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	Tess was surprised that her hotel room was still available. Because she was checking in at eight fifteen, she’d expected her reservation to be lost, giving her an excuse to relocate. The desk clerk disappointed her with his reliability. The MiraMist had been told to expect a late arrival. At least the room waiting for her wasn’t 1625, the crime scene in the Mobius case.

	A bellhop escorted her to the seventh floor and reviewed the room’s amenities, admitting only when asked that there was a daily eight-dollar charge for opening the minibar, whether or not its contents were consumed. The room was on Michaelson’s tab. Tess made a mental note to open the minibar every day.

	With the drapes parted to reveal a view of the moonlit ocean beyond the palisades, she unpacked her two carry-ons. One was filled with clothing and toiletries, while the other contained her laptop and various documents from Denver. She carried nothing more personal—no photos of loved ones, no mementoes of her private life. She hadn’t had much of a private life in a long time.

	She remembered when she’d been new at this, excited to be a genuine agent of the FBI. That was only twelve years ago, but felt longer. Now she was thirty-seven, unmarried. She had given all she had to the Bureau. She had given even the man she loved, Special Agent Paul Voorhees, killed by Mobius in a Denver suburb.

	Had it been worth it? She couldn’t say. Perhaps she didn’t want to make that judgment because she knew what it would be.

	Her cell phone rang. It had to be Michaelson, chiding her for walking out on his media spectacle.

	Wrong again. The voice on the line was Madeleine Grant’s. “Agent McCallum? I’ve been thinking about what you said.”

	Tess waited. It seemed unusual for a woman like Madeleine to change her mind so quickly.

	“You were right,” she went on. “I didn’t give you all the information. There were certain matters I wasn’t at liberty to discuss.”

	“At liberty?”

	“It will all be explained. And you can have those e-mail messages I wanted to give you.”

	“All right. If you want me to come back to your place—”

	“That won’t be necessary. Where are you staying?”

	“Santa Monica. Near the ocean.”

	“There’s a coffee shop just a few blocks inland at Pico Boulevard and Tenth Street. The Boiler Room, it’s called.”

	“The Boiler Room?” Tess repeated, certain she’d heard wrong. It hardly sounded like Madeleine’s kind of place.

	“Can you be there in fifteen minutes?”

	Tess said yes and ended the call. Madeleine’s sudden turnaround was intriguing, but something about it didn’t feel right. And there was that odd phrase of hers—certain matters I wasn’t at liberty to discuss. Madeleine Grant didn’t seem like a person who would be restricted by anyone else’s rules.

	Tess left the hotel room, taking her cell phone and her gun.

	* * *

	A lighted sign spelling out THE BOILER ROOM in neon italics shone over a striped canopy and a small huddle of vagrants cadging change. Through the front windows, people could be seen sharing booths and sipping milkshakes. From what Tess could tell, nothing about the diner’s décor had changed in at least forty years.

	She stepped inside, taking a moment to adjust to the glare. The place was done up in white Formica counters, Naugahyde benches, and sleepy ceiling fans. The smell of hamburger hung in the air, reminding her that she’d had no dinner. She’d thought about ordering something from room service or scavenging in the minibar. Now she wouldn’t have to.

	About half the seats were occupied, a pretty good turnout on a Monday night at this hour. There were scattered couples catching a bite after a movie or a walk on the beach, a few solitary men who looked lonely, a slender kid in a baseball cap working hard on a pinball machine in the corner.

	Madeleine Grant wasn’t here. Tess wondered if the woman had changed her mind about showing up. Well, she would wait long enough to have a burger, anyway.

	She took a seat in a booth away from the windows—an old precaution, not to be seen from the street. She positioned herself with a view of the entrance so Madeleine wouldn’t surprise her if she walked in.

	She flipped open the menu, skimming the items without interest, since she knew in advance what she was going to have.

	A waitress arrived. Tess put down her menu to order. Only it wasn’t a waitress, after all, but another customer, a woman Tess didn’t know, who slipped into the bench seat opposite her own.

	“Um, excuse me?” Tess said.

	“You’re excused.”

	Even by Left Coast standards this behavior was peculiar. “What I meant was, that seat is taken.”

	“Yeah, it is. By me.”

	“I’m waiting for someone.”

	“Right. You’re waiting for me.”

	Tess got it. She wasn’t meeting Madeleine, after all. Madeleine had sent an emissary.

	She studied the woman. Early thirties, medium height. Pale face with high cheekbones and intense hazel eyes. Brown hair cut in a shoulder-length pageboy. She was trim and wiry, humming with fidgety energy, and she wore a bomber jacket, an open-collared denim shirt, and jeans. Her sneakers could be heard knocking together under the table.

