






As Maggie walked to the director’s private office, a flicker of anticipation skipped through her.



She tried to tell herself that her suddenly erratic pulse was due to her imminent mission. Herself wasn’t buying it. She knew darn well what was causing the shimmer of excitement in her blood.

He was waiting a few steps away.

Maggie paused outside the door to draw in a deep, steadying breath, but it didn’t do any good. As soon as she walked into his office and saw the man standing at the window, her lungs forgot to function.

He turned and gave her one of his rare smiles. “Hello, Maggie.”

She forced the air trapped in her chest to circulate. This was her boss, for heaven’s sake, and she was too professional to allow her fascination with Adam Ridgeway, the man, to complicate her relationship with Adam Ridgeway, the director of OMEGA.

Unfortunately.
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To Al, my own handsome hero, who swept me off my feet so many years ago and still makes every day a fun-filled adventure.
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Prologue



She had to die.

That was the best solution.

The only solution.

He stood at the window and stared, unseeing, at the winter-grayed streets. The thought of killing her, of snuffing out her vibrant essence, twisted his gut. But there wasn’t any other way. She didn’t know she held a tiny scrap of information that could bring him and his world tumbling down. She had no idea she possessed the power to destroy him.

She had to die before she discovered she held that power.

And a part of him would die with her.








Chapter 1



Softly falling snow blanketed Washington, D.C., adding a touch of lacy white trim to the elegant town houses lining a quiet side street just off Massachusetts Avenue. The few residents of the capital who weren’t glued to their TV sets this Superbowl Sunday scurried by, chins down and collars turned up against the cold. Intent on getting out of the elements, they didn’t give the town house set midway down the block a second glance. If they had, they might have noticed the discreet bronze plaque set beside the entrance that identified the offices of the president’s special envoy.

Most Washington insiders believed the special envoy’s position had been created several administrations ago to give a wealthy campaign contributor a fancy title and an important-sounding but meaningless title. Only a handful of the most senior cabinet officials knew that the special envoy secretly served in another, far more vital capacity.

From a specially shielded high-tech control center on the third floor of the town house, he directed a covert agency. An agency whose initials comprised the last letter of the Greek alphabet, OMEGA. An agency that, as its name implied, sprang into action as a last resort when other, more established organizations, such as the CIA, the State Department or the military, couldn’t respond.

Less than an hour ago, a call from the president had activated an OMEGA response. From various corners of the capital, a small cadre of dedicated professionals battled the snow-clogged streets to converge on the scene.

 

Maggie Sinclair unwrapped the wool scarf muffling her mouth and nose and stomped her calf-high boots to remove the last of the clinging snow. Stuffing the scarf in her pocket, she hurried through the tunnel that led to OMEGA’s secret underground entrance. At the end of the passageway, she pressed a hand to a hidden sensor and waited impatiently for the computers to verify her palm-print. Seconds later, the titanium-shielded door hummed open. She took the stairs to the second floor and scanned the monitors set into the wall. Satisfied that only the special envoy’s receptionist occupied the spacious outer area, she activated the sensors.

Gray-haired, grandmotherly Elizabeth Wells glanced up in surprise. “My goodness, Chameleon, you got here fast.”

“I took the subway. I wasn’t about to try driving through this mess.” Shrugging out of her down jacket, Maggie hooked it on a bentwood coat tree. “Besides, I wanted to leave my car for Red. Just in case.”

Elizabeth’s kind face folded into sympathetic lines. “What a shame you were called in right in the middle of your father’s visit. He doesn’t get back to the States all that often, does he?”

“No, he doesn’t.”

Actually, Red Sinclair was lucky if he managed a quick trip stateside once a year. As superintendent of an oil-field exploration rig, the crusty widower traveled continually from one overseas job to the next. He might be drilling in Malaysia one week, Saudi Arabia the next.

“And when he does come home,” Maggie added with a grin, “he usually times his visits to coincide with the Superbowl. I left him and Terence ensconced in front of the TV, alternately cheering the Cowboys and cursing the Redskins.”

“You left the poor man with Terence?” A ripple of distaste crossed Elizabeth’s face. Like most of the OMEGA team, she actively disliked the bug-eyed blue-and-orange-striped iguana a certain Central American colonel had given Maggie. The one time the receptionist had been pressed into lizard-sitting, the German shepherd-size creature had devoured her prized water lilies.

“Honestly, dear, I don’t understand how you can keep that…that creature as a house pet. I find him utterly repulsive.”

“Dad does, too,” Maggie replied, laughing. “Unfortunately, the reverse doesn’t hold true. Terence hates this cold weather. He’s been trying to climb into Red’s lap to share his warmth, not to mention his beer, all afternoon long. I left them just before halftime, tussling for possession of a bottle of Coors.”

“Perhaps I should give your father a call,” Elizabeth mused. “If you’re going out of town, he might like to get away from that disgusting reptile for a while. Maybe have dinner with me.”

Maggie’s brows rose. “Am I going out of town?”

Elizabeth gave a little cluck of disgust at her uncharacteristic slip. Having served as personal assistant to OMEGA’s director since the agency was founded, she knew when and how to keep secrets. She also knew how to use the Sig Sauer 9 mm pistol she kept in her upper-right-hand desk drawer. She’d fired the weapon only once in the line of duty, to deadly effect.

Maggie grinned to herself. This kind, lethal woman had a background and a personality as intriguing as her father’s.

“I wish you would give Dad a call, Elizabeth. I’m sure he’d enjoy having dinner with someone who doesn’t prefer bugs as an appetizer.”

The receptionist grimaced and reached for the intercom phone. “I will, I promise. Right now, though, I’d better tell the chief you’re here. He’s waiting for you.”

