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“Who are you really, Donovan?”



When Erin felt his body touching hers, she looked into the eyes of someone she didn’t know. “Sometimes you seem as familiar as someone in my own family. But right now I feel I scarcely know you.”



His expression softened, changing him into the man she recognized. He drew her into his arms. “We’ve only been together a few days,” he said. “It’s natural to have feelings like that.”



With his body hard against hers, Erin couldn’t force herself to move away. “If you’re a true undercover agent, your name probably isn’t Dan Donovan,” she whispered. “Who are you really?”



“I’m the man who loves you,” he whispered back, his voice thick.
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For PEG AND LARRY McCOOL
Who enjoyed Ireland with me



And for LYNNE AND MICHAEL GRAHAM, our Irish hosts








CAST OF CHARACTERS

Erin Meyer-She knew Dan Donovan was a dead man.

Dan Donovan-This undercover Irishman had something special in mind for Erin. Margaret Sullivan-Why had Erin’s mother fled her palatial Dublin home in the dead of the night?

Patrick O’Shaughnessy-Was Margaret’s new husband an innocent victim or the leader of a global conspiracy?

Jean Magee-Did she know where Margaret was?

Colonel Byrd-What was his real reason for firing Erin from the Pentagon Intelligence agency?

Brian Cairns-Where had the clerk at Ballyshannon Lodge disappeared to? Mrs. Flaherty-She could find anybody in Westport.

Michael Riley-Erin’s uncle would do anything to protect his family.

Chameleon-This assassin had many disguises that mirrored his devilish heart.




Prologue

Final instructions for the assassin’s next contract arrived early one morning at an elegant old brownstone house in Falls Church, Virginia. Alone in the high-ceilinged goldand-white reception room, the killer known as Chameleon studied a printed copy of the terse radio message.


Neutralize Dun Aengus’s Man At Noon On Green Day. Meet Him On The Left Side Of The South Entrance To The Federal Shrine.



Though decoded, the words remained obscure-a testimonial to his employer’s caution. But Chameleon had already received a letter translating the key terms-Dun Aengus’s man, green day, and federal shrine-so he understood the instructions clearly. After memorizing the message, he tore it up and tossed it into the blazing fire.



THIRTY MILES AWAY at Fort Meade, Maryland, a National Security Agency analyst stiffened as he skimmed through a printout of the same radio message, intercepted and decrypted that morning by the secret agency. Did neutralize mean kill? he wondered, reading the words more carefully.

Probably not, he decided. Neutralize might well refer to some mind-changing act rather than assassination.

Even more of a puzzle, there was no way to determine the date and place for the scheduled action, whatever it was. Without additional information, the message was meaningless.

“More nonsense from Dublin,” he muttered to himself. With a few strokes on his computer, he ordered distribution of the message to the intelligence officers working the Irish section of the State Department, Central Intelligence Agency and Pentagon. Maybe they could figure out what was going on. He sure as hell couldn’t.

But as the message flicked off his screen, the NSA analyst couldn’t help wondering if some unsuspecting person had just been targeted for murder.





Chapter One

By the time Air Force Lieutenant Erin Meyer reached Washington D.C.’s National Cathedral, she was already wishing she hadn’t come. There’s not one chance in a thousand somebody’s going to be killed here today, she chided herself as she wheeled her car onto the access road.

Yet here she was on the other side of the District, squandering hours of precious time on what was probably a noble fool’s errand. And all because of a few cryptic sentences she’d read yesterday in an intercepted message from Dublin.

Driving slowly in front of the broad stone steps to the cathedral’s south entrance, Erin carefully scanned the portico. Although this St. Patrick’s Day was cold and blustery, the usual throng of visitors trooped up and down the staircase.

Off to the left at the top of the stairs, her searching eyes focused on a tall, lone man, briefcase in hand, glancing to his right and left as though looking for someone. Even as she watched, he yanked up his coat sleeve to peer at his wristwatch. Her breath caught in her throat. Could he be the one? He was standing on the left side of the entrance, just as the message had specified.

A chill swept through her. Though he leaned casually against the stone edifice behind him, the alert way he studied the faces of the crowd told her he was waiting for someone.

Quickly Erin searched the knots of visitors, looking for someone else-anyone-who might be a possible target. No one stood alone the way this man did.

Nervously, she checked her watch. Almost twelve. The message had stipulated noon as the time for the neutralization. If she was going to act, it had to be now. At this very instant the man at the top of the stairs could be the target of a marksman’s weapon.