	Before Tess could break the silence between them, a waitress—a real one this time—appeared. “Soyburger, no fries,” her new friend said without consulting the menu. “Ice water, and a side salad, no dressing.” She had a low, rather throaty voice, edged with a huskiness that men no doubt found sexy.

	Tess ordered automatically. “Hamburger, well-done. Coca-Cola.”

	“Well-done?” the brown-haired woman said when the waitress had walked away. “Yuck.”

	“I always order it well done.”

	“To each her own.”

	Tess leaned forward. “What’s going on?”

	“As you’ve probably gathered, I work for Madeleine. At least I did, a year ago.”

	“Doing what?”

	“We’ll get into that in a minute.”

	“Care to tell me your name?”

	“It’s no secret. Well, sometimes it is. I’m Abby Sinclair.”

	“Why didn’t Madeleine say anything about you?”

	“My clients are asked to keep me out of any conversations with officers of the law.”

	“Why? What do you do?”

	“I’m a private security consultant.”

	“That’s a fairly vague job description.”

	“Then let me get specific.” Abby steepled her hands. “Madeleine was being stalked by a nut. The police didn’t do anything. They’re overworked, underpaid, yadda yadda. That’s where I come in. I do the job the police can’t do.”

	“What job?”

	“I stalk the stalkers.”

	“Come again?”

	“I identify them, infiltrate their personal lives, get to be their best friend, and assess their threat potential. If they’re a nuisance, I scare them off. If they’re something more, I take them down.”

	“Take them down,” Tess echoed.

	“I eliminate the threat.”

	“How?”

	“By whatever means are available.”

	“Are you saying you’re some sort of vigilante?”

	“Vigilante is an ugly word. I would say that because I’m not part of any official law enforcement agency, I don’t consider myself bound by all the restrictions and constraints that might tie the hands of, say, a police officer.”

	“Or an FBI agent.”

	“Yes.”

	“You do realize you’re talking to an agent of the FBI?”

	“Madeleine told me.” Abby smiled. “Not that she had to. I could make you as a fed from a block away.”

	“How did you sneak up on me, anyhow? I was watching the entrance, and you weren’t here when I came in.”

	“Sure I was. Over there.”

	Tess looked and saw the pinball machine in the corner. She remembered the kid in the baseball cap. When she glanced back at Abby, the cap was on her head, her hair bunched up underneath.

	“The front of the machine is all glass,” she said. “I could see the front door reflected in it.” She pulled off the cap again, letting her hair fall back to her shoulders.

	“Why the subterfuge?”

	Abby shrugged. “Why did you choose a seat that lets you scope out the entrance? Habit, right? Well, I have my habits, too. I like to size up who I’m dealing with.”

	“How could you possibly size me up when all I did was come in and sit down?”

	“You did a lot more than that. You panned and scanned the room. You were edgy. Still are. Your hand keeps drifting toward the right side pocket of your coat, which is obviously where you’re carrying your firearm.”

	“It’s not supposed to print against the coat.” The special pocket had been sewn in by her tailor and carefully reinforced, with a matching, weighted pocket on the opposite side to counterbalance the gun.

	“It doesn’t print,” Abby said. “But what else would you be reaching for?”

	“I take it you’re armed also.”

	“Snub-nosed Smith and Wesson thirty-eight. You’re carrying a SIG Sauer nine, I bet.”

	“How’d you know?”

	“Standard Bureau issue. The two-two-six?”

	“Two-two-eight.”

	“That’s out of production now. Good gun, though.”

	“I’m glad you approve.”

	“What do you shoot, Federal Hydra-Shok JHPs?”

	“Right.”

	“I like that ammo. Nice stopping power.”

	“How would you know? It’s sold only to law enforcement agents.”

	“I have my sources. Guns are a vice of mine. They’re sexy, don’t you think?”

	“I’ve never found firearms sexy.”

	“Not even when you’re shooting a load of Hydra-Shoks?” Abby showed a lascivious smile. “We’re talking rapid expansion and deep, satisfying penetration. I mean, come on.”

	“Where do you carry your Smith?” Tess asked, trying to change the conversation’s focus.

	Abby patted her purse. “Right here.”

	Tess felt a little bit superior. “I used to carry mine in a purse. But it takes longer to draw and fire.”

	“My purse has a special compartment that allows me to grab the gun without undoing the clasp.”

	“Even so, it’s less secure. Someone could snatch the purse out of your hands.”

