
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Silicon Valley is more than just high tech when a terrorist cell threatens the American way of life, and it’s up to undercover FBI agent Jake Bernstein to stop them.

	 

	 

	Fluent in Hebrew and Arabic, FBI agent Jake Bernstein goes undercover to infiltrate an Islamic terrorist cell in Silicon Valley. If he fails, thousands will die. But what price will Jake have to pay in order to serve his country? Will it cost him his newly rekindled relationship with Meg?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	Doing the research into Islam took time and effort, and a level of guts I hadn’t used before. Thanks to my big, tall Spanish-American cousin, Frank Rodrigues, we toured a mosque and attended a service that was both enlightening and disturbing. I had read many books about Islam, including the Qur’an in English. In my opinion, every civilized Westerner should read and learn about Islam, its history, its ideology, its objectives. As the Qur’an says, “War is deceit.”

	 

	A sentiment which, ironically, underlines this story.

	 

	Additionally, I must thank my son, Todd, a biotech engineer in Silicon Valley for inspiring this story. His expertise, help, and advice were invaluable. I could not have written this story without him.

	 


 

	 

	“Fight and kill the disbelievers wherever you find them, take them captive, harass them, lie in wait and ambush them, using every stratagem of war.”

	—Verse of the Sword, The Qur’an

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	Venice, Italy

	August 2005

	 

	Amad kept the boy in his line of sight. The youth walked stiffly, as if he had a rod holding his back straight. The weight of the vest, no doubt, caused him discomfort. Fifteen pounds of Sem-Tex and ten pounds of steel ball bearings, tightly packed with wires attached to a detonator that weighed another pound. The boy’s hands never left the pockets of his bulky jacket, just as he’d been instructed. Good thing cool breezes from the Adriatic forced people to bundle up. No one would give the child a second look.

	A good boy. Simple minded but devout and brave. A poor villager from north of Kandahar, a madrassa graduate who rarely spoke. His hooded brown eyes bespoke a short, miserable life. Today the boy would kiss the hem of the Prophet and be rewarded for his sacrifice.

	Peripherally, Amad noted the great shipping channel on his left as he climbed the steps of a pedestrian bridge. Jet black gondolas, leashed to their colorful poles, bobbed and swayed in the brisk sea breeze. A gigantic white cruise ship sailed into view, rounding the bend of the docks. How he would love to blow that vessel up and send thousands of Satan worshippers to a watery grave. Ah well, perhaps—Inshallah! Allah willing, that would happen someday.

	Although it was windy, the sun bathed his face with a strange warmth. He exulted in the warmth, for that meant St. Mark’s Square, Piazza San Marco, would be filled with tourists as well as Italians scurrying about to wait on the spoiled Infidels. In the distance, the soft strains of an orchestra drifted out to the channel via the broad walkway to his right as he approached the walkway of the winged lions.

	The two columns of winged lions, symbols of Renaissance Venice, towered above the crowd as it moved along with him toward the square, their destination not quite the same as his. Amad held the vain Venetians in silent scorn. Long before their Renaissance, the city’s Jews had loaned money to the Devil Crusaders while the Venetian merchants gladly stocked their traveling coffers. Today they all would pay for past and present sins against Allah.

	Of course, that was not his only motive for revenge. Many ghosts filled his mind, all crying for retribution, including that of his beloved brother. Mostafa lived inside Amad’s head, a voice among thousands, strengthening him, making him resolute and hard. One infidel’s death for every Muslim death. That was the righteous motto of a true ikhwan. A brother of Allah.

	Amad, dressed in the high turban and polished suit of a Sikh businessman, stopped at the outer corner of the Doge’s Palace. Around the corner, the vast Piazza San Marco fanned out to the west of Saint Mark’s Church. Time to get down to business. In one hand, Amad held a mobile phone, specially programmed so that a certain sequence of numbers would set off the detonator inside the youth’s vest. With feigned care, he studied an English-language tourist map while remaining at the corner. From his vantage point, Amad could peer over the map and track the young martyr’s progress toward the center of the piazza. Another ikhwan, the boy’s recruiter and handler, had rehearsed the youth the day before and thus far he showed no signs of hesitation. The boy, as instructed, walked among the milling crowd in front of St. Mark’s Church and halted.