Erin’s muscles tightened. Could he be Dun Aengus’s man? If so, what was his relationship to her new stepfather, Patrick O’Shaughnessy? Patrick’s nickname was Dun Aengus, a childhood term of endearment bestowed by his mother who’d compared her four-year-old’s strength and fortitude to that of an ancient Irish fortress.

If someone associated with Patrick was targeted for assassination, did that mean Patrick was, too? And what about her mother?

Lord, Erin hoped her mother’s impulsive marriage to the Dublin millionaire-less than six months after her first husband died-hadn’t put her in danger. Erin’s intelligence training had heightened her already keen instinct for trouble. The instant she’d read the message she knew something was wrong in Dublin.

She’d tried to ignore her feeling, called herself paranoid, and told herself Dun Aengus must refer to somebody or something else-perhaps the stone fortress where Patrick’s nickname originated. Maybe the fortress was the federal shrine mentioned in the message as the place for the neutralization. If so, it couldn’t be the National Cathedral-the first place that had popped into Erin’s mind.

But last night Erin had had horrid dreams about someone-was it her mother?-being killed at the National Cathedral. The dreams convinced her she had to act. No matter how cryptic the words in the message, her gut instinct couldn’t be ignored.

But she’d have to go to the cathedral alone. Her commander would think she was a nut if she asked for Pentagon help based on such a nebulous intercept. Worse, he’d probably suggest she’d be wasting valuable time by going to the cathedral herself on a wild-goose chase-in effect, ordering her to stay at her desk.

Slowing her car to a crawl, she surveyed the man standing alone at the extreme side of the steps. There was an air of isolation about his tall figure. In his black overcoat, against the cathedral’s light-colored limestone wall, he was a perfect target.

If her interpretation of the message was right, he was about to be killed. How could she help? She was only an intelligence analyst who wrote reports and prepared briefings. Swallowing hard, she tried to force down the beginning of panic welling in her throat.

Behind her, somebody honked, urging her to hurry. Quickly she turned in front of an oncoming car into the noparking area in front of the stone stairway and braked to a stop without turning off the engine. The man at the top of the stairs glanced toward her and then away, still searching the crowd.

Erin got a quick first impression of big bold features and curly black hair. Not a handsome man, but powerfullooking.

An Irishman, she guessed, afraid she’d been right about the message. If this man was associated with Patrick, he would logically be Irish. Erin’s parents had been born in Ireland, and she could spot a fellow countryman from a hundred paces.

Leaving the engine running, she shoved her door open and scrambled out of the car. Cold wind whipped through her gabardine uniform, chilling her to the bone. She raced across the sidewalk toward the massive man at the top of the stairs. He stared directly down at her. Frantically she motioned him toward her. A look of momentary interest crossed his rugged face, but he didn’t move.

He was a big man, and she admired the way his black overcoat clung to his powerful shoulders, the way his white scarf framed his broad chin. In another place and time she might have flirted with him. But not now. Now she had to get to him in time. Breathing hard, she started up the stairs.

He’s massive, all right, she thought, her gaze fastened on him. A great target. She had no idea what she’d say, knew only that she had to get him away from here without mentioning the highly classified intercept.

“Come here,” she yelled at him, but still he didn’t move.

Hurtling the steps two at a time, she was halfway up when he finally took a step toward her, a frown on his face. A heartbeat later she heard it, the sharp crack of gunfire. Two shots. One right after the other. Limestone splintered on the wall where he’d been standing only an instant before. Thank God she’d come. If he hadn’t moved, he’d be dead or seriously injured.

Beside her on the steps, a woman screamed, her terror piercing the air like a dreadful sword.

A man yelled, “Watch out. That guy’s got a gun.” There were more screams and a child cried out.

Heart pounding, Erin whirled around in a desperate attempt to spot the assassin. Someone grabbed her arm from behind, iron fingers wrapped around the dark fabric of her uniform suit sleeve. In sudden panic she jerked around, her free arm raised to defend herself. It was the man she’d come to save.

“Quick. Run for your car.” His controlled baritone vibrated with authority. “This way. Down the side stairs to the grass.” His hand, massive and strong, turned her away from the direction of fire to the curve in the steps.

Icy fear twisted around Erin’s heart. Could they escape an armed assassin? Running in her high-heeled pumps, she had to take two wobbly steps to every one of his. His hand moved from her arm to her waist, and she felt him close beside her, partly shielding her with his big frame.

