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About Dead Double

The woman he must now protect looks exactly like the one he once hated.

An Iranian physics genius in hiding wants to give the west his world-changing theories, but will only give them to Micky Wilde, whose beauty once charmed him.  The only problem?  Micky is dead.  Logan Wilde involved his wife in his grim business and it got her killed.  For Logan the guilt runs deep.

Sahara Taylor-Hughes is a San Francisco beachbum with a life and personality a million miles different from Micky’s caustic ways, but she is Micky’s double in appearance.  Duped into playing Micky to get the plans, Sahara destroys what little peace Logan has left.

Zaram, a potent renegade terrorist, learns of the plans.  He will hold the western world to ransom if he gets them first.  Logan must help Sahara beat Zaram, collect the plans and make sure she stays alive, or else lose his mind…and his heart.

This romantic suspense novel is part of the Romantic Thrillers Collection.
Dead Again
Dead Double
Fatal Wild Child
Terror Stash



Praise for Dead Double

Top #5 Thriller Top Seller, All Romance eBooks

A world of palpable danger and political intrigue. Right from the very start the intensity seeps off the pages.  Night Owl Romance

A story that takes you to some very exotic places. You will want to rush to the end.  Literary Nymphs

Dead Double was a thrilling read!!  I love when an author can keep you turning the pages furiously and trying to read ahead.If you love suspenseful, fast paced thrillers with a little romantic twist, than this is the perfect book.  I loved it and i highly recommend it!!   Bitten By Paranormal Romance Reviews


Chapter One

Tensta, Stockholm, Sweden.

There were already too many people hovering, hoping to siphon off some vicarious excitement, so Bergström barely paid attention when he was told another observer would be joining them, even though he would live to regret the decision in less than twenty minutes.

He curled his lip and pulled his gaze away from the bank of monitors to glance at the Säpo officer who had bought the news. “Again, the name?”

“Logan Wilde, with the Seurat.” The Säpo officer, Lund, waved his hand as if Bergström should know the name.

Bergström sighed. “See those?” He pointed at the monitors with their grainy images of emergency, military and police vehicles, all with their lights revolving, along with more than a dozen unmarked sedans. Scattered among them, nearly forty people focused upon one particular apartment nested in the hundreds of faded concrete blocks that made up Tensta.

Despite the sub-zero temperatures and a miserable freezing rain that wouldn’t stop, the tension in each observer reached through the monitors and grabbed one’s throat and twisted.

“I see it,” Lund said, his tone sober.

But Bergström rammed the point home anyway. “Inside that apartment, a nasty little Syrian fundamentalist is holding nine people hostage with thirty pounds of explosive. That’s enough to take out this whole block. I don’t give a damn who wants to come and observe. I have higher priorities. Is that clear, Lund?”

“And who is the nasty little Syrian?” came a third voice, from the door of the van.

Bergström jerked his head up as Lund whirled. Standing on the top step just beneath the sill of the door was a tall man in a full-length leather jacket that shed rain in fat droplets. His dark hair cast a shadow over his eyes from the sodium arc streetlight the van was parked beneath. “It has been nearly ten years since I had to use Swedish but I think I understood most of it,” the man continued, in a strong American accent. “And I have to correct a misunderstanding.”

Bergström took a breath. “You’re the observer.”

“That’s the misunderstanding.” The man shook off the water from his coat and stepped up into the van. “I’m not here to observe.”

“You are an American. You cannot be here for anything else.”

The man took another step into the van. Now the light from the monitors reached his face, revealing eyes so blue they were startling. Beneath the right eye, a pale white scar ran out toward his cheekbone. Bergström catalogued it instantly. It was an old knife wound.

“I’m here to advise,” the man said.

Bergström felt his heart creak. He looked at Lund. “What was that name?”

“Logan Wilde,” the man said, thrusting out his hand, while Lund licked his lips, looking nervous.

Bergström frowned, reaching for facts that fit the name. A chill swept through him as his memory kicked in. “When my grandmother does the polka!”

“He’s with the Seurat,” Lund said. “You know, that antiterrorist group that shows up all over Europe.”

“I know the Seurat,” Bergström growled. “And I know you, Wilde.”

“He’s brilliant,” Lund pressed. “He could get us out of this. He never loses his cool.”

Even though they were still speaking in Swedish, Wilde didn’t seem to be having problems following their conversation, but Bergström saw his gaze flicker over the monitors. He’d positioned himself so that a fifteen degree turn of his head would let him see out of the door of the van too.

“Brilliant, my eye,” Bergström shot back. He didn’t care that they were talking about Wilde in the third person right in front of the man. “Cool? Emotionless is what they really mean. He doesn’t give a damn about people. I don’t want him anywhere near these hostages. I don’t suppose they mentioned to you he got his wife killed a couple of years ago?”

“Who’s the nasty little terrorist?” Wilde interrupted, leaning toward the monitors.