While Elizabeth announced her arrival, Maggie raked a hand through her snow-dampened, shoulder-length brown hair. A quick tug settled her faded maroon-and-gold Washington Redskins sweatshirt around her jeans-clad hips. This wasn’t quite her standard professional attire, but the coded message summoning her to headquarters had signaled a matter of national importance, and she hadn’t taken the time to change. Oh, well, OMEGA’s director had seen her in worse rigs than this. Much worse.

Now all brisk efficiency, Elizabeth nodded. “Go on in, dear.”

As Maggie walked down the short corridor leading to the director’s private office, a flicker of anticipation skipped through her, like a tiny electrical impulse darting across a circuit board. She tried to tell herself that her suddenly erratic pulse was due to her imminent mission, whatever it might be. Herself wasn’t buying it. She knew darn well what was causing the shimmer of excitement in her blood.

He was waiting a few steps away.

Maggie paused outside the door to draw in a deep, steadying breath. The extra supply of air didn’t do her any good. As soon as she walked into his office and caught her first glimpse of the tall, dark-haired man standing at the window, her lungs forgot to function.

After almost three years, Maggie thought wryly, she ought to be used to Adam Ridgeway’s effect on her respiratory system. The sad fact was that each contact with this cool, authoritative, often irritating man left her more breathless than the last.

He turned and gave her one of his rare smiles. “Hello, Maggie. Sorry I had to drag you away from the game.”

She forced the air trapped in her chest cavity to circulate. Okay, the man looked like an ad for GQ in knife-pleated tan wool slacks, a white oxford shirt and a V-necked cashmere sweater in a deep indigo blue that matched his eyes. And, yes, the light from his desk lamp picked up a few delicious traces of silver in his black hair, traces he claimed she herself had put there.

But he was her boss, for heaven’s sake, and she was too mature, too professional, to allow her growing fascination with Adam Ridgeway to complicate her relationship with the director of OMEGA. Unfortunately.

“Hi, Adam,” she replied, moving to her favorite perch on one corner of his massive mahogany conference table. “I don’t mind the weather, but if the Skins lose this game because I’m not there to cheer them on, Red’s going to gloat for the rest of his visit. He still can’t believe I’ve transferred my allegiance from the Cowboys.”

“That is a pretty radical switch for an Oklahoman,” the Boston-bred Adam concurred gravely.

“No kidding! A lot of folks back home think it ranks right up there with abandoning your firstborn or setting fire to the flag.”

Actually, Maggie’s move to Washington three years ago had resulted in far more than a shift in allegiance in football teams. Until that time, she’d chaired the foreign language department at a small Midwestern college. An easy mastery of her work and a broken engagement had led to a growing restlessness. So when she received a late-night call from the strange little man Red Sinclair had once helped smuggle out of a war-torn oil sheikhdom, she’d been intrigued. That call had resulted in a secret trip to D.C. and, ultimately, her recruitment as an operative.

From the day she joined OMEGA, Maggie had never considered going back to sleepy little Yarnell College. What woman could be content teaching languages after leading a strike team into the jungles of Central America to take down a drug lord? Or after being trapped in a Soviet nuclear-missile silo with a brilliant, if incredibly clumsy, scientist? Or dangling hundreds of feet above the dark, crashing Mediterranean to extract a wounded agent from the subterranean lair of a megalomaniacal film star? Not this woman, at any rate.

Although…

If pressed, Maggie would have admitted that the life of a secret agent had its drawbacks. Like the fact that most of the men she associated with in her line of work were either drug dealers or thieves or general all-around sleazebags.

Oh, there were a few interesting prospects. A certain drop-dead-gorgeous Latin American colonel still called her whenever he was in D.C. And one or two operatives from other agencies she’d worked with had thrown out hints about wanting to know the woman behind the code name Chameleon. But none of these men possessed quite the right combination of qualities Maggie was looking for in a potential mate. Like a keen, incisive mind. A sense of adventure. A hint of danger in his smile. A great bod wasn’t one of her absolute requirements, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt.

So far Maggie had only met one man who came close to measuring up in all categories, and he was standing a few feet away from her right now. The problem was, whenever they came face-to-face, it was generally just before he sent her off to some far corner of the world.

As he was about to do now, apparently.

“So what’s up, Adam?” she asked. “Why are we here?”

“I’m here because I got a call from the president an hour ago,” he said slowly, his eyes on her face.

“And?” Maggie prompted.

The tingling tension that always gripped her at the start of a mission added to the fluttering in her veins that Adam’s presence generated. Anticipation coursed through her, and her fingers gripped the smooth wood as she focused her full attention on his next words.

“And you’re here because you’re going to impersonate the vice president for the next two weeks.”

Maggie’s jaw dropped. “The vice president? Of the United States?”

“Of the United States.”

“Taylor Grant?”

“Taylor Grant.”

Maggie’s astonishment exploded into shimmering, leaping excitement. In her varied career with OMEGA, she’d passed herself off as everything from a nun to a call girl. But this would be the first time she’d gone undercover in the topmost echelons of the executive branch.

“Now this is my kind of assignment! The vice president of the United States!” She shoved a hand through the thick sweep of her brown hair. “What’s the story, Adam?”

“For the last three months, the vice president has been working secretly on an international accord in response to terrorism. According to the president, the parties involved are close, very close, to hammering out the final details of an agreement. One that will send shock waves through the terrorist community. When this treaty is approved, all signatories will respond as one to any hostile act.”

“It’s about time!”