	Amad briefly wondered how much damage the church would suffer. No matter. He’d already estimated the fatalities would range between fifty and sixty, the wounded perhaps another fifty. One never knew. Due to the crowded conditions at this time of day, and the added weight of the vest, the numbers killed and maimed would be high.

	Let the power of the Believers reign and let terror strike the hearts of the Infidels.

	The youth gazed up at the four horses on the front façade of the cathedral. Amad watched as the boy then closed his eyes. In all his purity and trust, the boy waited. Mustn’t make him wait too long.

	Amad retreated to the other side of the palace wall, the side that faced the shipping channel. A gondolier waved to him and shouted something in Italian. Ignoring the man, he held up both the map and the mobile phone, the former to conceal his face as he muttered a prayer in Arabic. When he was ready, his right thumb pressed the sequence of numbers. Amad counted five seconds for the signal to bounce off the nearest cell tower, which he’d located south of the shipping channel.

	Silence followed as the explosion seemed to suck the air out of the vast square. A moment later, the sudden eruption of sounds was indistinguishable, one from another. The only one that stood out for Amad was the bell in the clock tower which bonged once loudly.

	Screams pierced the afternoon air.

	Amad shuddered, then opened his eyes and looked up. His gaze met the gondolier’s a moment before the man dove into the well of his boat.

	An elderly tourist couple flung themselves on their knees in front of him. Amad hadn’t noticed them before. Their proximity shocked him.

	“Qu’est-ce que c’est?” the woman cried, her eyes wild with terror. The man and woman looked up at him.

	“I don’t know,” said Amir in perfectly accented British English, “The square. Something happened.”

	“Mon Dieu!” The couple helped each other rise and then hurried around the corner. Amad had the impulse to yell at them. No! But why should he? They were infidels, just like the ones cut down in the square. Old, young—what difference did it make? Nevertheless, the woman’s long wail sliced through him and he shivered.

	Amad shook the feeling off, turned his back, and retraced his steps down the sidewalk and back across the pedestrian bridge. To his left, he acknowledged the Bridge of Sighs but kept walking. He had to check out of his hotel as soon as possible. Then he would meet Ali and take a vaporetto—water taxi—to the airport. Their Sikh disguises and British passports would not be a hindrance, and they were on no country’s watch list.

	The facilitator’s work was done for the day, but there was more work to be done. Three more willing martyrs for decadent Europe before summer’s end. Then the Great Satan.

	Ah yes. For America, he would plan something special. The challenge filled him with great purpose and excitement.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.

	Two months later

	 

	Jake Bernstein turned off Pennsylvania Avenue onto Tenth Street, the 2.5 million-square-foot, tetrahedron-shaped Hoover Building looming on his left. The rear of the building held eleven stories, the front facing Pennsylvania consisting of seven, lending it a strange, lopsided appearance.

	Although intimidated four years ago by the unorthodox structure, and all that the Bureau represented, now Jake felt only impatience at returning. His new assignment awaited him and he was eager to get started. The past two months had consumed him, both intellectually and physically. Eight weeks at Quantico in a total Arabic immersion program during the day, evenings of lectures on Islam and the various cultures and history of Middle East countries and tribes. Not to mention the early mornings filled with weaponry and close combat refresher practices. The total mental and physical preoccupation invigorated him. Kept him from thinking about... her. More important things were at stake. His career. His country.