	“The strap’s reinforced with wire to prevent a tearaway.”

	Now Tess was irritated. She could not seem to get the upper hand in this conversation. “It still will take you an extra second to get your finger on the trigger.”

	“True. But in my line, I can’t afford to carry a piece in my coat. Some guy might give me a hug and feel a bulge where there shouldn’t be a bulge.”

	“Do you get hugged often?”

	“It could happen. Anyway, we weren’t talking about me. We were talking about you. We’ve established that you checked out your environment, you’re tense, you chose a seat with a view of the entrance so you wouldn’t be taken by surprise.”

	“Lot of good it did me,” Tess murmured.

	“We also know you were expecting Madeleine, and you don’t quite trust her.”

	“What makes you think I don’t trust her?”

	“Why would you be so edgy otherwise?”

	“Maybe I’m just paranoid.”

	“No. I deal with a lot of paranoid people. Mostly stalkers, but sometimes the victims, too. Or alleged victims. Occasionally you get somebody who’s not being stalked at all. They just think they are. They’re the hardest ones to handle. They’ll never believe they’re safe. Anyway, you’re not paranoid.”

	“How can you be sure? You don’t know me.”

	“You’re sitting there with your hands on the table. If you were defensive, your arms would be crossed. And you’re looking right at me. A paranoid person would avert her gaze.”

	Tess was suddenly self-conscious. She felt the same way she had when a psycholinguistics consultant had started telling her where she’d grown up just from hearing traces of her Midwestern dialect. “You’re big on body language, is that it?”

	“It’s a major part of what I do.”

	“I wouldn’t want you doing threat assessment based on inferences like that. It’s too subjective.”

	“Everything is subjective.”

	“The law isn’t. And it sounds as if this work of yours is skirting the edges of it.”

	“In a good cause.”

	“Then you are a vigilante.”

	“I’m somebody people call when the authorities fail in their responsibility to protect the public.”

	“How exactly did you protect Madeleine Grant?”

	The food came. They were silent until the waitress had departed.

	“Chow down,” Abby said. “The grub’s good here. I wouldn’t have ordered that burger well-done, though. Cooks all the juice out of it.”

	“You’re eating a soyburger. What do you know?”

	“I eat meat, too. Just not a lot of it. I’m not a fanatic, but you know, gotta watch your diet. Cholesterol, triglycerides, all that stuff.”

	“Given the nature of your occupation, I would think cholesterol rates pretty low on your list of risk factors.” Not to mention, Tess added silently, the fact that Abby seemed to have less than 2 percent body fat on her lean frame.

	“Point taken. The truth is, meat slows my reflexes. The effects are marginal, but why compromise my alertness at all? Sometimes it’s the only thing that keeps me alive.”

	Tess wondered if this last remark were just bravado. She didn’t think so. Abby didn’t seem like the type to boast.

	“How’s the hamburg?” Abby asked.

	“Very good,” Tess admitted.

	“Told ya.”

	“But what you haven’t told me is exactly what went on with Madeleine Grant.”

	“Right, the sordid details. She gave you the lowdown on the e-mails, right? Speaking of which, I have them in my car. I’ll give them to you when we leave.”

	“Why didn’t you bring them in?”

	“If you’d seen me carrying a package, you would’ve known I wasn’t just some kid playing pinball, correct? Besides, I didn’t want to get ketchup on ’em.”

	“All right. The answer to your question is, yes, I know about the e-mails.”

	“Madeleine suspected that Kolb was sending them. She knew the police wouldn’t help, so she got hold of me.”

	“How?”

	“Conventional way—telephone.”

	“Somehow I doubt you’re listed in the Yellow Pages.”

	“It happens that I’d been of service to one of Madeleine’s friends, who discreetly recommended me.”

	“So Madeleine hired you to…what, spy on Kolb?”

	“She hired me to determine if Kolb was in fact her harasser, and if not, who was. But we never had to get to the ‘if not’ part because Kolb was the guy. Her instincts were right. They usually are.”

	“Madeleine’s instincts?”

	“Anybody’s. That stuff’ll kill you, by the way.”

	Tess realized Abby was referring to the Coca-Cola she was sipping. “Coke?”

	“Caffeine. You may think it enhances your alertness, but all it really does is make you jittery.”

	“Look, you stick to your diet, and I’ll stick to mine.”

	“Just trying to be helpful.”

	“I honestly don’t need your help.”

	“If that were true, you would’ve already walked out of here. Anyway, instincts. People could learn a lot just by trusting their feelings. You have a bad vibe about going into a certain restaurant—don’t go. Maybe that’s the night the baked Alaska is going to set the place on fire. Or maybe you’re going to choke on your roast duck.”