They crossed the grass at the foot of the stairs to the concrete sidewalk. People were still screaming, and Erin got a vague impression of bodies hurtling away from them. They pounded down the concrete to her waiting car, the door still open, engine running.

“Get in,” he barked.

Lungs bursting, Erin leapt inside and slid across to the passenger seat. He bounded in behind her and slammed the door shut, putting the briefcase between them.

“Down on the floor,” he ordered, glancing over her head through the passenger window. Outside, a solid line of vehicles inched toward them. Since she’d driven her car across traffic to get to the steps, they were locked-in tight. Erin gulped air into her suffocated lungs. Were they trapped? Would the assassin try to shoot the man-and her-while they were inside the car? Erin’s mouth felt dry, and she had a hard time swallowing.

“Down! Now!” With one quick movement he grabbed her arms and swung her down and around so she was on the floor facing the front seat. His huge hands had lifted her as easily as if she were a child.

An instant later he jerked the transmission into reverse and shot backward across the sidewalk and lawn. Swiveling the car around, he shifted again, blared the horn, and lurched ahead toward the bumper-to-bumper traffic.

Crouched on the floor, unable to see, Erin expected to hear the grinding rasp of metal on metal and braced herself for impact. Instead she felt the car turn and move steadily ahead, apparently merging with the line of vehicles on the access road leaving the cathedral grounds. She smelled exhaust fumes from the slowly moving cars, heard the approaching scream of sirens-but no more gun shots.

Erin poked her head up. Instantly his paw of a hand pushed her back down. A tremor swept through her. Was the assassin behind them now, determined to deliver on his contract?

“Stay down until we get away from here.” The authority in the stranger’s baritone voice matched the steely strength in his hand. “Then we’ll talk.”



WHO THE DEVIL IS SHE? Dan Donovan glanced down at the silky smooth, flame red hair beneath his hand and from there to the silver bars on her shoulders. Whoever she was, she’d done him one hell of a favor. How she’d managed to show up exactly when she did was the first thing he needed to find out-after she told him her name. From her car’s parking tag, he figured she worked at the Pentagon.

Lifting his hand from her head, he turned right off the access road, heading north on Wisconsin Avenue. The sirens screamed much louder now. In a minute the authorities would be at the cathedral. Thank God he wouldn’t have to talk to them. The last thing he wanted to do right now was lie to the police about his business there.

Glancing away from the street, Donovan checked the rearview mirror. No one appeared to be following. With one quick motion he tossed his briefcase onto the back seat next to her uniform cap and overcoat, giving her more room to sit down.

As soon as his hand returned to the steering wheel, she peered up at him from the floor. Her oval face with its high forehead, sparkling blue eyes and prominent features glowed with vitality. Framed by that shining mass of red hair, her face was distinctive, one he wouldn’t soon forget. Too bad she wore her hair tied back. Loose, it would swing luxuriantly around her shoulders. Donovan felt a stab of remorse that he’d never see her with her hair down, would never meet her again after this one brief encounter.

“Is anybody after us?” In spite of the fear in her voice, it sounded lilting, musical, more like a girl’s than a woman’s. But she was no adolescent. When she was running up the stairs toward him, his discerning eye had noticed the gentle swell of breasts and hips in her fitted uniform. Now, seeing her up close, she looked older than he’d first thought. Though she had a flawless, scrubbed-clean com plexion, he sensed a maturity beyond her years in the confident tilt of her head, in the direct way she met his eyes. Midtwenties, he estimated. Closer to thirty.

“We’re okay. Nobody seems to be tailing us,” he said, flashing his friendliest, most congenial smile. Donovan was well aware of how that smile affected women. He used it purposely so she’d trust him enough to tell him what she was up to. If that meant turning on the charm-well, he was an expert. And, if the truth be known, he rather enjoyed it-especially when he ran into a woman with such obvious assets.

Her eyes widened, but otherwise she seemed unaffected by his smile. Gracefully she managed to twist herself up onto the seat and fasten her seat belt without showing a hint of thigh.

Too bad, he thought, imagining her long slim legs bare to the hip. With her sylphlike figure, she was built for speed, a Thoroughbred who’d come racing to his rescue.

How the hell had she managed to appear on the cathedral steps in the nick of time the way she had? The sooner he found out, the better. If she knew about his noon appointment, she was probably connected with whoever had tried to rob him of the cash in his briefcase. That must be what the two shots were all about: someone in the crowd wanted him out of action so an accomplice could grab his case. Maybe she was the accomplice and had backed out at the last minute. Since she was so noticeable in her uniform, that seemed unlikely, but it was too soon to rule out any possibilities.

