’t tell which. They appeared to have been shot in close sequence. The first showed several men in hardhats, their faces cloaked by darkness, in the midst of unloading metal drums from the back of a heavy truck. The license plate of the truck was not visible, and the name of the company on the door was obscured by mud. Kara could just make out the letters “r-u-p.”

The second photo was much like the first, but more drums now sat on the ground. The third showed men carrying drums toward a ditch just off to the left of the truck—a ravine or perhaps an irrigation ditch. The fourth showed a man with a crowbar prying the lid from one of the drums. The fifth showed two men dumping the contents of the drum into the ditch as the others watched and the man with the crowbar pried open yet another drum.

Chills ran down Kara’s spine.

She had a bona fide whistleblower on her hands.

The man who had given her these photos had taken a serious risk. The deliberate dumping of toxic waste—she was sure the drums didn’t contain Kool-Aid—was a felony. If he had been discovered either shooting the photos or delivering them to her, he’d likely lose his job, maybe even face harassment from his coworkers and his employer.

But which company was this? She looked carefully at each photograph once more and again felt chills when she got to the last one. But all she could see were those last three letters—r-u-p.

She turned to her computer and was about to begin an Internet search when she saw the time—5:42. Outside her window the sun had already set.

“Damn!”

She quickly shut down her computer, stuffed the documents into her briefcase, grabbed her keys, and dashed down the hallway past the busy production department and out the side door. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be late picking up Connor again. Worse than the money the YWCA would charge her would be the sad look in her son’s eyes. He hated to be the last to go home.

She rushed to her car, opened the door, tossed in her purse and briefcase, and slid behind the steering wheel. It was only a few blocks to Connor’s day care, but downtown Denver was a tangle of one-way streets that were inevitably choked with traffic during rush hour.

It was 5:58 when she pulled into the YWCA parking lot. Two other cars were parked there, and one of them belonged to Connor’s teacher.

Kara scrambled out of the car and up the walkway just as a father stepped out with his little girl. As she reached for the door handle, she spotted Connor staring dejectedly out of the window at her—last again. She felt the familiar twist of regret in her stomach.

She stepped inside the foyer and unfastened the childproof wooden gate. “Hey, pumpkin!”

Connor gazed up at her from his perch by the window, a look of resignation in his brown eyes. He shuffled over to his cubby and pulled his blue down coat from its hook.

“He’s had a good day.” Janice, Connor’s teacher, wiped down a shin-high table. “You ate all your lunch and helped me keep an eye on the little kids, didn’t you?”

Connor nodded and stuck an arm in a sleeve.

“I’m happy to hear that. Thanks, Janice.” Kara helped Connor the rest of the way into his coat, knelt down, and zipped it. She kissed him on his tiny nose. “I’m so happy to see you!”

He reached for his lunch box, while Kara took the papers and drawings from the top shelf of his cubby and looked through them. “What a nice butterfly! I love its pretty blue wings.”

“There’s a permission slip there I need you to sign. The Friday after next, we’re taking the four- and five-year-olds on a field trip to the museum to see the dinosaurs.”

“That sounds like fun, doesn’t it, Connor? You love dinosaurs.”

Connor looked up at her, his little mouth curving into a smile.

Janice lifted tiny chairs onto the newly cleaned tables. “We need parents to help chaperone, and as you work so close by, I was hoping you could be one of them.”

“Well, I …” Kara glanced at the permission slip. She would love to come along, to spend a part of her day with her son and other children, but Tom would never give her time off for that. “I don’t know. I save all my personal time to use when Connor is sick.”

Janice gave Kara a look that said she heard excuses like this from all the parents and had little respect for them. “Well, see what you can work out. We can’t take the trip without chaperones, and so far only one parent has signed on.”

Kara took a breath and fought back a sense of overwhelm. “I’ll let you know. Are you ready, pumpkin?”

The look on Connor’s face said he’d been ready an hour ago.

KARA RINSED the shampoo from Connor’s hair with a pitcher full of bathwater, then grabbed a towel and wiped water from his eyes. “There you go—no more sea slugs or slimy snails in your hair.”