	“Or maybe you’re just imagining things.”

	“Come on. You rely on instincts, too. You’ve got to.”

	Tess remembered the impression of being watched at Madeleine’s house. The sense of another presence in the storm line, before she saw or heard the vagrant. “Sometimes.”

	“You ever work undercover?”

	“A long time ago.”

	“Heightens the senses, doesn’t it?”

	Tess couldn’t deny it. “I always felt hyperalert.”

	“Welcome to my world.” Abby grinned.

	“We seem to keep getting off track.”

	“A conversation with me is a journey, not a destination.”

	“I’d like to make some progress toward the finish line.”

	“Fair enough.” She surveyed Tess’s plate with interest. “You gonna eat those fries?”

	“No.” Abby snatched a handful. Tess couldn’t resist warning, “Careful. They could slow down your metabolism, make you vulnerable to predators at the water hole.”

	“Even with one or two fries in me, this gazelle can still outrun the lions.” Abby popped a french fry in her mouth. “So where was I? Right, Kolb was the guy.”

	“How did you know?”

	“Pillow talk. Guys tell you all kinds of stuff after sex.”

	Tess hesitated, unsure what to say, and Abby laughed.

	“Gotcha. The look on your face—I wish I had a camera.”

	“Are you saying you did or didn’t sleep with Kolb?”

	“Bit of the mother superior in you, isn’t there?”

	“I just want an answer.”

	“I thought you Catholic girls were cool about sex. That’s your rep, anyhow.”

	“I am cool about it. I mean, I …” She wondered how the hell Abby knew she was Catholic. A guess based on her last name, probably. “Did you sleep with Kolb or not?”

	“No. That’s almost never necessary.” Tess noted the word almost. It didn’t raise her estimation of Abby Sinclair. “Most of these guys are too inhibited for casual sex—at least with me. They might go to a prostitute, but that’s business; it’s impersonal, a transaction. Anything involving emotional intimacy is scary to them.”

	“Does that description fit Kolb?”

	“To a T. Even the hookers. When I was working the case, I saw him check out the action south of Hollywood Boulevard. He stopped for a knob job—you know, a little lipstick on his dipstick.”

	“I understood the reference. You said you saw him?”

	“Followed him. I’m good at tailing people.”

	Tess took another swallow of soda. “You seem to be good at everything you do.”

	“I’m still breathing, aren’t I? Anyway, Kolb didn’t have to tell me anything. He was careless enough to keep copies of all his e-mails to Madeleine on his computer.”

	“He allowed you to look in his computer?”

	“The word ‘allowed’ might be overstating it. Let’s say I became familiar with his daily routine, which made it possible for me to gain access to information of a private nature without his direct, written consent.”

	“You broke into his residence?”

	“There’s that mother superior again.”

	“Breaking and entering is a felony.”

	“So is stalking, and nobody was doing diddly-squat about that.”

	“The end justifies the means?”

	“A minor transgression to stop a major injustice. That’s what I call a pragmatic trade-off.”

	“And you get to decide which transgressions are acceptable and which aren’t?”

	“It goes with the territory.”

	“That particular territory is located pretty close to the county jail.”

	Abby arched an eyebrow. “You gonna arrest me, Sheriff? Look, Madeleine was in trouble, and I got her out of it.”

	Tess let a moment pass. “How exactly did you get her out of it?” she asked finally, already knowing the answer.

	“Ah, the scales fall from your eyes. The truth is revealed.”

	“You set the fire, didn’t you?”

	“I prefer not to answer on the grounds that it would incriminate the hell out of me.”

	“You brought the fire department to Kolb’s apartment.”

	Abby said nothing. The smile was gone from her face. She watched Tess as if assessing her reaction to this news.

	“You could have burned down the whole building,” Tess said after a pause, though they both knew this was not the point.

	“Nope. The call to nine-one-one was made very promptly. Actually, before the fire even started. Someone must’ve had a premonition.”

	“Weren’t you worried about a trace?”

	“I believe the call was made from an untraceable cell phone.”

	“So you called from your cell, set the fire, and left. But before you did any of that, you put the evidence of the planned abduction in plain view where the firemen would see it.”

	“Maybe Kolb was stupid enough to leave all that stuff sitting around.”

	“Was he?”

	Abby shook her head slowly. Her husky voice dropped to an even lower register. “He’s not stupid. Very few of them are.”

	Tess mentally ran through the menu of felonies that had been committed for the purpose of jailing William Kolb. Breaking and entering, tampering with evidence, arson…“You took the law entirely into your own hands.”