Had something other than robbery been the motive for the shooting? Not likely, he told himself. In spite of Donovan’s impressive enemies list, only a few people knew he’d be at the cathedral today at noon. One of them must have decided to steal the cash.

Donovan felt the woman’s eyes on him but kept his gaze trained on the street ahead of the car. “I owe you one, Lieutenant,” he said, flashing her another appealing smile.

She didn’t smile back. “Who are you and why was somebody shooting at you?”

Her directness caught him by surprise and, for half an instant, he hesitated. He started to make up a name, intending to tell her a few lies and walk away after he tried to find out who she was and her connection to the thieves. She probably wouldn’t tell him, but he wasn’t worried. With his resources he could probably find out about her in short order.

But he decided not to give her a false identity. Sometime in the past few minutes he realized that, to his chagrin, he’d changed his mind about seeing her again.

“My name’s Donovan,” he replied. “As for the rest of your question, I was hoping you’d tell me what was going on at the cathedral. I haven’t the. faintest idea. But since you arrived in the nick of time to warn me, you must know something I don’t.”

Her eyes widened and, though she tried to hide it, he heard her quick gasp for breath. He was right. She must be connected with the thieves and was scared he’d find out.

“You’ve got it all wrong, Donovan.” Her voice quivered with what he interpreted as forced sincerity. “I wasn’t heading toward you. I was picking up a friend for lunch. She was standing behind you under the portico.” He could tell she was lying no matter how hard she tried to sound sincere.

“Why couldn’t your friend walk down the steps to the car?” Though he knew she was lying, Donovan kept his tone carefully neutral. She’d been calling to him, not someone else, when she’d run up the stairs toward him. But the last thing he wanted was a confrontation.

To his surprise, she smiled convincingly. “She couldn’t walk down the steps because she’s nearly blind-works in the cathedral gift shop. She’s probably worried sick about me right now after what happened.”

“Then it was just a coincidence that you appeared when you did?” Donovan tried to act as if he believed her. He’d studied every person who came near the cathedral entrance that morning. No woman, blind or otherwise, had stood anywhere in his vicinity.

She let her breath out in a small sigh. “Of course it was a coincidence. How in the world could I know somebody was going to shoot at you?”

He shrugged. “Lots of ways. You might have a friend who knew somebody was gunning for me and talked too much. You might have planned the robbery yourself and changed your mind. You might-”

“Oh, stop,” she interjected. “Do I look like the kind of person who would be involved in an assassination?”

“Is that what it was? An attempted assassination?” He eyed her shrewdly, suspicious of the rosy blush coloring her cheeks. She knew more than she was telling, that’s for sure, and had probably used “assassination” to throw him off the track.

“As for what kind of person you are-how would I know? I don’t even know your name.”

Her flush deepened. “Erin-Erin Meyer. Sorry about that, Donovan. I should have introduced myself sooner.”

“I’m glad to meet you, Erin,” he said, really meaning it. The vitality in her face attracted him the way no woman had in a long while. If the attraction continued, maybe he’d put on the charm and find out what kind of woman Erin Meyer was…

After flicking the car’s turn signal, he swung off Wisconsin Avenue onto the scenic Rock Creek Parkway that paralleled the Potomac. On this blustery March day, skeletal trees along the roadway showed no sign that spring was only a few days away.

“Of course, I’m just guessing about the assassination,” she went on. “If you don’t agree, who or what do you think was behind the shots?”

“Robbery,” he declared flatly, deciding she already knew about the money. If he leveled with her, maybe she’d level with him. “I’m carrying a lot of cash in my briefcase. Somebody must have decided to steal it, even if they had to kill me.”

“But you said you had no idea why you were attacked.” Bright blue eyes stared at him quizzically.

Donovan grinned. “That was before we were introduced. A man has to be careful what he says when he’s carrying a lot of cash.”

She hesitated a moment. “If this was an attempted robbery, shouldn’t we notify the police?”

As she made the suggestion, Donovan sensed she wasn’t any more eager to involve the authorities than he. Why? he wondered.

“No,” he said. “If I report this, the police would want to know to whom I was giving the money.”

“Is that what you were doing at the cathedral?” Erin glanced toward the back seat where the briefcase lay next to her flight cap and overcoat. “Waiting for the person getting the money?”