	He stopped his Ford Expedition at the gated entrance to the underground parking garage. Manny Solis, one of the seventy-five FBI police officers who manned the Hoover Building’s perimeter, leaned out of the guard’s booth and peered at him while Jake showed his ID and badge. A CCTV camera above Manny’s head swiveled over the SUV and came to rest on the driver. Jake waited while the head scan streamed to the security center and ran his face through its facial recognition software. He absently wondered if the software would be able to map his facial points and angles. His new mustache and short beard took up half of his face.

	Manny shook his head and smiled. “Hey, Jake, almost didn’t recognize you. You been gone awhile. You missed a coupla good games.”

	Jake got the joke. He’d joined Manny and his two sons the summer before at a Nationals game. That tedious experience had made him even more loyal to the Los Angeles Dodgers.

	“Yeah, right. Crazy summer, Manny. All work, no play.”

	For a second, his thoughts turned to Meg Larsen, but he ignored the ache deep in his belly. Over, done with, ancient history. She’d never returned his hundred or so phone calls these past two months. Didn’t matter if he’d indirectly caused her grandmother’s suicide in June. He was doing his job and that was the logical, though not intended, end of his investigation. Her grandmother was an old Nazi spy wanted by MI-5 and Mossad for World War II crimes against humanity. They’d asked for FBI assistance and his boss had sent Jake. Still, he’d hurt Meg deeply, and it was clear she wasn’t going to forgive him.

	“Heard you were in Germany and England somewhere in June.”

	“Yeah. Wrapped up a two-week investigation.” Jake signed in on Manny’s computer tablet. The steel barrier didn’t raise and the bollards didn’t retract. Evidently Manny wanted some chat time. Or he was waiting for security to flash the green light. Jake would’ve enjoyed shooting the bull over baseball but he was due for a SIOC—Strategic Information Operations Center—meeting on the fifth floor. Hey, what was a minute for a friend and former Marine?

	“Man, you look different.” Manny scrutinized Jake’s face. “Looks like you’re going deep undercover.”

	Jake smiled. The guy was smarter than he pretended to be at times. Jake reflexively raked his mustache and beard with his fingertips. Facial hair took some getting used to. He’d darkened his Irish-German complexion, too, with as many hours as he could get running around Quantico’s outside track.

	“New field assignment. Can’t say any more than that.”

	“Will you be gone a long time?” The guy looked disappointed.

	“Could be months.” Jake shrugged. “We’ll catch some games when I get back, okay? I’d rather watch a piss-poor football game than see the Nationals try to play baseball. Tell your boys I’ll treat ‘em to kraut dogs and a tub of popcorn.”

	“Sounds good. You take care, Jake.” Manny patted Jake’s forearm. “Watch your back out there.”

	“Always. Semper fi.” Jake, a former SEAL and Navy officer, flipped Manny a half-salute, which Manny returned.

	The steel bollards retracted and the arm raised. For the first time, a pang of uncertainty curled through him. What had he gotten himself into? By the time he pulled into a vacant space, though, his attitude had steeled.

	Whatever. Duty calls.

	 

	The George Herbert Walker Bush Strategic Information Operations Center occupied forty-thousand square feet of offices on the fifth floor of the Hoover Building. The succession of offices and command centers held banks of computers, video monitors, and wall-sized LCD displays, fielded by agents of every age, size, shape, and racial ethnicity. More women dotted the scene, Jake noted. Had there been a hiring boom in the two months he’d been gone?

	Women. No, don’t go there.

	The door to Operations Room G stood open. His Bureau boss, Terry Thompson, Assistant Deputy Director of Investigations, did an exaggerated double-take before greeting him with a handshake and manly shoulder-bump. Nothing about Terry had changed except his hair. There was now a lot more salt than pepper on his thinning pate. And he was now on his third marriage, so overweight that he had no neck. His jowls sagged and dark circles under his eyes made him look raccoonish. The job. It cost you your personal life, your health, your goddamned hair...