In the past few years, Maggie had seen firsthand the results of differing government approaches to terrorism. Depending on the personality of the people in high office, the response could be swift or maddeningly slow, strong or fatally indecisive.

“The key players involved in crafting the treaty are gathering at Camp David to hammer out the final details,” Adam continued. “No one—I repeat, no one—outside of the president, the VP herself and a few trusted advisors know about this meeting.”

Maggie eyed him shrewdly. “So I’m to deflect the world’s attention while this secret meeting takes place?”

“Exactly.”

She chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “Why me?”

“Why not?” he countered, watching her face.

“Mrs. Grant has at least half a dozen women assigned to her Secret Service detail,” Maggie said bluntly. “They know her personal habits and routine intimately. They wouldn’t need the coaching I will to double for her.”

“True, but none of them matches her height and general physical characteristics as well as you do.”

Maggie composed a swift mental image of the attractive young widow. Tall. Auburn-haired. Slightly more slender than Maggie herself. A full mouth that quirked in a distinctive way when she was amused, which was often. Stunning violet eyes that sparkled with a lively intelligence.

Far more important than any physical characteristics, however, were the vice president’s personality traits. Taylor Grant was totally self-assured. Gracious, yet tenacious as a pit bull when it came to the political issues she championed. And she carried herself with an easy confidence that Maggie knew she projected, as well. With a flash of insight, she sensed that was the key to this assignment.

She’d earned her code name, Chameleon, because of her ability to dramatically alter her physical appearance when going undercover. But she’d survived in the field because she knew that a successful impersonation came from within, not from without. The trick was to believe you were the person you pretended to be—if you did, you could convince others. This mission would take intense concentration and all of Maggie’s skills, but she could do it. She would do it.

“Imagine,” she murmured, her brown eyes gleaming. “I’ll be presiding over joint sessions of Congress. Just think of the bills I can push through in the next couple of weeks. The bloated bureaucratic budgets I can slash.”

“I’m afraid you won’t have much opportunity to exercise your political clout,” Adam said dryly. “To cover her absence, the vice president has announced that she’s taking a long-overdue two-week vacation to her home in the California Sierras.”

With real regret, Maggie abandoned her plans to ruthlessly streamline the entire federal government.

“Okay, what’s the catch?”

One of Adam’s dark brows rose.

“A two-week vacation in the High Sierras is too easy. I’ve got this tingly little feeling there’s more to this role than what you’ve told me so far.”

The ghost of a smile curved Adam’s lips. “Your tingles are on target.”

“They usually are,” she said with a trace of smugness.

His smile faded as he studied her face. “Early this morning, Taylor Grant received a death threat. Your mission while you’re undercover will be to discover the source of this threat.”

The fact that Mrs. Grant had received a death threat didn’t particularly surprise Maggie. A Secret Service contact she’d once worked with had mentioned that the White House switchboard screened upward of fifty thousand calls a day. A battery of skilled operators separated disgruntled voters from dangerous malcontents and forwarded the “sinisters” for investigation. Maggie had been amazed at both the number and the content of the wacko calls that came over the switchboard. One, she’d been told, had ended with a long-drawn-out shriek and the sound of the caller blowing out his brains.

But in addition to outright kooks and psychotics who might target Taylor Grant, Maggie could name at least half dozen ultraright-wing groups the vice president had outraged. An intelligent, outspoken woman with strong liberal leanings, she’d been chosen as the president’s running mate to balance his more conservative platform and to guarantee California’s huge block of electoral votes. No, Maggie wasn’t surprised Mrs. Grant had received a death threat.

Still, the Secret Service was charged with investigating such threats. Once again, Maggie puzzled over the reason for her involvement in this mission. She knew Adam too well to suppose that he’d called her in just because she resembled Taylor Grant in general size and shape.

“So what was different about this threat, that it activated an OMEGA response?” she asked.

“The call came in over the VP’s personal line. Whoever made it knew how to bypass the filters that protect her from such calls, and how to electronically synthesize his voice.”

“His voice? If it was electronically disguised, how do we know the caller was a he?”

Adam regarded her steadily across the half acre of polished mahogany that constituted his desk. “Because the nature of the call suggests it was made by someone who knows Mrs. Grant well. Very well. Well enough to mention her husky little gasp at moments of extreme passion.”

“Extreme passion?” Maggie’s jaw sagged once more. “Good grief, are you saying the vice president of the United States is being threatened by…by a former lover?”

“So it appears.”

While Maggie struggled to absorb this astounding information, Adam rose, a sheet of notepaper in his hand.

“This is a list the VP supplied of the men she’s known intimately.”

Eyes wide, Maggie glanced down at the list he handed her. To her surprise, she saw that it was very short. Amazingly short, for a charismatic, dynamic woman who’d been a widow for over ten years. A woman who kept the press and the public titillated with a string of very handsome and very eligible escorts.

There were only four names on the list:

Harold Grant, the vice president’s husband. The California sculptor had died from a rare form of bone cancer more than a decade ago.

Peter Donovan. Maggie couldn’t place him, but the notation beside the name indicated that he had managed the VP’s first campaign for governor.

Stoney Armstrong. That name she recognized immediately! The handsome, square-jawed movie star had escorted then-Governor Grant one whole, tempestuous spring. Their pictures had been splashed across every tabloid and every glossy magazine on several continents.

And…

Maggie’s eyes widened. “James Elliot?” she gasped. “The secretary of the treasury?”

Adam nodded. “Elliot met Mrs. Grant after the president named him to head Treasury. Their liaison was reportedly short, but passionate.”

“So that’s why OMEGA’s running this show instead of the Secret Service!” Maggie exclaimed.