“Right,” he said cheerfully. “Since you just saved my life, I’ll let you in on my secret.” He pulled over to the side of the road. Ignoring the four lanes of traffic whizzing by them, he turned off the engine.

“I’ll take these keys,” he said, putting them in his overcoat pocket.

“What are you going to do with them?” The thread of tension in her voice told him she was wondering if his secret posed a threat to her. He smiled to himself. Keep her guessing. It would serve her right for lying to him.

Opening the car door, he looked at her over his shoulder. “I stopped so you could drive. After all, this is your car.”

Jingling the keys in his pocket, he walked around the front of the Buick to the passenger’s side and got in. “And a lovely car it is, too.”

She stared at him from the driver’s seat. “It’s my one extravagance. I couldn’t afford it on a lieutenant’s pay, but my father left me some money when he died.”

She sounds defensive, he thought, even more certain she was linked to the thieves. Must be afraid I’ll think she got the car illegally. If she was involved in robberies like the one against him, that would explain her timely arrival at the cathedral and her lies about why she was there. But why warn him instead of snatching the briefcase?

“Your father died recently?” he asked, hoping to catch her in another lie.

Her clear blue eyes narrowed.

She’s like a beautiful Thoroughbred filly with a luxuriant red mane, he thought. But his Thoroughbred was getting impatient.

“Let’s cut the chatter, Donovan. You’ve made sure I’m not going to drive off with your briefcase full of cash, so give me the keys.” Erin stretched out a slender hand.

Silently he handed them to her, deliberately letting his fingers slide slowly across her palm. Startled, she jerked her hand back. After a quick glance at him, she started the engine and glided into traffic.

“Since you’ve told me about the cash, why not let me know the whole story,” she said, her voice as steady as a TV news anchor’s. “Who were you giving the money to and why?”



ERIN GLANCED AT Donovan’s rugged Irish face. She could practically see the wheels spinning in his head trying to come up with a believable answer to her query.

He was lying about the cash, she thought, and was not above exerting his considerable charm to make her believe him. His stunt with the keys had been a transparent attempt to convince her he really was carrying a large amount.

A disturbing thought assailed her. What if he was telling the truth? Maybe she was sitting next to a criminal who’d just robbed a bank. She couldn’t dispel the notion, much as she tried to convince herself that men in cashmere overcoats didn’t run around with briefcases full of cash from a bank robbery.

But whatever he was up to, she doubted he’d tell her, no matter how grateful he was to her for saving his life. Thank the lord he hadn’t wanted to call the police. She’d never have been able to explain her timely arrival at the cathedral-not without revealing the top secret intercepted message, something she could never do.

“I’d planned to give the money to a congressman,” he said, finally answering her question.

Another lie. “Congressmen have offices,” she said sharply. “Why the cloak-and-dagger act in front of the cathedral?” The shiver of apprehension running down her spine was on the verge of turning into outright fear.

He lifted a dark bushy eyebrow. “You’ve heard of baksheesh? The money in this briefcase represents my employer’s gratitude for a favor rendered by said congressman. For obvious reasons he didn’t want the cash delivered to his office or picked up by an aide.”

Aghast, Erin stared at him. In her book, anybody who bribed congressmen was a crook. Why was he admitting the crime? And where had the money come from?

“I suppose he chose the cathedral because he figured a church at high noon was the least likely place to stumble upon a colleague,” Erin said sarcastically, swallowing her fear. Donovan didn’t sound threatening, but she couldn’t relax until she figured out what he was up to.

“Exactly.” The roguish smile on his face was reflected in his eyes and voice.

Seeing his smile, Erin suddenly wished she were back at the Pentagon where she belonged. The sooner she got rid of him, the better.

With an effort she tried to concentrate on driving but could still see his face in her mind while watching the traffic on the parkway. His hair was too black and curly, his teeth were too white, and there was a rampant sexuality in his lusty gaze. If she didn’t watch her step she’d find herself falling for another egotistical Irishman.

To Erin’s surprise, she found herself half believing his story, and berated herself for being conned. The intercepted message had said nothing about a robbery, only a neutralization. And where was the assassin? Could he be somewhere behind them right now? Anxiously she glanced in the rearview mirror but saw nothing suspicious.

“The congressman must have done your employer an awfully big favor,” Erin began slowly, masking her fear. “Your briefcase is pretty large.”