	Terry leaned over and whispered, “Hey, Bernstein, if you don’t look like an Abdullah, I’ll eat my tie. Still not Arab enough, so we’ll make you a half-breed. Half-Lebanese, maybe half-Irish or Italian-American. How’d your classes go?”

	Since Terry had gotten weekly reports from both Jake and the program’s supervisor, he already knew. But that was Terry, breaking the ice of the moment with chatter. Jake smiled.

	“Fine. If I were Abdullah and you Omar, I’d greet you with Salaam alaikum and you’d reply Alaikum salaam.”

	The Muslim male’s greeting—which he’d spoken at least a dozen times a day for the past two months—was the first Arabic he’d learned. So similar to the Hebrew, Shalom aleichem, and each time he’d mentally echoed the Hebrew greeting of peace be with you. His brave grandfather, Nate Bernstein, had fled Germany in the mid-thirties, gone to Hollywood, and joined the other German-Jewish expats working in the film industry. Jake’s fluency in Berliner-dialect German was thanks to his grandfather, who’d insisted on lessons along with Hebrew School.

	Even though Jake considered himself a secular Jew, his German-Jewish heritage ran deep inside, as deep as his love for his grandparents. Like a cool, fresh aquifer beneath a heated earth. If Salaam alaikum made him feel guilty, a traitor to his heritage, then saying the Shalom erased that guilt.

	Always there. Reminding him of who he really was. Giving him a kind of peace.

	Terry ushered him to a chair at a large oval conference table. A screen occupied most of the far wall, flashing now the SIOC logo. Beside the screen stood the chief of the FBI’s Counterterrorism center—CTC—whom Jake recognized from his first briefing two months ago. The man nodded at Jake, apparently the last one to arrive. It was then, as ADD Terry Thompson made introductions around the table, that Jake acknowledged the four men across the table. All FBI agents who’d volunteered at the recruitment briefing two months ago, they’d taken the same immersion classes at Quantico. Preparing for what, they were about to find out.

	Middle-Eastern-looking men, all in their twenties and thirties, with names like Tom, Patrick, Chris, and Zachary. Zack was the only other Jewish-American recruited for this assignment. Jake nodded at Zack, wondering how he felt when he was speaking Arabic. That was something they’d never spoken of while in the program.

	The CTC chief, Harlan Peters—from a Georgia farming family—took charge as narrator of the Power Point presentation, his preamble a perfunctory overview and rationale.

	“As you all know, since nine-eleven, the American intelligence community has relied on cell phone tracing, wiretapping, money tracking, interceptions of cyber data, and occasional INS alerts. Keeping our own watch lists current has become a full-time task. And that’s in addition to sorting through mountains of decoded encrypted transcripts sent over by the NSA. To our credit, we’ve stopped hundreds of plots that the public has never heard about.”

	Murmurs swept the table, and the faces of the participants looked grim.

	Peters’s faraway look mirrored the horrors that could have rained down upon the American public had those very plots not been uncovered and nipped in the bud.

	“Well, it’s time again to beat the bushes out there and see what we can scare up. How many rocks in the pasture do we have to turn over to find the one or two deadly snakes bent on killing us? Maybe every damned one of them. We not only must do physical surveillance, but we must infiltrate and expose the jihadist cells that we suspect are currently lying low and plotting their next moves. On nine-eleven, the enemy showed us their sophisticated knowledge and appreciation of this country’s security weaknesses. While we’ve plugged a few holes, we’re still a free country. We encourage immigration and foreign visitors, and naturally that makes us vulnerable. As a result, we have to stay vigilant. The consensus of our sixteen intelligence agencies is that we need to take a proactive approach in ferreting out these sleeper jihadi cells.”

	Another slide flashed up. A map of the U.S. with small red circles over areas in five states—California, Texas, Florida, New York, and Michigan. All big population states, all with sizeable Muslim groups in urban, cosmopolitan areas. All with important, highly attended mosques.

	Despite not being given specifics beforehand, Jake had known where this assignment was going to take him. Hence the language and culture classes and the changes in his and the other four men’s appearances. He’d volunteered without hesitation.