This was her favorite time of day. Dinner was over, the dishes were done, and she had uninterrupted time to spend with her son.

She’d made spaghetti—his favorite—then listened as he’d told her about the tower he’d built with blocks and how it had been the tallest tower ever. Her heart had ached to think she hadn’t been there to see it.

The tallest tower ever.

“Draw me a picture!” Connor smiled up at her from beneath a tousle of wet, blond hair.

“Okey-dokey.” Kara grabbed the can of generic shaving cream she kept just for this purpose and shook it. “What do you want this time?”

“A bunny rabbit.”

“One bunny rabbit coming right up.” She drew a circle on the tile wall with shaving cream and made a little triangle nose and two big eyes. Then she shook the can again and added long whiskers and two big, floppy ears. It wasn’t Monet, but it would do.

Connor giggled and stood up, sloshing a wave of water over the edge of the tub and into Kara’s lap. She never escaped bath time without getting soaked.

Connor was smearing the shaving cream across the tile when the phone rang. Kara didn’t want to leave Connor alone in the tub, nor did she particularly want to talk to anyone, so she let the call ring through to the answering machine. Connor had completely smudged her rabbit and transferred most of the shaving cream onto his belly by the time the machine picked up.

Kara scooped up a bit of the cream with her finger and dotted it on her chin. “Do you like Mommy’s beard?”

Connor reached out, brushed it from her chin, and placed it on his own, a mischievous smile on his face.

“You stole my beard!”

It was then she heard the voice. Her heart stopped. She had expected it to be a telemarketer.

“Hi, Kara, it’s Reece—Reece Sheridan. I was just calling to see—”

Kara couldn’t hear because Connor was laughing and chattering about her beard. She stood and listened. Was he asking her out? After everything she’d said to him?

“I thought you might enjoy it. If you’re interested, give me a call.”

She made a mad dash for the kitchen and grabbed the phone just as he finished leaving his number. “Hello?”

“Kara?”

Kara tried to act like her stomach hadn’t just tied itself in knots. “Senator Sheridan?”

“Call me Reece, please. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“I’m just giving Connor a bath.”

“Should I call back later?”

Kara glanced down the hall toward the bathroom, where Connor was humming to himself. He was old enough to be left alone for a short time. “No, I can take a few minutes.”

“How are you?”

“Oh, I’m …” What should she say? That she was mortified? That she couldn’t believe he was calling? That she’d thought about him constantly since Friday? “I’m fine. And you?”

“I’m doing well, thanks. Still at the Capitol.”

“Late night?”

“Yeah. I’m introducing my last bill for the session tomorrow.” He paused. “I was wondering if you’d let me take you to dinner—perhaps a trip up to Boulder?”

“Uh …” A thousand emotions raced through Kara’s head—disbelief, excitement, doubt, fear. “I don’t know.”

“Is the People’s Republic of Boulder too granola for you?”

Kara laughed in spite of herself. “No, I like Boulder. It’s just …”

“Just what?”

“Well, I’m a journalist, and you’re a senator.” Way to state the obvious, McMillan.

“I’ll try not to hold it against either of us.”

Fragmented thoughts chased one another through Kara’s mind. There were lots of reasons she should say no, good reasons, reasons that made sense both personally and professionally. “Really, we … I shouldn’t.”

“Was it something I said?”

The self-deprecating tone of his voice and the ridiculousness of his words made her smile. He was letting her off the hook. “No, it was something I said. I can’t imagine why you’d ever want to talk to me again. I called your sister a bimbo. I’m sorry.”

“Make it up to me by having dinner with me.”

“I think that’s a bad idea.”

“Why, Kara?” This time his voice was sincere.

Because I find you irresistibly sexy. Because you make me feel things I haven’t felt for a very long time. Because I’m afraid what will happen if I start to care about a man like you.

Was Holly right about her?

I think you were so hurt by that S.O.B. you’re afraid to spend time with any
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