He pulled thoughtfully at his earlobe. “My employer’s in heavy construction. The congressman got him a contract worth millions.”

Erin stiffened, her hands clenching the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. Though she tried to hide her reaction, she couldn’t help herself. Her mother’s new husband, Patrick, operated a global construction company out of Dublin. Could he be bribing politicians for lucrative contracts?

Beside her, Donovan chuckled. “Don’t act so surprised. Paying baksheesh is part of doing business these days.”

“It’s also illegal,” she protested hotly. Though Erin had met Patrick only briefly in Washington before her mother’s wedding two weeks ago, she’d been drawn to the beefy, charismatic Irishman on sight.

“That’s why I didn’t wait around for the police.” Donovan winked at her like a fellow conspirator. “Bribes may be illegal for a congressman but not for my employer. If he wants to give away a little spare cash as a present to a friend, that’s his business.”

“And just who is your employer?” As soon as Erin asked, she wished she hadn’t. She didn’t want him to suspect she had more than a casual interest in his answer. Worse, she hadn’t needed to ask. She could easily find out if a man named Donovan worked for Patrick by calling her mother in Dublin.

“With a little digging, you can find out who my employer is with no help from me,” he taunted. “But I’ll tell you and save you the trouble if you come clean with me. Tell me why you showed up when you did and why you thought the shooting was an attempted assassination instead of a robbery. Then I’ll tell you who my employer is.”

Erin could feel his eyes on her face, gauging her reaction. She didn’t turn toward him. There was no way she could tell him about the message without revealing special or communications intelligence. This would be a crime punishable by jail and a big fine. Besides, her self-protective instincts were urging caution until she learned exactly who Donovan was and what his relationship was to Patrick.

“I already told you the truth,” she lied. “I was meeting a friend for lunch.”

“We both know that’s not true,” he said easily. “No woman was standing behind me. If she’d been there, I would have seen her.”

“Then she must have stepped back inside to get out of the wind.” Sucking in her breath, Erin turned off the parkway and onto Wisconsin again. They were in Bethesda, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, where expensive motels and businesses lined the street. She headed back toward Washington.

“Where’s your hotel, Donovan?” she asked, determined to change the subject. Now that she’d done her noble duty, she wanted to get away from this arresting man and back to her secure Pentagon cubicle before she revealed something she shouldn’t.

Hearing his smug chuckle, she realized she’d already revealed something she shouldn’t.

“How did you know I was based out of town?” he asked. “There are a couple of big construction companies with offices right here in Washington. How did you know I was staying in a hotel?”

“You look like an out-of-towner,” she lied, her temper rising. Why did he have to catch every tiny mistake she made? “If you’d like to question everything I say, go ahead. Maybe I’ll answer and maybe I won’t”

“Hey, I’m sorry,” he said, sounding instantly contrite.

Erin didn’t believe him for an instant. Men like Donovan didn’t say they were sorry unless they wanted something from a woman.

“You saved my life and I’m grateful,” he acknowledged. “If you don’t want to tell me the whole story behind what you did, so be it.” Shrugging his shoulders, he held his hands out, palms up. “I’m sure you have a good reason.”

Though mollified, Erin kept her eyes on the street, not daring to meet his direct gaze. He had a way of seeing through her that both attracted and frightened her. This whole situation frightened her-the intercepted message, the aborted assassination, the possible connection with her stepfather, and not being able to report what happened to the authorities for security reasons.

Just who was this roguish man by her side? Who wanted to kill him and why? Until she had the answers, Erin wasn’t about to confide in him. She desperately needed to be alone to think things through.

“I really was meeting a friend for lunch,” she insisted, determined to stick to her story. Even though he suspected she was lying, he would never know for sure.

Half an hour later, after Erin dropped Donovan at a fivestar hotel in downtown Washington, she felt strangely let down when he didn’t ask for her telephone number. If her mother confirmed that he worked for Patrick, she’d simply have to take the initiative and arrange to see him again. As her only link to possible danger threatening her family, Donovan might be hiding information she could use. She had to find out more about him.



IN HIS SEEDY HOTEL ROOM, the slender, wiry actor surveyed his prominent chin and bulbous nose in the bathroom mirror. Nobody who got a good look at that face would ever forget it. It was a true masterpiece. But then all of the actor’s faces were unforgettable masterpieces. With good reason the press had dubbed him Chameleon, and the name had stuck.

Without removing the disguise, he returned to the bedroom and carefully loaded two cartridges into the empty chambers of his .357 Magnum revolver. He’d missed his target by a hair, squeezing off only two shots before the crowd panicked, blocking his aim.