“Didn’t they brief you?” Bergström snapped. “Or do I have to do that too?”

“Basit Nejeem,” Lund offered.

“Nejeem, huh? He’s not nasty,” Wilde said in English, “He’s gutless.” He straightened up. “I wasn’t briefed because six hours ago, I was in Paris. I was pulled out of a UN Security Council session and dumped on a military Lockheed and it wasn’t until I saw the waters of Stockholm that I knew where I was.” He looked at Bergström. “That doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m dealing with.”

“And that would be?”

“A failed terrorist backed into a corner. Nejeem has been hiding out in Sweden for the last four years because no one wanted him back. Now he’s desperate and alone. A desperate man….” This time, Wilde looked at Lund. “Tell me about his demands. What form did the communication take?”

“A-a mobile phone. A combination of voice and text messages and two transmitted pictures.” Lund tapped the shoulder of the operative next to him. “Foton, behaga.”

The grainy photo appeared on one of the screens. Wilde leaned in to study it.

“He has seven other hostages beside those two,” Bergström pointed out. “Annan en,” he told the technician and waited until the second photo was displayed. “He’s barricaded himself inside a room with two backpacks filled with some sort of RDX, probably C4, rigged with a laser beam across the only entrance into the room. Break the laser and you set off the ninety second timer. With that much C4, he’ll bring down the apartment block. After all, this is Tensta.”

Wilde just stared at him.

Lund cleared his throat. “Tensta was part of the Million Program in the Sixties. They threw together a million apartments across Sweden, almost overnight.”

“Most of the buildings in this area haven’t been maintained since they were constructed,” Bergström told Wilde. “Who knows, with that much explosive, he could bring down the whole damn neighbourhood. That makes him a bit more than ‘gutless’.”

Wilde bent his head to one side, studying the photo with the clear red beam cutting across the shadowed doorway. A heavy fringe of hair dropped across his forehead and he pushed it back, straightening up. “From your perspective, it might look that way.” He shrugged off his leather coat. Beneath, he wore a silk business suit of superior cut. The dull sheen bespoke quality even in the low light in the van.

“Do you have a gun I can use?” Wilde said, as he stripped off the jacket and tossed it into the far corner of the van. His shirt was crumpled from long wear.

Bergström took a moment to process what Wilde said. “Why do you need a gun?”

Wilde slid his arms back into the leather coat. “The last I heard, your national service pistol was the nine millimetre Parabellum. With all the officials here, there’s got to be at least one Luger within spitting distance.”

Lund reached under his jacket and pulled out his pistol. “Here. It’s serviced and loaded.”

Bergström hissed between his teeth. “Again, I must ask what you intend to do with that gun.”

“Standard load?” Wilde asked Lund, taking the gun.

“Hollow point.” Lund glanced at Bergström, blushed and looked away.

Wilde weighed it in his hand, checked the load, snapped the cartridge back, checked the safety and looked Lund in the eye. “Tack.”

Bergström felt a hot dread pooling in his stomach. “Wilde, I insist—”

The man looked at him and the remarkable eyes seemed to sear straight through him. “You’re out of time, Bergström. He’s been in there how long? Fifteen hours? Twenty?”

“Seventeen, nearly.”

“He’s a cornered weasel who is used to running away. He might not have a name that crops up on the global most wanted lists but Nejeem was trained by the best. He knows the longer he waits to act, the more strategy and power we’ll have built up out here. You’re at a cusp, right now and he knows that too.”

Bergström tried to control the little shudder that ran through him. Wilde was so convincing. “You must understand my concern,” he responded. “You get hostages killed.”

Wilde pocketed the gun. “I’m just going to talk to him.” He ducked around Lund, heading for the door of the van.

Bergström stepped after him. “Nejeem was very clear that he would speak to no one. It’s a standard terrorist tactic—dictate the terms of the negotiation. Gud, I thought you were an expert!?”

Wilde glanced up at him from the bottom step, his eyes in shadows again. The thick shock of hair sent jagged shadows across his face. “He’ll talk to me.” He strode away.

Bergström thumped the heel of his hand against the doorway and whirled back to the monitors. “Get a camera tracking him,” he snapped.

Lund looked out the door. “Where is he going?” He sounded dazed.

“Where do you think?” Bergström hissed. “What a cock-up. Whose brilliant idea was it to send Wilde?”

“Got him,” the technician murmured, tapping one of the monitors.

The black-and-white image of Wilde’s long leather coat, slick with rain, showed as he weaved between cars, passed security personnel from a dozen different local, national and international agencies. All of them watched Wilde stride by with expressions that ranged from mild surprise to stunned amazement. Wilde stopped to speak to no one. His gaze stayed on the building doorway, dead ahead.

“Tell me they’ve got the snake camera in place in there,” Bergström begged to everyone in the van.

Lund cleared his throat. “In place but no images yet. He’s not going in, is he?”