	One of his four classmates spoke up. “But we know that the nine-eleven jihadists stayed clear of mosques and fellow Muslims during their time in the U.S. They shaved, dressed in Western clothes, didn’t draw attention to themselves. Some drank in bars and went clubbing. It was all part of their cover to blend in. Moussaoui’s intel.”

	What he meant was what the intel community had learned after capturing the twentieth 9-11 intended hijacker, Zacharias Moussaoui, the one who’d been prevented from entering the U.S. at the last minute.

	Peters nodded solemnly. “That was then, this is now. In spite of our success in eliminating the top echelon of Al Qaeda, various Muslim extremist groups have grown bolder—Hezbollah, Hamas, the Muslim Brotherhood, Lakfar, Ansar Al-Shari—in part due to the protections the civil rights laws of various Western countries afford them, in part due to their tendency to use intimidation and violence to accomplish their aims. The Center for American-Islamic Relations has become the Muslim civil rights watchdog in this country. But as much as our civil rights laws represent our strength as a people and government, they’re also a crack in our armor. A crack that logically exists because we are a country that values freedom. A crack that you five agents”—Peters surveyed the five men—”we hope will help mend by infiltrating certain groups.”

	Another slide popped up, the red circles pulsating almost comically in intensity.

	“The NSA alerted us months ago about the increase of cyber chatter emanating from the imams or clerics of five mosques in five American cities. The chatter, they’re convinced, is part of a pattern that usually precedes something big. An event of some kind. In this case, all five mosques are expecting visiting mullahs—foreign Islamic clerics—all at the same time. Coincidence? We wonder.”

	The CTC chief looked at Jake, then in turn at the other recruited agents at the table. “Do you know the significance of the name Cordoba? And please forget political correctness here. Here we speak the truth as federal law enforcement officials.”

	Jake spoke first. “Cordoba, Spain was once the headquarters of the European Caliphate during the Middle Ages. The sheikhs and mullahs met in council there once or twice a year. There they plotted out their next conquest on the European continent and carried out Shar’ia Law. Rulings and punishments, like the stoning of adulterous women and the beheading of apostates. The subjugation of the Christians and Jews in their midst.”

	Another of the five chimed in. “Cordoba was thought to be a code name for Islam’s ultimate goal for those who followed Muhammed’s leadership. Their aim was the political and religious conversion of the world.”

	A fourth slide showed the same map and small red circles with names in bold-type black underneath. Five mosques in five states shared the name of Cordoba.

	“These five mosques, according to NSA, have a recent history of intercepted communication links with the major Al Qaeda media site, Shumukh al-Islam. If they’re good Muslims, why are they contacting this extremist propaganda media? Are some Islamic clerics encouraging American Muslims to go to this site? Like the mullah Al-Awlaki did to Major Hassan, the Fort Hood killer? Preaching hatred and jihad against the very country that has been their home and has given them shelter and freedom? They must know we’re watching them. Is something about to happen that’s so vital that they’re willing to risk our taking a closer look?”

	The three older men and one woman at the table, all assistant directors of four of the country’s sixteen intel agencies, leaned forward in their seats, clearly captivated by the theatrics of the presentation.

	Jake had to assume that the CTC chief and four directors had conceived and rubberstamped this operation. Ever since he’d learned that the New York mosque built near the Ground Zero site was named the Cordoba Center, he sensed... no, he’d felt certain that something was afoot. Especially since the four bombings in Europe that summer—the ones in Venice, Nice, Munich, and Madrid—had added to his growing sense of foreboding. That was one of the reasons he’d volunteered for this undercover assignment.

	“The code name may be innocuous,” Peters resumed. “And, for all we know, it may have evolved to mean pride in their religion, the glory of Islam—we don’t know. Or, conversely, the truth may be lying in deceit. Like a venomous snake, it hides, waiting to strike. Daring us to turn over the rock.”