In addition to his responsibilities for the fiscal policies of the United States, the secretary of the treasury also directed the Secret Service. The idea that the supervisor of the very agency charged with protecting the vice president was one of three men suspected of threatening to kill her boggled Maggie’s mind.

“Elliot himself suggested OMEGA take the lead in this case,” Adam said slowly. “He recognized that his liaison with Mrs. Grant, as brief as it was, compromised him in this case.”

“No kidding!”

Her forehead wrinkling, Maggie studied the short list once again. Four names, three suspects—one of whom was a close personal friend of the president, and a member of his cabinet. Whew!

“There’s another name that should be included on the list,” Adam added in a neutral tone.

“Really?” she murmured, still absorbing the implications of James Elliot’s involvement. “Whose?”

“Mine.”

With infinite care, Maggie raised her eyes from the paper in her hand. As she searched Adam’s face, a wave of conflicting emotions crashed through her.

Instinctive denial.

Instant awareness of the staggering impact this had on her mission.

And jealousy. Sheer, unadulterated jealousy. The old-fashioned green-eyed kind that was embarrassing to own up to but impossible to deny.


Taylor Grant was just the kind of woman who would attract Adam, Maggie admitted with painful honesty.

Polished. Sophisticated. At ease with politicians and princes. She moved in the same circles Adam did. Circles that Maggie, content with herself and her world, had never aspired to…until recently.

Summoning every ounce of professionalism she possessed, she sent him a cool look. “Well, that certainly puts a new twist on this mission. Suppose you tell me why the vice president didn’t include your name on her list.”

A glimmer of emotion flickered through his eyes at her tart rejoinder. It might have been amusement or irritation, but it disappeared so quickly, Maggie couldn’t tell. With Adam, she rarely could.

“Because I’m her future, not her past, lover,” he replied evenly.

For the space of several heartbeats, silence blanketed the spacious office. Maggie fabricated and rejected a dozen possible interpretations of his statement. Only one of them made any sense, and she wouldn’t let herself believe that one.

“Come again?” she asked.

Navy cashmere contoured Adam’s well-defined shoulders as he crossed his arms. “Until this point, I’ve enjoyed only a casual friendship with Taylor Grant.”

Maggie fought down a ridiculous rush of relief.

“That friendship is about to deepen.”

“It is?”

“It is.”

She cleared her throat. “Just how deep do you intend to take it?”

“As deep as necessary.”

She refused to acknowledge the slow curl of heat his words generated. “I think you’d better give me something more specific.”

“For the duration of the time you’re undercover, I’ll be your sole contact. We’ll be together night and day for the next two weeks. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, we’re in love. Or at least in lust.”

Right. As far as the rest of the world was concerned. Maggie bit down on the inside of her lower lip and forced herself to concentrate as Adam continued.

“We’ll debut this new relationship at the VP’s last official Washington function before she leaves for California.”

“Which is?”

“A special benefit performance at the Kennedy Center tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow night?”

Maggie jumped off the corner of the conference table, her mind racing. She had less than twenty-four hours to transform herself into the person of the vice president of the United States. And into Adam Ridgeway’s latest companion/lover.

At that moment, she wasn’t sure which role daunted her—or thrilled her—more.








Chapter 2



The next hours were the most intense Maggie had ever spent preparing for a mission.

A quick call to her father glossed over the reason for extended absence. Although she’d never told Red Sinclair about her work for OMEGA, he knew his daughter too well to believe that her civilian cover as an adjunct professor at D.C.’s Georgetown University occupied all her time.

Grumbling something about making clear to a certain reptile who was in charge during Maggie’s absence, Red hung up and went back to the Superbowl.

After that, the OMEGA team moved at the speed of light.

Jake MacKenzie, code name Jaguar, arrived to act as headquarters controller for this operation. Since his marriage last year to a woman he’d rescued from a band of Central American rebels, Jake hadn’t spent much time in the field, but he was one of OMEGA’s most experienced agents. There wasn’t anyone Maggie trusted more to orchestrate the behind-the-scenes support for this mission than the steely-eyed Jaguar.

With Jake beside her, she listened to the chilling tape of the early-morning phone call.

“You were so good,” the eerie, electronic voice whispered, “so beautiful. I can still hear your soft, sweet moan, that little sound you make when…”

Disgust twisted Maggie’s mouth. That someone could speak of love in one breath, and death the next, sickened her.

“I must kill you. I don’t want to, but I must. Try to understand….”

The call ended with a click, and Taylor Grant’s swift, indrawn gasp.

“All right,” Jake said, his mouth grim. “Let’s go over these dossiers on the three suspects one more time. Intel is champing at the bit to start your political indoctrination.”

The dossiers didn’t give her any more insight into which of the three prominent men might want to assassinate the vice president, but Maggie studied their backgrounds in minute detail. Then she spent hours in briefings on the political personalities and issues the vice president dealt with daily.

Finally she closeted herself in a small room to study videotapes of Taylor Grant’s speech patterns and gestures. Given her background in linguistics, Maggie soon had the vice president’s voice down pat. Copying her gestures and facial expressions took a bit more work, but after hours in front of the mirror and a video camera, Maggie passed even Jake’s and Adam’s critical review.

At that point, the wizards of the wardrobe, as she termed OMEGA’s field dress unit, whipped into action. A gel-like adhesive “bone” shaped her chin and nose to match Mrs. Grant’s profile. A quick dye job and an expert cut resulted in the well-known stylish auburn shag. Tinted contacts duplicated the vice president’s distinctive violet eyes.