	“I go by my own rules,” Abby said.

	“Sounds more like no rules.”

	“I got the job done.”

	“You put a man in prison for a year.”

	“And prevented him from putting a woman six feet under. He was going to kidnap her. The threat level was high. The risk was immediate. I had to take action.”

	“All you did was implement a stopgap measure.”

	“As it turned out, maybe. But there was no guarantee Kolb would survive his time in stir. Lots of times, a cop won’t last long in a population of convicts.”

	“You were hoping he’d be killed?”

	Abby shrugged. “It wouldn’t have broken my heart.”

	Cold, Tess thought. This woman was cold.

	“You’re thinking I’m a cold customer,” Abby said. The uncanny accuracy of this statement was unnerving. “Maybe I am. But I prefer to think of myself as practical. I do what has to be done. Anyhow, Kolb is still breathing.”

	“And he’s out—which means Madeleine Grant is no better off than she was before.”

	“Not necessarily. A lot of times, these guys lose interest in a particular target. They move on to a new obsession.”

	“Or maybe they don’t.”

	“Madeleine is aware of the risk. But she’s not as helpless as she used to be. I taught her a few things.”

	“Self-defense measures?”

	“Nothing fancy. Just enough to get her away from the bad guy—I hope.”

	“Is that the reason she carries a gun wherever she goes?”

	“I may have suggested that.”

	“Well, there’s the solution to all our civic problems. Let everybody be armed and dangerous.”

	“You’re armed. I don’t see you handing in your firearm.”

	“I’m a federal agent.”

	“That gives you more of a right to self-defense than the civilians who pay your salary?”

	Tess looked away, rubbing her forehead. “Oh, my God, I’m not going to get into this.” The last thing she needed was a gun-control debate.

	“You see, from your point of view, only the licensed experts get to deal with crime. Everyone else should step back and get out of your way. Which would be fine—if you could handle the problem. But you can’t. There’s too much crime, and there aren’t enough cops and federales to take more than a nibble out of it. So that opens the door for alternative measures—people like me.”

	“People like you only make the problem worse,” Tess said through tight lips.

	“I didn’t make Madeleine’s problem worse. The system failed her. I didn’t.”

	Tess took a moment to calm down. She had decided she disliked and disapproved of Abby, but she couldn’t let her personal feelings dictate the course of the conversation. “And why are you telling me all this?” she asked.

	“After Madeleine talked to you, she called me and explained the situation. We agreed we’d better come clean. If Kolb is the Rain Man—”

	Tess glanced at her. “How do you know that term?”

	“I know some people.”

	“In the Bureau?”

	“In the LAPD. On a personal basis, you understand. One or two of the rank-and-file types who are a little more open-minded about my contribution to crime prevention than their superiors. Word of the Bureau’s nickname got around.”

	“What else do you know about the case?”

	“That it’s going nowhere fast. No leads, no ideas, and the clock is ticking.”

	A fair summary, Tess had to admit. “You wouldn’t have met me and told me so much unless you had some intention of getting involved.”

	“That’s true.”

	“What do you want to contribute? A debriefing?” Tess considered the idea. “You may know enough about Kolb to allow us to rule him in or out as a suspect.”

“No, I don’t. If I knew that much, I would’ve told you. My feeling is that Madeleine could be right, or she could be wrong. I have to know more. I have to get up close and personal—again.”

“Renew your acquaintance with Kolb?”

“Why not? There are lots of ways for two old pals to bump into each other.”

“Suppose he knows you helped send him away.”

“He never made me as an undercover operative.”

“You can’t be sure how much he’s figured out.”

“I can never be sure of anything. It’s all subjective, remember? I’m playing the percentages. Odds are, he hasn’t got a clue.”

“If you’re wrong …”

“Then I’d better watch my back. But I would, anyway.”

Tess looked down at the table. “I don’t know. It might be arranged—if we had backup in place, and you were wired …”

“No, no, no.” Abby had both hands in the air like a cop stopping traffic. “That’s not my style. Backup, wires, all that stuff just gets in my way.”

“Well, you can’t go in solo. The Bureau would never allow it.”

“I don’t work for the Bureau. I don’t work for anybody. I’m freelance. Emphasis on free.”

“Then what exactly are you proposing?”

“That I reacquaint myself with Kolb, find out what I need to know, and report back to you. We keep it between the two of us, just us girls, our little secret.”

“I’m not working with you in any unofficial capacity.”