How that fool female lieutenant managed to show up when she did, he had no idea. But he intended to find out. With her car’s model and license number, he’d obtain her name and address in short order from his information broker. Through the woman, he’d find his target again. She’d made him miss this time. He wouldn’t again, even if he had to kill both of them.







Chapter Two

Inside the hotel’s luxurious peach-colored marble lobby, Donovan went directly to a pay phone. Without identifying himself, he asked for Mr. Owens, a code for Donovan’s operation.

A moment later the familiar voice of his in-house contact, Michael Essinger, came on the line. “Owens here.”

“We need to get together ASAP,” Donovan growled.

“Did you have problems with the congressman?” Even though this call was highly unusual, Essinger’s voice showed no emotion or curiosity, only cold-blooded interest. Good old Mike. Always the professional, a man Donovan could count on.

“I nearly got blown away by someone trying to rip off the cash. An air force lieutenant-a woman-warned me in the nick of time, or I’d be in a drawer at the city morgue right now.”

“How did she know?”

“That’s what I want you to find out. She wouldn’t tell me.” Out of habit, Donovan surveyed the phone alcove, keeping a watchful eye on the stocky man and teenage girl who were the only other occupants. Lowering his voice, he raised his hand to shield his mouth before he spoke again. “Her name is Erin Meyer. She’s a first lieutenant working at the Pentagon. Get me the entire story on her from the day she was born. I want to know how and where she fits.”

An image of Erin’s tall slender form flashed in Donovan’s mind. For a luxurious moment he let himself dwell on the gentle swell of her hips, on her rich glowing hair.

“You think there’s a connection between her and your current assignment?” For the first time, Essinger’s voice showed a flicker of interest.

“Got to be. She had to know about the robbery to get to the cathedral when she did. There ain’t no coincidences in this business, buddy. How long to get together a package on her?” Donovan paused, remembering how slowly the wheels at the agency seemed to turn these days. He was still waiting for biographical material on O’Shaughnessy’s new wife, information he’d asked for more than two weeks ago.

“This is an emergency, Mike,” he said. “Get your people off their duffs so I’ll know who the lieutenant is before she dies of old age.”

Essinger sighed into the phone. “Sorry about the delay in that other request, old man. Our research people were hit hard in the last cutback.”

“There better not be a delay this time.”

“There won’t be. I’ll have it for you tomorrow if I have to keep somebody up all night. Ten a.m. Lion cage at the zoo.”

“I’ll be there.”

After he hung up, Donovan took another penetrating look around the alcove. A third person had entered, a matronly woman with a load of packages. At the phone next to his, she began dialing. Without being obvious, he left the alcove and went to the restroom. She probably wasn’t interested in his conversation, but he was taking no chances. A few minutes later when he returned, she’d gone.

He dialed another number. “Congressman Wiley, please,” he told the man who answered the phone.

“The congressman is out to lunch. Can I take a message or have him return your call?”

Donovan knew damned well where Wiley was and it wasn’t out to lunch. He was scurrying away from the National Cathedral as fast as his skinny legs would carry him so nobody would connect him with the noon shooting incident.

“I’ll call back,” Donovan said, hanging up before the aide could press him for more information. Damn! He’d hoped Wiley would have enough sense to go straight back to his office where Donovan could reach him. Obviously that was an optimistic assumption. He’d have to spend the rest of the afternoon tracking the congressman down so he could deliver the promised baksheesh without attracting undue attention.

Donovan reached for the telephone book on a ledge under the counter. Would Erin Meyer be listed? There she was, Lieutenant Erin M. Meyer with an address in a pricey condominium building near the Pentagon. She’d said her father left her money. He’d find out if she was lying to morrow in Mike Essinger’s biographical report.

But why wait until tomorrow to learn where she worked? Donovan glanced down at his watch. A mere twenty minutes had passed since she dropped him off. She wouldn’t be at her desk yet, even if she went directly back to work. Good, he could call her office without talking to her.

Quickly he contacted the information operator at the Pentagon and got Erin’s extension. When he dialed the number, the secretary answered as he hoped she would, by giving the name of the organization instead of the phone number.

“Western European Branch,” she said.

A wave of understanding hit him. She worked for the Pentagon Intelligence Agency. So that’s how she’d found out about the shooting in time to warn him. She hadn’t been involved with the thieves after all. That insight made him breathe easier.