“He’s going in. With your gun.”

“But the bomb guarding the door!”

Bergström felt his lips peel back from his teeth in a smile that was more of grimace. “You said he was brilliant. Let’s hope you’re right.”

“He’s in the apartment block,” the technician murmured, tapping another monitor. The view showed Wilde striding down a long passage, his back still to the camera. He had the Luger out, now, his forefinger resting against the barrel.

Lund cleared his throat again. “Third door on the left,” he murmured. “He’s-he’s not slowing down.”

Wilde reached the door, rested both hands flat against the opposite wall, the three smaller right hand fingers still curled over the grip of the gun. Braced, he lifted his knee and rammed his boot against the old-fashioned keyhole.

The ancient lock snapped, the door shuddered and slowly opened, still vibrating with the impact.

“Look,” Lund whispered, pointing to another monitor that was flickering with new images from inside the apartment.

Bergström looked, in time to see Wilde pace into the apartment, the Luger up, the butt cradled in his left palm.

“Oh lord, the C4! He’s set off the timer!” Lund moaned. “We have to get out of here!”

“In ninety seconds?” Bergström didn’t shift his gaze from the monitor. “We’re all dead, if we run or not.” He gripped the technician’s shoulder. “Please tell me there’s sound to go with that snake camera.”

The technician flicked some switches and an overhead speaker blasted into life, flooding the van with the sound of a woman screaming hysterically.

There were other muffled screams but the woman was the only hostage without tape over her mouth. Nejeem had a pistol to her temple as Wilde came toward him. Nejeem’s black eyes were wide and hard. “She dies if you come any closer!” His Swedish was good, with only a hint of accent.

“Why not?” Wilde agreed magnanimously. He swivelled his aim, lined up on the woman’s forehead and fired a single shot.

Abruptly, the screaming stopped. The wound flowered black on the pale skin, then red. The woman slumped to the floor.

“Mother of God.” The tightness in Bergström’s stomach turned to a hot, watery nausea.

“Seventy-five seconds,” Lund whispered.

“Allah curse you!” Nejeem screamed in Arabic and brought his pistol up to point at Wilde. But Wilde’s muzzle was already centered on his face.

“Give me the gun, Nejeem.” Wilde spoke flawless Arabic.

Nejeem licked his lips. “You shot her! Why?”

“What are they saying?” Lund muttered. “Is that Arabic?”

Bergström nodded.

“Sixty seconds,” Lund added.

“Why did you shoot her?” Nejeem demanded. “She was a hostage!”

Wilde gave a tiny shrug. “I like my women blonde and tall. And silent.”

Nejeem glanced at the door. “You set off the bomb, you kill the hostage. Who do you think you are?” He seemed offended by this aberration of common practice.

“Forty-five seconds!” Lund inserted.

“I know who I am,” Wilde said. “I know who are you too, Nejeem. You’re the son of a whore who organized the suicide bomb in that Bali explosion two years ago.”

Nejeem licked his lips again. Sweat began to ooze from his temples. “You think if I think you are a crazy desperado it would make me put down my gun for you, American?”

“I don’t give a damn what you think, Nejeem. I’m here for your carcass, not your soul. Put down the gun. You have sixty seconds.”

Nejeem jerked his head toward the two backpacks sitting on either side of the doorway where dust still floated from Wilde’s whirlwind entrance. “And you and every other Yankee-sucker out there have about thirty seconds. And I will be at the Day of Judgment, while you rot in the ground, American.”

“Twenty-five seconds.” Lund’s voice was hoarse.

“My name is Logan Wilde.”

Nejeem visibly started. “Wilde?”

“Fifteen seconds,” Lund whispered.

“Give me the gun,” Wilde insisted. “You have nowhere to go, Nejeem, not even your Day of Judgment. Not tonight.”

“Wilde,” Nejeem whispered. The point of his gun wavered.

“Don’t do it!” Wilde said, suddenly alarmed.

“Allah be merciful,” Nejeem whispered, reaching for his chest.

Wilde pumped two rounds into the man, one in the forehead, the other directly into the heart, the shot grazing the man’s forearm. The soft-nosed bullets spread upon impact, killing Nejeem instantly and sending him staggering backward before his brain registered its own death and shut down.

“Christ save us.” Bergström watched in horror as the terrorist’s body crumpled to the ground at Wilde’s feet.

“Three…two…one!” Lund finished.

Bergström held his breath.

Silence, broken only by the steady hiss of rain.

No explosion. No noise.

Bergström and Lund looked at each other, then at the monitor that showed the interior of the apartment. Wilde hadn’t moved.

As one, they both left the van and joined the mass of uniforms and officials trying to surge into the building. The narrow entrance limited access. With much pummelling and shoving, Bergström pushed ahead. While everyone else was merely curious, he had fury driving him.