“Why not? It’s my butt on the line. You only have to listen to whatever I say. I can find out if Kolb is or isn’t your guy, and I can do it faster and more efficiently than anybody else.”

“You’re talking about a rogue operation.”

“Rogue—I like the sound of that.”

“This isn’t funny,” Tess snapped. “And it’s not going to happen.”

“Give me one good reason. I think we can work well together. I’m the ego; you’re the superego. We’ll be a team, like Cagney and Lacey, only without the overtones of sexual ambiguity.”

“I can’t agree to that.”

“Okay, feel free to add the overtones, if that’s what turns you on.”

“You know what I meant.”

“What I know is that you’re passing up an opportunity to make some major progress. If there’s any evidence linking Kolb to the Rain Man, I’ll sniff it out. I’m a regular bloodhound.”

“Any evidence you found would be obtained illegally.”

“I can arrange for you to find it all over again in whatever legally acceptable way you like.”

“There are approximately a thousand things wrong with that answer.”

“You’re telling me you’ve never colored outside the lines, not even a little? Not even in the Mobius case?”

“My methods of operation aren’t the issue here.”

“No, the issue is nabbing a bad man who’s killed two women and intends to kill more.”

Tess didn’t like where this was going. She leaned back in her seat, realizing too late that Abby would read her body language as a signal of discomfort. “What’s your interest in this, anyway? Do you expect to be paid?”

“Well, I’m hoping you’ll pick up the tab for my soyburger.” She grinned. “Joke.”

Tess wasn’t smiling. Abby didn’t seem to care.

“I’m not in it for the money,” she went on. “Kolb is unfinished business. I don’t want to leave him that way.”

“You could do this on your own, without my participation.”

“But I’ll have an advantage if I know what you know about the case. My sources in the LAPD can’t tell me everything. Information is what I need to work this job.”

“What kind of information?”

“I need to see the case file.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking for. Even I haven’t seen the case file yet.”

“You haven’t?”

For once, Tess had the advantage in the conversation. “The case file is every scrap of information collected by every agent working the investigation, collected in a binder the size of a phone book. Actually, several binders equaling several phone books. In a case like this, there could be five or six volumes by now.”

“Not exactly the kind of thing you can smuggle out under your coat. Okay, so if you haven’t seen the case file, what have you seen?”

“The FBI report,” Tess said, then regretted the answer.

“That’s the Reader’s Digest version?”

“It’s a summary of the evidence.”

“And you’ve got a copy of this report.”

“Yes …”

“Care to share?”

“No, I don’t. It’s a violation—”

“Of policy, procedure, protocol. I’m sure it is. But if I’m going to be effective, I need to see the data.”

“I’m sorry. I just can’t permit it.”

“Sure you can. Once you take the first step down that slippery slope, the rest of the trip is easy.” Abby waved off Tess’s frown. “Just kidding.”

Tess tried to reason her way out of a situation that made her increasingly uncomfortable. “What you’re proposing isn’t even necessary. With a warrant, the Bureau can toss Kolb’s apartment and get any evidence that’s in there.”

“Who’s to say Kolb has anything incriminating in his apartment? He may have learned his lesson from last time. He may have stashed it somewhere else.”

“If he has, you won’t find it, either.”

“Oh, yes, I will. That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”

“You act as if you’re better at this than we are.”

“It ain’t bragging if you can back it up.”

Tess shut her eyes. “You’re annoying, you know that?”

“Been called worse.”

“I’m sure you have.”

“The cat’s got claws. So what do you say—is it a deal?”

A deal with the devil, Tess thought. “I don’t know. I need to think about it.”

“Fair enough. Here’s my number for when you decide.” Abby handed her a business card, blank except for a local phone number. “In the meantime, why don’t I give you those e-mails? That is, after you pay for our meal.”

“Didn’t you tell me you were joking when you said I should cover the tab?”

“All humor has a basis in truth.”

Tess put down enough bills to cover the meal and the tip. She left the Boiler Room with Abby, who led her to a red Mazda Miata parked down the street.

“My wheels,” Abby said. “You’ve gotta have a convertible in southern Cal. It’s a law, I think.”

“Why would the law matter to you?”

“Touché.” She retrieved a package from the car and handed it over. “Bedtime reading. Enjoy.”

“I don’t think I’ll be able to work with you, Abby.”

“Afraid of what the other sisters will say if word gets around the convent?”

Tess was really getting tired of the nun jokes. “I have principles,” she said.

“So do I. Mine are just more elastic than yours.” Abby turned serious. “Look, Tess—I appreciate the fact that this is unfamiliar territory for you. To be honest, it’s unfamiliar to me, too. I don’t go around having a hamburger with a federal agent every day of the week.”