	Jake stared at the screen. Five circled names of mosques in five different states. His eyes darted to the area in California. The red circle centered on the San Francisco Bay Area. Silicon Valley, the tech center and venture capital of the country. More PhDs and brainiacs lived and worked there than anywhere else in the U.S.—that was, other than L.A., his hometown.

	“Still, a lot of conjecture but no proof of conspiracies to commit terrorist acts,” said the CTC chief. He proceeded to pass out folders, each one stamped Classified. “Agents, you’ll be assigned to the state where you were raised or are most familiar with. Your mission is to go fishing. Let’s hope you catch five big ones.”

	Jake was taken aback. A fishing expedition. This was the basis for their crash courses in Arabic and Islam? Nothing more than the name Cordoba? And some highly suspect coded cyber-chatter flowing to and from those five mosques?

	Disappointed, he glanced over at Terry. His boss’s flushed cheeks and embarrassed demeanor reflected his own concerns. What if this fishing expedition morphed into sting or entrapment operations which ended up making the five agents and the Bureau look like damned fools? Another round of Bungling Bureau newscasts would light up the American media like Fourth of July fireworks. The Bureau was still sensitive to having missed all the clues leading up to 9-11. Eleven years ago, Jake, having just graduated college, had joined the Navy in the hope of somehow undoing the harm caused by a deaf, dumb, and blind intelligence community.

	About to turn thirty-three, he was still trying to undo that harm.

	Terry made a gesture with his hands, as if to say I wish they had more. He leaned over and quipped, “At least you got California. You get to go home for a while.”

	Home. Mom, Pop, Gabriel, David.

	A couple of old girlfriends from his randy UCLA days...

	Who knows?

	Jake’s cellphone vibrated. He stared at the screen. A text message. From Meg. When could she see him? It was important.

	Just when he’d closed the book on her, she wanted to write a new chapter.

	Damn. Women are impossible.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Meg combed out her long hair, let it cascade down her back. Jake would like it that way. Then she dressed carefully in light-blue cotton capris and a matching snug tank top. For the first time since her grandmother’s death, she felt alive. Alive and brimming with hope.

	Bubbles of excitement rose in her heart and mind. At long last, she’d see him. Apologize to him for her silence. His almost daily phone calls had gradually renewed her sense of hope—that maybe, just maybe, it was time to move on.

	She inserted gold hoop earrings and looped Jake’s chain with the amber pendant around her neck. She’d worn it every day since he’d given it to her. Ever since that day at the hospital in Hannover, Germany where her grandmother lay dying. Before she’d confessed everything to Jake and he’d recorded her story in her native German. That was all she’d learned from Jake. He’d promised her grandmother that Meg would never listen to that confession. Her Gran, whom she’d always known as Mary McCoy, an Irish immigrant to the U.S. after World War II, had revealed herself to be someone very different. A German and the notorious Nazi spy who was code-named Hummingbird.

	At the time, in that hospital, Meg had thought the amber necklace was Jake’s parting gift. A sweet, sentimental present, one she thought had meant he’d never see her again. Still, she’d worn it because, despite all the grief that had followed, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Bernstein—she pronounced it with a German accent.

	Der Bernstein. German word for amber. Literally, “burn stone”.

	Her grandmother’s suicide had sent her into an emotional tailspin. She blamed herself for taking Gran to Ireland in the first place and causing her grandmother’s health crisis, even though Uncle John explained that MI5 would have continued to investigate her and eventually would have sought her extradition. Uncle John didn’t blame her and neither did her own mother. They both told Meg that the experience in Ireland and Germany had freed Mary McCoy Snider of her burden of lies and had allowed her to be Clare Hillenbrand again, if only for a short while.

	Sixty years’ worth of lies and subterfuge had taken their toll on her grandmother’s physical and mental health.