By the time he reached the apartment itself, the narrow passage had thinned access to a few people at a time. Someone had shown enough foresight to push the emergency medical crews in ahead of them and they were attending to the remaining hostages.

Bergström looked at the woman sprawled on the floor, the red mark of death on her forehead. Her hands were trapped beneath her, indicating that her wrists were tied or cuffed. His fury spilled over and he rounded on Wilde. “An innocent woman! A hostage!”

Wilde barely glanced at him. Instead, he lifted up the Luger and held it out grip first toward Lund, who had managed to push his way through behind Bergström. Lund’s hand remained by his side. His face was touched with disgust.

The medical crew moved between them, to attend to the woman now that the living hostages had been released and removed to a first aid post outside. They rolled her over on her side to get at the handcuffs.

And a black, ugly grenade rolled out from beneath her, freed from her senseless fingers.

Everyone in the room had experience with the weapons of war and almost everyone cringed backward. Except Wilde.

“It’s not primed yet.” He was speaking to the whole room.

Lund straightened up, staring at the grenade. “It’s a fragmentation grenade.” He looked at Wilde. “You knew.”

“Yes.” Wilde again offered the gun.

This time Lund took it, his gaze barely shifting from Wilde’s face.

“There’s two professional hiker’s packs at the door. They’re the big ones with the four foot frames but Nejeem looked like the only terrorist in the room. How did he bring both of them into the room? You said he was caught by surprise, so someone else must have been carrying one of them when the alarm first went up.”

“He had a partner,” Bergström concluded, looking down at the dead woman.

“She was the only one not gagged and Nejeem was keeping her near him.”

“She was screaming,” Lund said.

“Because hysterical screaming scrapes on your nerves, makes you jumpy and inclined to make quick, ill-considered decisions.” Wilde smiled grimly. “They were cornered but they weren’t stupid.”

“And the bomb wired to the door?” Bergström asked heavily.

Wilde held his hands out, as if the answer were obvious. “If you’d read your Interpol releases, you’d know that Nejeem doesn’t make bombs. He couldn’t jury-rig an egg timer. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed that the beam is still cutting across the doorway?”

Bergström and Lund both turned to see the thin red beam slicing through the air between the back-packs.

“You’ll find it’s a jammed laser-pointer propped inside the top flap of one of the packs. You’ll also find there isn’t a matchbox worth of C4 in either of them.”

Bergström swallowed, the fluttering nausea back in his stomach. “But you still shot Nejeem,” he ground out.

“He was going for another grenade, one in his jacket. He was going to take everyone out, including himself. And especially me.” Wilde shrugged. “Check his jacket if you don’t believe me.” He didn’t seem to be particularly interested if Bergström did or not.

Emotionless. Bergström cleared his throat, trying to deal as dispassionately with this as Wilde. But he was still shaking.

Wilde was already turning away. He was staring at the far corner of the room, where a knocked-about laptop sat open upon an old tin desk. At the foot of the desk, three paramedics were working the only victim into an evidence bag.

Wilde lunged across the room and grabbed the hand of the medic who was zipping the bag up. “Wait,” he snapped. He looked at Lund. “Whose apartment is this?”

Lund opened his mouth to speak, his shoulders already lifting in a shrug. Then he really looked at Wilde’s expression. He lifted the clipboard in his hand and flipped through a dozen pages, scanning. “Marta Egstrom. Finnish, originally, although there’s very little detail here.”

“There wouldn’t be,” Wilde said, looking down at the body at his knees. “This is her? Marta?”

Lund glanced at the medics, who looked blank. Then one said, “I helped one of the survivors out. He said that they shot the owner of the apartment as a demonstration of their seriousness.”

Wilde reached out his hand, hesitated, then rested it on her forehead. He sighed. “I’m sorry, Parisa. So sorry.”

Bergström moved forward. “Who is Parisa?”

“Long story.”

“I’m happy to listen,” Bergström said as sweetly as he could manage.

Wilde looked up at him and for the first time Bergström saw something other than indifference in the man’s face. There was a great weariness there, the kind that came from carrying burdens for far too long. “This is Parisa,” he said, his hand touching the dead woman’s forehead gently. “She was relocated. She worked for me once. She was from Iran originally, but we pulled her out of Afghanistan after she helped us with…something.”

Bergström held up his hand. “I’ll live happier without the details, I’m sure.”

Wilde sighed. “Nejeem didn’t pick this apartment by default. Parisa was targeted.”

“Who wanted her dead? Nejeem?”

“Nejeem was just a tool.”

“Then who?”

“No one you need worry about. Not anymore. He won’t be back.”

“He could have killed dozens of my fellow Swedes. I won’t get picky about the Seurat not having the decency to inform the right people there was a high risk refugee hiding in Stockholm but I do take exception to the other people the wretch could have taken with him. I want a name.”

Wilde considered for a moment. “A man called Zaram. Give me your card and I’ll have our files on him sent to you.”

Bergström fished out a card and handed it over.