“You had a soyburger,” Tess corrected.

“Yeah, well, it tasted like hamburger.”

“Did it?”

“Not really. The point is, this is new for both of us. And there are risks—for both of us. But there’s also a chance to cover a nice solid lead in a red-hot case. If Kolb’s not guilty, then no one gets hurt and no one ever has to know about your walk on the wild side. If he’s our guy…well, we can figure out some way to bring him to the attention of the authorities without getting ourselves in hot water. I’ve done it before.”

“By setting fires.”

“I’ll come up with something more original this time.”

Tess let a long silence pass while she weighed the envelope in her hand as if it represented the decision she’d been called on to make. “I can’t give you an answer,” she said. “Not yet.”

Abby nodded. “Think about it, that’s all.” She walked around to the driver’s side of the Miata. “But think fast. There’s rain in the forecast.”

Tess stood on the sidewalk and watched the red sports car speed away into the night.
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	Below Ground was, in its own way, a neighborhood bar, but not the kind of place where everybody knew your name.

	On his first night here, Kolb had been flanked by a guy with a shaved head whose T-shirt read WIFE BEATER and by a goateed, ponytailed swish sipping from a wineglass. He’d gotten the message: We take anyone’s money and ask no questions.

	That policy suited Kolb fine. After his time in stir, he’d found himself unable to fit in at most drinking establishments. Naturally, his old cop haunts were off-limits. He would hardly be welcomed by his former buddies—his comrades in arms, who’d deserted him under fire. Nor could he waltz into bars where ex-cons hung out. Too many of them would remember him from his days in uniform. As for the yuppie bars, their patrons looked askance at a blue-collar guy with callused hands and a bodybuilder’s physique.

	Then he’d found this place. One of his aimless nocturnal drives had led him to this unprepossessing neighborhood near the intersection of Vermont and Olympic. He’d liked Below Ground immediately—a no-bullshit establishment, clean of pretensions, with just the right mix of civility and indifference, and an undertone of danger. It was a place that catered to people who wanted to be strangers, a place where he belonged.

	In his nights here—he nearly always came at night—he’d seen the full variety of the bar’s clientele. There was the meat-market crowd, whose quick sexual transactions were conducted in lavatories and stairwells. There were the tough guys who started brawls. The pool sharks, intent on the mechanics of their game. The guy in the cowboy hat who played “Ring of Fire” on the jukebox and made a toast to the memory of Johnny Cash. The rich Westside bitches who went slumming—“Dumpster-diving,” one of them called it, the one who always left with a choice piece of trash. The cabbie who came here after his last fare and drank himself blind, murmuring obscure imprecations in some guttural foreign language. One or two guys who’d done time—Kolb could sniff them, and they’d caught his scent, as well. They circled each other, wary animals, keeping their distance.

	And there were the voyeurs, the ones who stood back and watched the carnival. One of them was the bartender, a young, muscular guy who kept a Louisville Slugger behind the counter for use in crowd control. Another was Kolb himself.

	The bar, true to its name, was a sunken cave. Kolb walked down a narrow staircase that descended from daylight into cool, subterranean gloom. By the time he reached bottom, the sun had been forgotten, along with any concept of time. One o’clock in the afternoon could have been one o’clock in the morning. There was no way to tell the difference, except that, from what he could see as his vision adjusted to the dimness, the daytime crowd was skewed toward a more professional class.

	He didn’t see his partner at first, but he knew the man was here. His song was playing on the jukebox.

	Scanning the bar, he found his partner in a corner booth with an untouched mug of beer. Beer was what he always drank. Kolb distrusted that choice of beverage. A man should have a taste for hard liquor.

	He slid into the booth. “What’s so goddamn important?” he asked without preliminaries.

	“There could be a problem.”

	“Could be? On the phone you told me there was a problem. Now it’s ‘could be’?”

	“What, you’re a semanticist now?” The man let out a soft, nervous chuckle. “You’re parsing my grammar?”

	“Don’t laugh at me,” Kolb said.

	“I was just saying—”

	“No, I was just saying. Don’t you fucking laugh at me.”

	“Okay, okay.”

	“You laugh at me again, I’ll kill you.”

	“All right, man. Chill.”

	“And quit talking like a goddamned homeboy.”

	He put his hands up. “No offense intended. I didn’t mean to piss you off. I’m a little on edge, that’s all.”

	“What’ve you got to be nervous about? I’m the one taking the risks. You don’t even have to get your hands dirty.”

	“That’s not quite true.”