Reducing Maggie’s more generous figure to the vice president’s exact proportions, however, required a bit more ingenuity. After taking some rather intimate measurements and stewing over the matter for a while, the pudgy, frizzy-haired genius who headed Field Dress produced a nineties version of a corset that also, he proclaimed proudly, doubled as protective body armor. The thin Kevlar wraparound vest flattened Maggie’s bust and trimmed several inches off her waist. The vice president’s well-known preference for pleated pants and long tunic-style jackets would disguise her slightly fuller hips.

“Suck it in, Chameleon,” the chief wizard ordered sternly, yanking on the adjustable straps at the waist of the bodysuit-corset.

Maggie clutched at the edge of a table. “Hey! Go easy there,” she said over one shoulder. “I’ve got to be able to breathe for the next few weeks, you know.”

“Don’t panic,” he replied, grunting a little with effort. “This baby should fit more easily in a day or so.”

“It should?” she gasped. “Why?”

He backed away, surveying his handiwork. “A couple of days on the VP’s diet will shave a few pounds off you.”

Maggie straightened and took a few shallow, experimental breaths. “The vice president is on a diet?”

“Uh-oh. You didn’t know?”

“Intelligence is going to cover her personal habits as soon as we’re through here. What kind of a diet?”

“You’d better let intel brief you,” the chief replied evasively. Not meeting her eyes, he held out a cobalt blue St. John knit tunic with a double row of gold buttons.

Maggie poked her head through the square-cut neck of the tunic and eyed the pudgy chief suspiciously.


“What kind of diet?” she repeated. “Come on, spill it.”

“She’s, uh, a vegetarian.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!”

“It’s true, I swear. It’s not public knowledge because Mrs. Grant doesn’t want to get the beef and poultry lobby groups up in arms.”

“Wonderful,” Maggie muttered.

While she wouldn’t exactly classify herself as a junk food junkie—after all, she did enjoy sampling Washington’s wonderful diversity of restaurants—Maggie preferred hamburgers and pizzas to vegetables any day. In fact, she’d recently discovered that she was violently allergic to a distant relative of the carrot family.

“It’s only for two weeks,” the frizzy-haired wizard reminded her.

“Oh, sure. What’s a mere two weeks without real food?”

Sucking in her tummy to ease the bite of the constrictive corset, Maggie headed for the laboratory in the basement of the town house to check out her equipment for this mission.

A spear of regret lanced through her when she surrendered her faithful Smith & Wesson .22 automatic. Although small, when loaded with hollow-point long-rifle stingers, the weapon could cause as much tissue damage as a .38 Police Special. But not even the high-tech masterminds in the Special Devices Lab could figure out how to shield her Smith & Wesson from the sophisticated security screens that surrounded the vice president. In its place, Maggie was issued a palm-size, .22-caliber derringer.

“This is the same model Mrs. Grant keeps in her California home,” the chief of Special Devices told her. “It’s single-action, with a spur trigger, and carries five rounds.”

After a few practice rounds at the firing range, Maggie felt comfortable with the derringer. But she felt decidedly uncomfortable with the fact that she wouldn’t have a weapon in her possession until she reached California. For the first time, she was going out on a mission naked. All she had to protect her from a potential assassin was her training, her instincts and her wits.

And Adam.

He joined her at the range a few moments later. The acrid scent of cordite filled the air as Maggie watched him test fire the small, rapid-fire Heckler & Koch 9 mm Special Devices had issued him. Legs spread, arms lifted, he pumped round after round into the targets. His tight expression underscored the grim reality of her mission.

Back in the lab, Special Devices fitted Maggie with the combination directional beeper and body bug they’d hurriedly devised for this mission. To her amazement, she discovered that they’d soldered a state-of-the-art miniaturized radio transmitter/receiver to the inside of a wide gold wedding band.

“It’s identical to the one Mrs. Grant wears,” the technician explained.

Maggie turned the heavy gold band over and over in the palm of her hand, but couldn’t find any trace of the tiny embedded device. She did, however, see the inscription engraved on the inside. Her heart thumped painfully as she read the words Now, and forever.

How tragic, she thought. The woman who wore this ring, or one identical to it, hadn’t had much of a forever with her husband. Some years older than his attractive young wife, Harold Grant had died while still in his mid-thirties. They’d had only a few good years together, yet his widow had never remarried, and still wore her wedding band.

“Because the bug is so small,” the head of Special Devices explained, “its range is more limited than we’d like. You’ll be able to communicate only with the chief, who’ll relay the necessary information to OMEGA headquarters via his own, more powerful device.”

“Which is why we won’t be more than a few miles apart during this entire operation,” Adam said, coming to stand beside her. He took the ring from her unresisting fingers to examine it himself.

Maggie frowned, not entirely sure she liked this turn of events. She was used to operating independently in the field. Very independently. The idea of passing all her communications through Adam was a little unsettling.

She slanted him a quick speculative look as he hefted the gold band in his palm. She’d worked for and with Adam Ridgeway for three years now. In the process, she’d learned to respect his sharp, incisive knowledge of field operations. Like the other OMEGA operatives, she trusted him with her life every time he sent her into the field.

Still, for all her personal and very private admiration of Adam, Maggie had to admit they sometimes clashed professionally. They’d had more than a few disagreements in the past over her occasionally unorthodox methods in the field. In fact, the only times any of the OMEGA agents had ever seen Adam come close to losing his legendary cool were during Maggie’s mission debriefs.

Well, the next few weeks would no doubt provide a severe test of his restraint, she thought. She was the field operative on this mission, and she fully intended to follow her instincts, just as she always had. Her generous mouth curved in a private smile. She’d always hoped to be on the scene when the iron-spined Adam Ridgeway’s control finally slipped its leash.