“You have to understand, Bergström. We thought she was safe. Completely hidden. We thought, after eight years, Zaram would have forgotten about her.”

Bergström stared at him, not giving an inch.

“We were wrong,” Logan finished.

“Is that an apology?”

Wilde looked down at the body again and at the medics patiently waiting. “I’d rather apologize to her but….” He stood and the medics zipped up the bag. “I have to make a call.”


Chapter Two

The sting of the freezing rain against his face felt almost refreshing after the enclosed, body-filled apartment. Logan lifted his face to the sky for a moment, then headed for the shelter of a tarpaulin that had been strung between two vans, fishing out his cell phone. He hit the speed-dial for Elias.

“Took your sweet time, didn’t you?” Elias Longfellow’s voice boomed in his ear. Elias himself was as big as his voice, the only man in the Seurat taller than Logan and twice as wide.

“I was in Paris when your note reached me. That was six hours ago and now I’m standing in Sweden. You’re really going to bust my balls for being late?” Logan gripped the phone. “There’s a complication.”

“Do I need to come to you?” Elias asked sharply.

“Not any more. Zaram found Parisa.” Logan repressed the dull fury that touched him. “That’s what this sham was all about.”

Silence greeted his words. Then, “You’re on a cell phone, Logan.”

“You think Zaram’s going to care that we know? He wanted me to figure it out. That’s why he sent in an incompetent like Nejeem. He wanted to make sure I tripped over Parisa’s body.”

“You’re sure it’s her?”

“Shit, Elias, give me a break.” Logan didn’t bother protesting more than that. He knew Elias was playing for time while he tried to find a way to accept the unpalatable facts.

“Fuck,” Elias said at last.

And that’s the only eulogy she’ll get, Logan thought. The sadness swelled in his chest. It hurt. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

“After eight years, Logan? Come on.”

Logan could feel his rage building. His head throbbed with it, sharp and pounding. Eight years and Zaram had not given up. Parisa had been a minor cog in an unimportant area of his operations but Zaram had not let the insult lie. Eight years and he had continued to seek her and plan his vengeance.

“You’re not going to get all resentful on me, are you?” Elias demanded.

“Elias….”

“For chrissake. Get a grip, will you?”

It was Logan’s turn to be silent.

“I need you chilled for a while longer. Something else has come up. Are you listening to me?”

“Yes.” Logan rubbed his temples hard. He heard footsteps behind him and looked over his shoulder. Bergström and Lund had followed him out. Bergström still looked pissed.

Elias’ voice boomed, claiming his attention again. “I need you in San Francisco in less than twenty hours.”

Logan felt his jaw beginning to drop and caught it up. “Twenty hours? Are you kidding me? You know where I am, right?”

“I’ve arranged military transport from Ramstein airfield in Germany. There’s a C-5 Galaxy you can hitch a ride on. That will take you straight to Vandenburg. You have to get yourself to Germany. This is a drop-everything-and-run command, do you hear me?”

There were so many possible responses, Logan couldn’t begin to narrow down his choices.

Elias added, “Nothing like this has ever happened before, Logan. I’ll explain when you get here. Just get here, okay?”

Logan nodded. “Okay. Twenty hours.”

“Sooner, if you can.”

“I’ll be there.”

* * * * *

When Wilde finally closed his phone and looked at Bergström once more, the eyes were as clear and emotionless as when he’d shot Nejeem’s woman. The distress Bergström had seen was gone. “I need to get to Ramstein Airforce base in Germany, as soon as possible.”

It wasn’t a plea. It was barely even a question. A dozen protests occurred to Bergström. What about the clean-up here? What about the paperwork? What about the media, god save us? What about explaining to my director about this mess?

But an even smaller voice, one he wanted to blast out of existence, whispered silently. What mess? Beside one less-than-innocent victim, the only people dead here are the terrorists and they got there because they were going for grenades.

Lund cleared his throat. “There’s the German team out of Laage here, testing the JAS 39 Gripen.”

“Are they far away?” Wilde asked.

“I was just drinking with them tonight. Last night, I mean.” Lund glanced at his watch. “They’ll be back at SAAB now, in Linköping.”

Wilde’s eyes narrowed. “How far away is Linköping?”

* * * * *

San Francisco, California. Almost 20 hours later.

Logan had barely settled his weight onto the too-soft hotel bed when the knock came. It took real effort to get to his feet again.

Elias Longfellow nodded as he entered. “You made sure you weren’t noticed, coming in?”

“Noticed by whom? The only one watching is Zaram. The bastard probably has eyes on us right now. Laughing at us.”

“Maybe.”

“Probably. You know he did this just to get even.”

Elias looked surprised, then concerned. Gently, he said, “He’s not trying to get even. It’s nothing personal. He’s just finishing up outstanding business. You know Zaram better than I do but I know that much.”