	Giving Clare the opportunity to unburden herself of all the lies over the years had been a good thing, Uncle John had told her. Meg wasn’t convinced about that, although the last thing Gran had told her that fateful night was I want to stay in Hannover. Bury me with my German family.

	Gran’s suicide had shaken her to the core. The shock of it still hadn’t worn off. Gran had hidden her painkillers in the secret well underneath the jeweled Hummingbird pin. Half paralyzed from her stroke, she had still managed to open the compartment and get to them.

	Nevertheless, Meg’s mind agreed with her uncle, that Gran was indeed liberated. Meg’s own emotions had taken longer to accept the fact.

	Still, she hadn’t been able to phone or email Jake. For two long months, she’d castigated herself and him for bringing about her grandmother’s death. Then something snapped inside her which changed everything. A realization that it was time to move on. Gran would have wanted her to make a life for herself and find happiness.

	As Uncle John said, she was young... and when you’re young, anything is possible.

	Meg’s stomach fluttered with somersaulting butterflies, her head buzzed with a thousand bees. She practically skipped downstairs. In the spacious kitchen, she downed a glass of wine to calm her nerves.

	Then she scanned her preparations on the kitchen table set for two. A salad of mixed greens with honey- and sesame-glazed chicken, water chestnuts, and slices of mandarins, all tossed with Thai peanut sauce. Her own creation. Two Porterhouse steaks, marinaded and tender, ready for the grill. A French baguette from her favorite bakery. Wine and beer. She’d even bought a couple of bottles of Guinness. Jake said the stout had grown on him. And dessert, a key lime pie she’d made from scratch, waited in the fridge.

	Too excited to stand still, she roamed about the two-story, five-bedroom, six-bath house. Her grandmother’s house was enormous, and now it was hers. Money had been left to her half-brother, Jack, and to Uncle John and his two sons—even her mother, though for years she and Gran had barely spoken. But Gran had wanted Meg to have the Texas house they’d shared off and on for so many years.

	Now it was more like a mausoleum—too big and filled with too many memories of her childhood. And of a grandmother she barely knew but loved very much.

	Meg didn’t know how that was possible... to love someone deeply but not really know that person. But it was and she did. She shook her head. Time to make new memories.

	The gate buzzer sounded. She raced over to the wall and pushed a button, opening the driveway gate. Suddenly she was struck with fear. What if Jake had only come to see how she was doing and nothing more?

	His last message had been so cryptic. I’ll drop by on my way to L.A. Thursday night, around six-thirty. She glanced at the kitchen clock. Six o’clock. He’d come straight from the airport. Meg took a deep breath.

	Oh, piss on a brick!

	Giving in to her bursting impatience, Meg ran to the front door. A yellow cab was parked along the curb at the bottom of the little knoll. She frowned.

	A darkly tanned stranger with a black beard. Dressed in khakis and a Kelly-green polo shirt, his biceps bulged and his sinewy legs snugged his trousers as he strode up the driveway. He looked up and his eyes met hers. Jake! And he was no longer limping, she was happy to see. His thigh wound had healed.

	She recalled in vivid detail the last time they’d made love. A quick, dry hump in that horrible little inn along the Ring of Kerry. He’d apologized to her. He’d told her he was courting her but doing a bad job of it.

	Not so bad.

	Lord, her eyes devoured him.

	Wait a min—he didn’t look happy. His sensuous mouth thinned ominously. His dark brows furrowed angrily. A dark brown forelock dangled carelessly over his forehead. He swept it back in a brusque manner.

	“Jake, why is your taxi waiting?”

	“Because this might be the shortest visit in history.”

	Her heart spiraled down.

	“Why? I made dinner for us,” she said. He wasn’t even carrying a suitcase. “Aren’t you staying tonight?”

	Jake stopped in his tracks. His troubled, hurt expression metamorphized into total bewilderment. His mouth dropped open.

	“Meg?” He braced his hands on his slim hips. “You never returned my calls.”