Maybe, just maybe, she would be.

He caught her sideways glance. “Let’s see how well this works,” he said, holding out his hand.


A funny little quiver darted through her stomach as she placed her left hand in Adam’s right. His palm felt warm and smooth beneath her fingertips, like supple, well-tanned leather. Nibbling on her lower lip, she watched him slide the gold band over the knuckle of her ring finger. When it slipped into place, his hand closed over hers.

Startled by both the tensile strength of his hold and the intimacy of the gesture, Maggie glanced up at the face so close to her own. His blue eyes locked with hers.

A voice at her shoulder jerked her attention back to the hovering technicians. “How does it feel?”

Her hand slipped from Adam’s hold. “Fine.”

Actually, the heavy circle felt odd. Unfamiliar. Maggie rarely wore jewelry, and when she did, it was more the funky, fun kind. This solid ounce of precious metal weighting her hand was a new experience for her. Using her thumb, she twisted the ring around her finger. It fit perfectly. Not too tight, not too loose. Yet when she tried to remove it, the thing balked at her knuckle.

“The inside of the band is curved to slide on easily, but that sucker won’t ever come off,” the team chief told her with a smug grin.

Her newly dyed dark red brows snapped together. “What?”

“Not without a special lubricant.”

“Wait a minute. This special lubricant isn’t another one of your no-fail formulas, is it? Like the solvent that was supposed to instantly remove the tattoo you put on my chin? It took three months for the thing to fade completely.”

The technician waved a hand to dismiss that minor inconvenience. “The lubricant will work, I’m sure.”

“You’re sure? You mean you haven’t tested it yet?”

“As a matter of fact, we haven’t quite developed it yet. But we will by the time this mission is over. Besides, the chief suggested we size the ring like that.”

“Oh, he did?” She turned to the man at her side, her brows arching.

“So you won’t have to worry about losing it,” Adam said easily. “And I don’t have to worry about losing you.”

 

After another round with intelligence and a final mission prebrief with Jake and Adam, Maggie pulled on the cobalt blue pea jacket that matched her designer knit outfit and slid into the back seat of a limo. A slow, simmering excitement percolated through her veins during the ride to the target point. She locked her gloved hands in her lap to keep from beating a nervous tattoo on the leather armrest and stared out at a capital still blanketed by a layer of white, now more slush than snow.

They’d decided to make the switch at the vice president’s official residence. The old executive office building, where the VP’s office and staff were located, swarmed with people all day and far into the night. By contrast, the pillared, three-story residence tucked away on the wooded grounds of the naval observatory in northwest Washington had limited access and much less traffic.

Outside of OMEGA, only three people knew exactly when and how the switch would take place. The vice president, of course. Lillian Roth, Mrs. Grant’s personal assistant and dresser. And the SAIC—the special agent in charge of her personal security detail—William “Buck” Evans.

Maggie, Adam and Jake had debated strenuously whether or not to read Buck Evans into the script. With the treasury secretary himself under suspicion, they hesitated to include anyone in his chain of command in this deep-cover operation. But Mrs. Grant had insisted, and the president himself had concurred.

Evans had been assigned to the vice president’s detail since the early days of the campaign. At one whistle-stop, he’d thrown himself in front of a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound crazy who objected to her stand in favor of government subsidies for AIDS research and treatment. In the ensuing brawl, the protester had chewed off the tip of Buck’s ear. The agent had declined cosmetic surgery, claiming that the mangled ear added to his character. From that day on, he’d been permanently assigned to Taylor Grant’s detail, and she trusted him with her life.

Besides, the vice president had said tartly, without Buck’s assistance, it would be impossible to pull off this masquerade. As SAIC, he screened the agents assigned to her protective detail, approved all security procedures and set the duty schedules. He could ensure that the people accompanying the VP on her long-planned vacation were the ones least familiar with the twists and turns of her personality. He would also provide the real Mrs. Grant with protection during her secret treaty negotiations at Camp David.

So when Maggie’s limo drove around to the back of the turreted turn-of-the-century mansion that served as the vice president’s official residence, it was Buck Evans who stepped out of the shadows and yanked open the rear door. Digging a hand into her arm, he half helped, half hauled her out of the back seat.

“I’ve diverted the surveillance cameras. Let’s get you upstairs, fast.”

He hustled her through a side door, past a darkened room and up a set of narrow stairs. After scanning the wide hallway that ran the length of the second floor, he tugged her after him, toward a door set halfway down the hall.


“Go on inside. I’ll reset the cameras, then come back for Mrs. Grant when she calls.”

Maggie had barely stepped into a small foyer before the door shut behind her. She stood still for a moment, trying to slow her pounding heart. From her breathless state, she guessed that the total elapsed time from the moment Buck Evans pulled open the limo’s door until he shut this one behind her had been less than a minute.

“Harrumph!”

At the sudden sound, Maggie spun to the left and dropped into an instinctive crouch. Her hand reached for her weapon before she remembered she wasn’t armed.

“So you’re the one!”

A diminutive figure in a severely cut navy blue suit, thick-soled lace-up shoes, and an unruly mass of steel gray curls stood framed in a set of glass-paned French doors. She held herself ramrod straight, her chin tilted at a belligerent angle and her mouth thinned to a tight line as she surveyed the newcomer from the tip of her auburn head to the toes of her black leather boots.

Maggie straightened slowly. From her intelligence briefings, she recognized the other woman instantly. Lillian Roth, the vice president’s personal confidante and assistant for almost twenty years. The sixty-three-year-old woman had appeared rather formidable in the few photographs intel had dug up of her. Maggie now discovered that the photos hadn’t really captured the full force of Lillian’s character. In person, she radiated all the warmth and charm of a Marine Corps drill sergeant on a bad hair day.