Logan pinched the skin over the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, you could be right.” The heaviness in his bones had become a leaden weight.

“How long is it since you got any sleep?” Elias asked.

“I slept on the way from Stockholm. Don’t start handling me, Elias.”

“I’m not.”

“I know that delicate two-step of yours. But you’ve already agreed on this one, so don’t waste your time trying to get around me. I finish up in Paris, then I’m done in the field.”

Elias held up his hand. “Okay. Peace.” He held out a sheet of paper, forcing Logan to take it. “Message from home.”

Logan glanced at the garbled text. “I don’t have today’s key.”

Elias poured scotch into a glass and sipped. “Remember when you were in Milan with Micky? Remember the Countess Leggièri?”

Logan gave a rough half laugh. “Desideria Leggièri? She is hard to forget.”

“At her salon, you met an Iranian scientist called Malik.”

Logan reached back into memories. “A reticent little fellow with big brown eyes. He always looked like he was about to burst into tears.”

“Have you also heard the rumours that he is working on cold fusion?”

Logan felt a laugh bubble up through him but was too tired to let it emerge properly. He hiccupped his amusement and didn’t bother hiding his cynicism. “Give me a break. Cold fusion? Not even the States is bothering to pay for research into cold fusion anymore. It was proved impossible. Someone’s well and truly jerking you around.”

“It wasn’t proved impossible, actually. People just stopped paying for research to prove it was possible. Well, not all people, it turns out.”

Logan pushed a hand through his hair and could almost feel the grit under his fingers. God, what he’d give for a shower…. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to get one right now. “You’re serious? Malik really was working on cold fusion?”

“The Iranians can see ahead to a time of diminishing oil reserves, too. A cheap, abundant, virtually unlimited supply of energy to replace their oil is something worth paying for. But they didn’t advertise it, because most of the world would react just like you did.” Elias grinned. “They kept it all sub-rosa.”

“You’re serious,” Logan said flatly. “They had Malik working on cold fusion.”

“Not just working on it. He solved it…or so the rumours go.” Elias took a big swallow of his drink.

Logan looked at the glass in Elias’ hand, then his watch. “It’s six forty-five. A.m.,” he added for emphasis.

Elias nodded and topped up the glass.

“Do I need one of those?” Logan asked.

“You might.”

“Try me.”

“The Iranians have been trying to keep this a secret for six weeks, probably because it’s too embarrassing.”

Logan took a startled breath. “Malik defected.”

Elias nodded vigorously as he swallowed. “He took his notebook with him.”

“His location is unknown?”

“That’s the only part of the secret that’s stayed submerged. No one knows where the guy is. Which is probably just as well because his life wouldn’t be worth spit.”

Logan found himself nodding too. Cold fusion, unlike the current forms of nuclear power, produced little to no radioactive fallout and could theoretically be rigged up on a kitchen table. That made it a cheap, clean, endless source of energy. If Malik really had found a reliable method to produce a controllable fusion reaction, then every country in the world would want it and would do anything to have it. East, west, Christian, Muslim, rich, poor, democracy or dictatorship, it didn’t matter. Malik was smart to keep himself invisible.

Elias topped up his glass again. His unmeasured slugs had half-emptied the scotch bottle. “Malik wants to hand over a copy of his notebook to the west,” he said and drank.

Excitement flared in Logan’s veins. “Who in the west? The States? England? Someone neutral—Switzerland?”

Elias sipped and grinned. “You.”

Logan could feel his heart creak and stutter as he stared at Elias. “Me?” His lips felt rubbery. “Why me?”

“You’ll have to ask him that when you see him. He’s set up a meeting for eight a.m. in Golden Gate Park.”

“That’s why you bundled me on a plane. You’re playing it tight, Elias. Why the hell did you send me to Stockholm? I could have been here fifteen hours ago. I could have been prepped.”

“It took a while for the message to filter through. Young Malik is playing it very tight and controlled. He sent the open code message through the Countess Leggièri, who contacted the American consulate in Milan, which was where you were ‘working’ when she knew you. They passed it back to the States, who passed it to the CIA and they forwarded to us. It took a while.”

Logan picked up the scotch bottle and swigged from it. “Cold fusion….” Now that Logan was getting used to the idea that cold fusion wasn’t a hoax, that it really existed, the sheer enormity of the prize being dangled was hard to encompass. That the Iranians would have kept it secret for all the years necessary to develop the methodology made sense, given the disappointing results everywhere else in the world. The Iranians were naturally secretive to begin with and didn’t take kindly to being laughed at. If this was real, if cold fusion really was possible and Malik knew how to do it, then it would revolutionize energy around the world. No, more than that. It would completely change the world. At least. And Malik was offering it to him.

“You need to get moving, Logan.”

Logan stared at him, as suspicion finally bloomed. “He really asked for me? By name?”

“He really asked for you.” Elias drained his glass. “Why?”