	Meg approached him, her eyes downcast. How could she explain something that she could barely understand herself?

	“I know.” She shrugged even while her hands slid down his chest to latch onto the waistband of his trousers. “I’m so sorry. After the family left—we had a memorial service for Gran here in town, just family and friends. I had to grieve. Privately. I just moped around the house for over a month. Didn’t answer the door. Didn’t answer the phone. I guess I was punishing myself. And you, Jake. For what happened. I’m still grieving, just in a different way.”

	“Maybe I should go,” he murmured huskily, not moving an inch. His eyes flickered down her tank top to her hands. There’d been a flare of recognition when he saw the amber pendant.

	“No, stay. Please. You’ve changed your looks.” She grinned up at the somewhat skeptical but slightly hopeful expression he now wore. She stroked his neatly trimmed beard. “Should I ask? Where y’all going this time?”

	“L.A. For a short vacation. See my folks.” He didn’t move.

	“Then off to somewhere exotic with that beard of yours?”

	“Can’t say.”

	She curled her fingers around his waistband and tugged him against her. Her breasts mashed against his hard chest, making her dizzy with lust. She detected a gleam in his eyes and a gradual curling at the sides of his lovely mouth.

	“Meg. You put me through hell. No word from you for two months.”

	“I’m sorry.” What more could she say? Her emotions were still raw. In time, maybe it would all make sense. All she knew was that something inside her was different.

	His hands settled on her shoulders. “You sure you want to see me again? The way it all ended...”

	She sighed. “You and your courtship of lies and undercover crap. Yes, I know. But somewhere along the way I came to know the real you. Somehow you won me over.” She beamed brightly at his look of total astonishment. “Yeah, don’t underestimate me, Jacob Bernstein. I know the real you now. I’ve never trusted another man as much as I trust you. So what do you say to that?”

	He grinned as his arms slid down and encircled her waist.

	“I could say you’re one crazy chick.”

	She laughed and swept an arm toward the house.

	“Yeah, buster, I’m crazy all right. I’m fixin’ to feed you, ya hear? C’mon, get your bag and shoo that cab away.” She added teasingly, “Can you use your FBI badge to get me a ticket on your flight to L.A. tomorrow? I’d love to go out there with you and meet your family.”

	A ton of tension seemed to escape him then. His whole body relaxed and he smiled shrewdly. He leaned down to rub his lips against hers as his muscular arms tightened around her.

	“Sorry, against Bureau protocol. I’d have to be on a case, and you’d have to be my star informant for me to bump a civilian off a flight.”

	She raised her hands, wrists together. “Can’t you take me into custody? Charge me with—I don’t know—some crime or other? Like conspiracy to capture a federal agent’s heart?”

	Rising on tiptoes, she nibbled the warm skin of his neck. He tasted so good. Smelled so good. Again, his woodsy cologne reeled her senses. Gave her a heady intoxication and evoked memories of that one night they’d spent together in Ireland. Smiling, she slid one of her hands lower to graze the fly of his pants. Yep, they were still hot for each other.

	Two long months. How had they ever survived?

	“Agent Bernstein, you’re such a stickler for correctness,” she teased, “Good thing you’re not always so correct.”

	That got a chuckle out of him. He turned and whistled to the cab.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to get you on that plane.” He stepped away. “But wait, don’t you start school next week...?”

	“Tell ya later. Things’ve changed around here.”

	Meg watched him hurry down, pay the cabbie, grab his carry-on bag, then stride back up with renewed purpose and a lightness in his step. His eyes never left her.

	Strange, how they’d met. Even stranger, how they’d fallen in love.

	Meg wasn’t lying. She knew the real Jake Bernstein. If her life depended on it, she wouldn’t hesitate to put it in his hands. Again. He was a man she could trust completely. That kind was too sexy for words.

	He reached her and, with one arm, pulled her to him. Instinctively, her arm patted his back. They’d always have each
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