“Well, I must say you’ve achieved a startling resemblance,” the dresser said with a small sniff. “But it takes more than mere physical presence to emulate someone of Mrs. Grant’s stature.”

“I agree completely.”


Maggie’s cool reply duplicated exactly the vice president’s voice and intonation. Lillian’s gray brows rose, but she obviously couldn’t bring herself to unbend enough to praise what Maggie considered a rather impressive performance.

“I’ll take your coat. The vice president is waiting for you in her sitting room.”

Having memorized the floor plans of the residence, Maggie walked confidently through the double doors into a tall-ceilinged, airy room. She paused just past the threshold, visually cataloging the fixtures and furniture in her mind. Although an attack on the VP was unlikely in this secure environment, Maggie wasn’t about to take any chances. She’d spend only one night here, but she wanted to be able to find her way around these rooms in total darkness if she had to.

The furnishings in the spacious sitting room were a tribute to Taylor Grant’s exquisite taste and vibrant personality. A framed print of Monet’s famous water lilies of Giverny hung in a lighted alcove between tall curtained windows. Accent pieces scattered throughout the room took their cue from this masterpiece of swirling blues and greens and purples. A magnificent green jade Chinese temple dog, one paw resting imperiously on a round ball, dominated the huge coffee table set between two facing sofas, which were covered in a shimmering blue-and-purple plaid. A collection of crystal candlesticks in varying shapes and sizes decorated the white-painted wood mantel, reflecting the light from the fire in a rainbow of glowing colors.

But it was the woman standing beside the fireplace who drew Maggie’s attention. For an eerie moment, she felt as though she were looking at her own reflection through a large invisible mirror.

The vice president wore royal blue pleated slacks and tunic exactly like the one Field Dress had procured for Maggie. Overhead spots highlighted the subtle gold tints in her wine-colored hair, which was styled in the simple, elegant shag the OMEGA agent now sported. Her eyes, deepened to a dusky violet by the bold color of her outfit, stared at Maggie with the same unwavering scrutiny.

For a long moment, neither woman spoke. Then Mrs. Grant’s full mouth twisted.

“It’s kind of a shock, isn’t it? Every woman wants to think she’s unique. Special in her own way. Yet here we are, two identical clones.”

“Not quite identical,” Maggie replied, smiling. “Underneath this very flattering outfit, I’m trussed up like a Christmas turkey.”

The vice president’s lips quirked in response. Without thinking, Maggie duplicated the small smile.

Mrs. Grant’s eyes widened. “Good grief, you are real, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Adam said you were good,” the vice president murmured, “but I see now that was somewhat of an understatement.”

Adam, Maggie noted. Not the special envoy. Not even Adam Ridgeway. Just that casual, familiar Adam. A little too familiar, in her opinion.

Taylor Grant gestured toward one of the sofas, then took the other. “You go by the code name Chameleon, don’t you?”

Maggie nodded. No one, not even the president, knew the OMEGA operatives’ real names or civilian covers. That simple but rigid policy protected the president in the event anything should go wrong on a mission. It protected the agents, as well. With OMEGA maintaining absolute control over such privileged information, they didn’t have to worry about the inevitable leaks that plagued the CIA or FBI.

“Well, I can certainly understand how you earned that particular designation,” the vice president said. She eyed Maggie for a moment, her expression uncompromising. “You understand that I’m not happy about this charade? At all?”

“So I was told.”

“If my presence at these secret treaty negotiations wasn’t so necessary, I wouldn’t allow you to be used as a decoy like this. I’ve never backed away from a challenge…or a threat…in my life.”

“I know that, Mrs. Grant.”

For all her refined appearance and well-known sense of humor, this woman was as tough and as resilient as they came. She’d battled her way up through the political ranks on her own, without a prominent family name or fortune to ease her way. Obviously, she didn’t like someone else taking the heat for her. Her deep brown eyes speared Maggie.

“I understand I have approximately twenty minutes to fill you in on the more intimate details of my life.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The vice president’s jaw tightened. “I’m not used to sharing this kind of information,” she said after a moment. “With anyone. Politics doesn’t encourage a person to reveal her innermost secrets.”

“Whatever you tell me doesn’t go beyond this room,” Maggie said with quiet assurance.

She and Adam had agreed that this half hour with the vice president would be private, unrecorded. The little bug in her ring wouldn’t activate until Mrs. Grant left the compound. Maggie’s innate honesty compelled her to add a kicker, however.


“Unless you tell me something that will help identify the man who called you this morning.”

An emotion that wasn’t quite fear, but was something pretty close to it, rippled across the vice president’s face as she glanced at the phone on a table beside the sofa. Maggie could only admire the vice president’s courage as she mastered that brief, unguarded emotion and turned away from the telephone with a contemptuous look.

“I don’t like being threatened any more than I like revealing the details of my private life.”

Realizing that they weren’t making much headway, Maggie sat up straight, tucked her hands into her sleeves and assumed a soulful expression.

“I once went underground in a convent. If it helps any, just think of me as a religiosa, a sort of female father confessor.”

Some of the stiffness went out of Mrs. Grant’s slender frame. “Somehow I can’t see you as a nun,” she drawled.

“It wasn’t my favorite assignment,” Maggie admitted with a grin, abandoning her postulant’s pose. “Those wool habits itch like the dickens.”

The vice president chuckled. “I believe you. All right, where do you want me to start?”

“Let’s start with Stoney Armstrong, since I’ll be meeting him in L.A. tomorrow. You dated for almost six months, didn’t you, Mrs. Grant?”