“It occurs to me that this is the perfect lock-in for you. Yet another job I just have to do.”

Elias’ face hardened. “Christ, we’re talking about something that will revolutionize life as we know it, Logan. I don’t appreciate being accused of lying.”

“Save the princess routine,” Logan shot back. “You lie for a living.”

“Not to my own team.”

Logan lifted a brow and looked at him steadily.

It was all the reminder Elias needed but it was the wrong reminder. Elias’ expression turned thundery. “Get your ass to that goddam park before I kick you there. Talk to the man. Find out what he wants. Maybe you can find your exit door after that.”

“Right.” Logan picked up his coat, the only item he’d removed since walking in the room and sinking down onto the bed.

Elias picked up the nearly empty scotch bottle. “You selfish son of a bitch. You know what happens if the wrong people get to that notebook first but you still want to bale on everyone.”

Logan took a breath. “I’ve given you ten years, Elias. You know why I want out. It’s not selfishness. Anyway, I’m going, aren’t I?”

“Good,” Elias growled. It was the last word Logan heard before he shut the door.

As Logan walked back toward the elevator, tiredness gnawed at him. It never seemed to properly leave him these days, which worried him. How long before he made a fatal mistake because of it?

Please let it not be this time.

Yeah and he’d made that plea more than once lately too.


Chapter Three

Sahara massaged her temples to ease away the sudden hard pounding. “Could you s-say that again, Howard?” She wasn’t surprised that her voice shook.

Howard sucked his coffee spoon clean and leaned forward over the huge breakfast platters. “I know. It’s a shocker. But you’d rather hear it now than later, right?”

“Six months? That’s all I’ve got?” She willed him to say something different this time, so she could laugh the moment off as a wild misunderstanding.

“Yes. About six months, if you keep running your business the way you have.” Howard picked up his knife and fork and tapped the pile of files sitting on the table between them with the butt of his fork. “It’s all these credit accounts you’re allowing, Sahara. I warned you about these a few years ago.”

From the direction of the restaurant’s kitchen, angry voices lifted. One male, one female.

Howard ignored them. “You can’t keep extending customers credit. Not for a little shop like yours. You certainly can’t let them run a balance over the long-term.”

“¡No cuido lo que piensa su madre!” It was pretty bad Spanish but clear enough for Sahara to translate it. The woman didn’t care for someone’s mother’s opinion. Was that Joy-May, then? She glanced toward the kitchen doors at the back of the restaurant and saw the top of Raphael’s head above them. It must be Joy-May screaming at him in Chinese-accented Spanish.

“Are you listening to me?” Howard said, his tone sharp.

Sahara snapped her attention back to the little table next to the window where they were supposed to be enjoying breakfast together. “I’m sorry, Howard. Joy-May and Raphael are arguing.”

“They’re the two getting married?” Howard asked, his brow wrinkling.

“Next month, yes.”

“Wedding jitters.” He shrugged and tapped the files again. “Some of these accounts are nearly a year overdue, Sahara.”

“But these people are—” she began and stopped. She couldn’t voice the rest of the thought. Howard would boil her alive.

“Are what? Your friends?”

She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself and send away the chill settling into her bones. “Yes,” she said firmly.

“Not the sort of friends I’d care to have,” Howard said with a sniff, turning back to his computer. “A year or more, riding on your back!”

“You don’t understand…” she began and stopped again. No, Howard didn’t understand. But that wasn’t his fault. He just saw her store as…well, a business. She saw it a different way.

The half-doors shielding the kitchen from the main section of the family restaurant banged open, making Sahara jump.

Joy-May strode around the counter, heading for the large table where Raphael’s family usually gathered, socialized and ate. At this time of the morning, Joy-May’s extended Chinese family were sitting there as well and they were all staring at her. Joy-May was a beautiful woman of tiny proportions and long, black-on-black hair that flowed like a stream over rocks, all the way down to her hips.

“For god’s sake, May-May!” Raphael slammed through the doors himself. Raphael was a taller-than-usual example of a young Latino man at the prime of life. He’d been weakening the knees of local girls for the last ten years but his heart had belonged to Joy-May since they’d met at high school. It had taken years of protracted family negotiations to allow this wedding to take place. Raphael had directed the campaign, using his passion and love for Joy-May as a cudgel against both families’ objections.

He didn’t look passionate now. He looked thoroughly pissed. He pushed his hand through his hair and stalked after his diminutive bride-to-be. “How would you know what I want?” he demanded to her back. “It’s my mind, my brains!” He was shouting despite his family’s usual regard for keeping customers and family business separate. Every early morning customer in the place was looking up from their dishes.

Raphael’s mother, who was serving a table in the new section, looked up, startled, a plate still in her hand.

Joy-May turned on her heel to face Raphael and spat something back in fast Chinese that Sahara didn’t understand.

But Raphael clearly did, for his face coloured. “No. You’re wrong.” He was so much taller than her, she had to lift her chin up to look him in the eye. But she didn’t look at all weak.