Instead of hanging up without a message as he’d intended, he left his name with Erin’s secretary and said he’d call back later. If she’d seen something about the planned robbery in her traffic-an intercepted message probablywhy hadn’t anybody at the CIA seen it and let him know?

And why had she been ready to risk her life to save a total stranger? Knowing she wasn’t involved in the robbery, he saw no reason to wait until he read the biographical report to talk to her again. He’d worm the information out of her over dinner tonight. Since she’d wear civilian clothes, she’d probably loosen her mane of red hair. He’d been picturing her with it tumbling about her shoulders ever since he first saw her. Why not get a firsthand look?

Donovan caught himself whistling a merry Irish tune as he walked away from the alcove.



GOOD RIDDANCE, Erin huffed to herself as she drove away from Donovan’s hotel. So what if he hadn’t asked to see her again? The last person she needed in her life right now was a charming Irish rogue, she told herself, but couldn’t deny her disappointment.

And she did need to find out if there was a link between him and her stepfather. If Donovan was somehow a threat to Patrick and her mother, Margaret, Erin needed to warn them. And that meant she might have to see Donovan again.

Annoyed yet vaguely excited at the thought, Erin glanced at her watch. Not yet two, so it would be nearing seven in Dublin. A good time to call her mother. She and Patrick would be having before dinner cocktails with friends. Erin knew they entertained a lot because Patrick told her he wanted to show off his new bride. At forty-four Margaret, an Elizabeth Taylor look-alike, was still incredibly beautiful.

Once inside her condo, Erin headed for the sleek kitchen with its polished black stone countertops and sparkling white cabinets. Quickly she fixed herself a cup of tea, settled herself on a stool at the counter, and dialed her mother’s number in Dublin.

Through the sliding glass door across the dining room, she could see the stark outline of the Washington Monument framed against an azure sky. On a hill in the far distance stood the National Cathedral. Erin sighed. From now on, every time she looked out that window and saw the cathedral, she’d remember this day and her traumatic meeting with Donovan.

“O’Shaughnessy residence,” said a masculine voice Erin recognized as belonging to the butler.

“Robert, this is Erin. Is my mother there?” Erin had never been to Dublin, never met Robert or the rest of the household staff, but had talked to them so many times, she felt she knew them. Unable to shake the feeling that her mother still needed looking after, Erin phoned her almost every day.

“Yes, Miss Meyer, I’ll get her,” the butler said.

A moment later she heard her mother’s honey-flavored contralto voice. “Hi, darling. Is something wrong? You usually call later.”

“Nothing’s wrong, Mom. But there’s something you can tell me.” Hearing her own high-pitched voice, in sharp contrast to her mother’s, Erin winced. She hated her voice, bad since she was a teenager. Why couldn’t she have been blessed with her mother’s resonant tones?

“Anything, love. I’m so pleased there’s something I can help you with.” If anybody else had made such a gratuitous promise, Erin would have doubted their sincerity. But not her mother. She meant every word. Though inclined to be flighty, she was the most honest person Erin knew.

“I was wondering if a man named Dan Donovan works for Patrick,” Erin said.

“I’m terribly sorry, darling, but I can’t answer that. I don’t know any of Dun Aengus’s men.”

Erin stiffened. Dun Aengus’s men. It was almost the same wording used in the intercept. Could her mother have known about the message the NSA had intercepted?

Don’t be absurd, Erin told herself. My mom and Patrick had nothing to do with that message. Just the same, a kernel of doubt formed in her mind.

“Could you ask him for me?” she queried aloud.

Her mother hesitated. Was she reluctant to ask her new husband such a simple question?

“You know how Dun Aengus keeps his business totally separate from the family,” Margaret said, still hesitating. “I know absolutely nothing about Shamrock Construction except that Dun Aengus is the president of the board. He might think I’m snooping if I start asking questions.”

Contrary to her mother’s assumption, Erin hadn’t been aware of the separation between family and business. She took a deep breath, trying to be patient. Margaret always agonized over her decisions, especially small ones like this.

Forcing a teasing lightness into her voice, she coaxed, “Tell him I met a man who says he’s with Shamrock Construction, and I want to be sure he’s on the up-and-up before I see him again.” It wasn’t the exact truth, but close enough that Erin didn’t feel guilty.

“Aha!” Margaret said. “Mr. Donovan sounds interesting.”

“He is, but I won’t see him again if you don’t ask Patrick about him for me.
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