“Taylor.”

At Maggie’s surprised glance, she smiled. “I can’t bring myself to share the most intimate details of my love life with someone who addresses me as ‘ma’am’ or ‘Mrs. Grant.’ Please, just call me Taylor.”

No wonder Adam had developed such a close friendship with this woman, Maggie thought. The power of her office hadn’t diminished her charm or charismatic personality.


“What do you want to know about Stoney?”

“For starters, what’s behind his studio image of a muscle-bound, over-sexed, gorgeous hunk of beefcake?”

“A muscle-bound, oversexed, gorgeous hunk of beefcake,” Taylor responded dryly.

“So it wasn’t his, ah, intellectual prowess that attracted you to him?”

Absently the vice president plucked at the fringe on one of the sofa pillows. “No, it wasn’t. But at that point in my life, I didn’t need the challenge of a rousing debate on domestic politics or international affairs. I needed, or thought I needed, Stoney Armstrong.”

She stopped playing with the fringe and glanced across the coffee table at Maggie. Her remarkable eyes filled with the gleam of laughter that had made her the darling of the international press corps.

“Every woman should have a man like Stoney in her life at some point or another, if only to remind her that great sex is highly overrated as the foundation for a permanent relationship.”

“True,” Maggie replied with an answering laugh. “But it’s certainly not a bad place to start.”

 

Twenty minutes later, Lillian Roth knocked on the sitting room door, then poked her head inside. She glanced from Maggie to the vice president for a moment in startled confusion.

“Yes, Lillian?” Maggie asked, testing her skills.

The dresser’s birdlike black eyes narrowed. She studied Maggie for long, silent moments, then switched her focus to Taylor. Giving a little sniff, she spoke slowly, as if not quite sure of herself.

“Buck just called on your private line. They’re just starting the shift change. You have to go, Mrs. Grant.”


Pleased with the fact that she’d managed to fool the dresser, at least for a few seconds, Maggie rose.

The two auburn-haired women faced each other. Mrs. Grant—Taylor—held out her hand.

“Good luck, Chameleon.”

“Thanks. I’ll need it! I just hope I don’t do something stupid and totally ruin your image in the next couple of weeks.”

“You won’t. Besides, I don’t worry about my image when I’m in the Sierras. That cabin is the only place in the world where I go without makeup, don’t bother with my hair, and bundle up in layers of flannel and wool. You just have to make it through a couple of brief public appearances, then you’re home free.”

“Right.” Maggie laughed. “One huge benefit at the Kennedy Center tonight, and a dinner for two hundred of your closest friends in L.A. tomorrow.”

“Don’t worry. Stoney will make sure all the media focuses on him tomorrow. And tonight…well, tonight you’ll have Adam at your side.”

There it was again, that easy, familiar Adam. Maggie’s grin slipped a bit.

As Taylor eased into her coat, her amethyst eyes took on a distant, almost dreamy expression. “I’ve been wanting to invite Adam up to the cabin for some time. If it weren’t for these treaty negotiations…”

“Yes?”

The cool note in Maggie’s voice drew the vice president’s gaze.

“Well,” she finished after a moment, “let’s just say that Adam’s the kind of man any woman would want to have around whenever she was in the mood for a stimulating intellectual debate…or anything else.”

At that moment, the foyer door opened and Buck Evans slipped inside. His rusty brown hair, worn a little long on the sides, didn’t quite cover his half-chewed ear.

“You ready to go, Mrs. Grant?”

“I’m ready.”

He paused with one hand on the knob and gave Maggie a hard look. “Officially, I’m on leave while Mrs. Grant is in California.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be with her every moment at Camp David. Have your people contact me there if you need me.”

“Roger.”

The Secret Service agent’s eyes narrowed. “Just for the record, I think this subterfuge is ridiculous. Every man and woman on this detail has sworn to protect the vice president with their lives.”

Maggie didn’t answer. The decision to keep the switch secret from everyone but Buck Evans had been made by the president himself. She wasn’t about to engage in a debate, public or private, about it. But she saw the total dedication in this man’s fierce, protective stance toward Mrs. Grant, and understood the depth of his anger.

“Let’s go, Buck,” the vice president said quietly. “We’ve only got an hour before the others begin arriving at Camp David.”

With a final nod to Maggie, she followed the agent out the door.

Lillian closed it behind them. Clearly unhappy at being left behind, she scowled at Maggie, then reluctantly assumed her duties.

“Have you had dinner?”

“No, there wasn’t time.”

Her small mouth pursed into a tight bud. “I’ll call down to the kitchens for a tray, then run your bath.”

“Fine. In the meantime, I’ll look around the suite.”


“Humph.”

The dresser turned and marched out, her back rigid. Lillian Roth possessed not only the disposition of a drill sergeant, Maggie decided, but the carriage, as well.

 

A short time later, a scrubbed and powdered Maggie tightened the belt of a fluffy terry-cloth robe. Wandering into the sitting room, she sat down at a small table pulled up to an armchair. Her stomach rumbled in anticipation as she lifted a domed silver cover.

In some consternation, she stared at the four stalks of an unidentifiable yellow vegetable. They were arranged in solitary splendor on a gold-rimmed plate bearing the vice-presidential seal. Swallowing, Maggie poked at the stalks with the tip of her fork, then cut off an experimental bite.

At the taste, her face scrunched up in a disgusted grimace. Laying down the fork, she pushed the tray to one side. Maybe she could sneak a bag of peanuts or a candy bar at the Kennedy Center during intermission, she thought hopefully.

She soon discovered that the role of vice president of the United States didn’t include any intermissions.
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