“Sahara,” Howard said shortly.

She jumped and looked back at him. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “But Raphael and Joy-May are—” She shrugged, for the exact definition of their relationship was hard to explain. She ate here at least twice a week and had for years. Her relationship with Raphael’s family had moved from customer to regular customer, to special customer, to friend. Raphael was very nearly her age and they’d often sat on the beach on hot summer nights, drinking beer and watching the sun go down until Joy-May had been able to break free of her work as a litigator to come find Raphael.

“They’re arguing,” Howard pointed out. “You can’t get involved.”

“I wasn’t about to.”

“It’s a thing with you, to go rushing in and fix things for people. But you can’t get involved in that.”

“I wasn’t.” But it was a lie. The need to jump up and help Raphael and Joy-May was nearly overwhelming. She crossed her ankles and wrapped one foot around the leg of her chair, almost like an anchor.

“You need to sit tight and fix this.” Howard tapped the edge of his laptop screen. “Six months, my girl, unless you change the way you do things.”

She could feel her heart banging against her chest like she’d sprinted up Noriega Street.

From over her shoulder, behind her, she heard Joy-May speak in pretty decent Spanish. “You shouldn’t be doing this now. You need time. I know it.”

“God, how can you say that?” Raphael returned. “Don’t you know what that does to me?”

Howard cocked his eyebrow, catching Sahara’s attention again. She took a deep breath, marshalling her thoughts. She looked down at the files. “Some of the accounts are very old, Howard. You’re right, there. But not one of them has ever welshed on me. I trust these people. They’ll pay when they have the money.”

Howard shook his head in disbelief. “Meantime they’re globetrotting, chasing the waves and leaving you facing bankruptcy. Six months, Sahara. That’s how much time you have to get them to settle their debts. Or your business will have to be shut down and the assets divided amongst your creditors.”

The unflinching prediction took her breath away. She nodded, unable to speak.

“You’re killing me!” Raphael cried, in English, anguish ripping through his words.

Sahara found herself on her feet.

Joy-May stood before Raphael, unmoving but as Sahara watched, a single tear slid down her face. “You must do this.” It was almost a whisper but everyone in the profoundly quiet restaurant heard it.

“Don’t do this, Sahara,” Howard warned. “You have more critical priorities than this.”

She looked down at Howard. “These people are my friends. My family.” She knew it was clichéd but finished the truth, anyway. “My life.” She tapped the files that lay between them. “So are they.”

She hurried over to Joy-May. “Come,” she said in Mandarin. It was one of the few words Joy-May had been able to teach her. She gripped the woman’s upper arm and force-marched her to the door of the restaurant, knowing Raphael would follow. Sahara stood nearly six inches taller and weighed at least thirty pounds more than Joy-May, so the woman had little choice but to come with Sahara.

Outside, the smell of salt and seaweed was strong on the cool morning breeze, making the pennant edges of the old-fashioned striped awning flap and snap. Ocean Beach was just across the street, behind the row of shops and business on the west side of Noriega. Sahara’s store was one of them. The early morning sunlight was bouncing off the plate glass windows there, dazzling yellow and orange flashes.

She turned her back and faced Joy-May, letting her arm go. They were out of reach of the prurient ears of the customers, here. Raphael spilled out of the store behind them, looking desperate but trying to act like the confident groom.

“What on earth are you doing?” she asked Joy-May. “Your wedding is in two days and that sounded a lot like you trying to call it off.”

“This is not your business, Sahara,” Joy-May said with calmness that for many years had made Sahara think the woman had phenomenal discipline and control. But she had eventually learned what Raphael had known for years—that the serenity was a mask.

So now Sahara looked Joy-May in the eye. “You made it my business when you made the argument such a public one.”

Joy-May’s gaze remained steady for three long heart beats, then faltered. She looked away.

Raphael pushed his hands into his pockets and balled his fists. “She says I am not ready to marry her. Me.”

Behind him, the screen door squeaked open and nearly a dozen people spilled out onto the worn sidewalk. Raphael’s family and Joy-May’s. They surrounded them and Sahara held up her hand peremptorily, knowing both families had a tendency to run at the mouth first, venting their feelings before considering the impact. She wanted them to hold off, just this once. It was important they not wade into this with their usual enthusiasm. She was relieved when they obeyed her signal and stayed silent. It was a hint as to how concerned they really were.

Joy-May was standing with a stiff back, her chin lifted. “You are not ready,” she told Raphael firmly.

But Sahara had her measure now. She picked up the tiny woman’s hand. “Joy-May, look at me.”

“How could I not be?” Raphael cried, his hands suddenly free and spread in wide appeal. “For god’s sake, May, we’ve been planning this since we were seventeen!”

“Hush, Rafe. Hush just a moment.” Sahara waited until Raphael took a deep breath and contained himself with herculean
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