	“Your manicured hands.”

	“I don’t get manicures. And we’re not here to discuss my grooming habits.”

	“Then why are we here?”

	“Because of our problem.” He hesitated. “We may have to call off tonight.”

	“I’m not postponing.”

	“I didn’t say postpone. We may have to quit, cold turkey.”

	Kolb sucked in a harsh breath. “When they snipped your fingernails, did they snip your balls, too?”

	“I haven’t lost my nerve. There’s a new element in the equation, that’s all.”

	“What element?”

	“McCallum.”

	The name hung between them like a threat.

	“Are you saying she’s on to you?” Kolb asked after a pause.

	His partner shook his head. “No. She’s on to you.”

	“That’s impossible.”

	“She had a meeting with Madeleine Grant.”

	“You’re bullshitting. What’s the idea? You trying to scare me off the job because you got cold feet?”

	The other man looked past his beer mug into Kolb’s face. “I’m telling you the truth.”

	Kolb saw it in his eyes. No lie.

	He banged the table. “Son of a bitch.”

	“Quiet down; keep cool.”

	Kolb didn’t want to keep cool. He wanted to rage, smash things. That woman—that goddamned woman—she was fucking with him—fucking him over … He didn’t even know which woman he meant, Tess McCallum or Madeleine Grant—they were blending together in his mind.

	Then he realized the other patrons were looking in his direction, their attention drawn by his outburst. With a fierce effort he calmed himself.

	“When did this meeting happen?” he asked.

	His partner took a sip of beer before answering. “Last night.”

	“McCallum just got into town last night.”

	“Apparently the lady works fast.”

	“How do you even know about it? Did she tell you?”

	“She hasn’t told anybody—at least not anybody connected with the investigation.”

	“Then how …?”

	Another sip. “I’m your inside man, right? It’s my job to know what’s going on.”

	“What did Grant say to her?”

	“I don’t know, but I doubt they were talking about the weather. Well, then again, maybe they were.”

	Kolb looked away. He didn’t want to see the man across the table puckering his lips as he tasted the beer’s foam. “There’s no way Grant could connect me with this,” he said.

	“Except she did. And now McCallum is working it. I don’t know if she’s made any progress, but I do know there’s a good chance there’ll be eyes on you from now on.”

	“What eyes? She hasn’t told anybody, you said. She’s working it alone.”

	“She may have brought in the LAPD.”

	Kolb knew that was bullshit. “The department’s not going to help her unless they have clearance from her superiors. It’s the way the bureaucracy works. You should know that. And she hasn’t told her superiors, right?”

	“Maybe she’s planning to keep an eye on you herself.”

	He considered this prospect. “If it’s just her, alone, I can handle it.”

	The other man put down the mug with a clunk. “She’s a federal agent.”

	“She’s a cunt with legs. Popping her is no harder than popping her cherry.”

	“You can’t be serious.”

	“If she’s watching me, she’ll follow me tonight. I can spot a tail. I can lead her someplace where I have the advantage.”

	He saw apprehension on his partner’s face. The other victims had been strangers to the man, allowing him to pretend that Angela Morris and Paula Weissman weren’t real. Easy enough, when they were only names in the news. But his partner had met McCallum. He knew her as a person, not as a game piece on a chessboard. Talking about the murder of nonentities was one thing. The murder of a real human being was something else.

	Kolb had no illusions about the man he was paired with. He was little more than a wannabe, miles out of his league—like a guy at fantasy baseball camp who was suddenly tossed into the seventh game of the World Series. He enjoyed playacting as a badass, as long as things never got too serious. But in a tight spot, he was the type to lose his nerve.

	It worried Kolb, having to depend on this man. Hell, having to depend on anybody.

	“Say you do that,” his partner said after a worried pause. “You … deal with her. Madeleine Grant will just tell somebody else whatever she told McCallum, and the Bureau will be all over your ass anyway. What have you gained?”

	Kolb already knew the answer. He stared into the dim recesses of the bar. “Ten million dollars. That’s what.”

	“Ten …?”

	“Yeah. Ten.”

	His partner shifted in his seat. “I thought the plan—”

	“The plan is being modified. I asked one mil for Morris, didn’t get it. Asked two mil for Weissman, and the city came through. Tonight I ask ten million for whoever I put in the tunnels.”

	“They won’t be expecting that large a demand.”

	“They’ll cough it up.”

	The man picked up the mug and took his first healthy swallow. He was scared outright now. That was fine. Kolb liked being scary.

	“It doesn’t fix anything,” his partner said. “McCallum will still be after you, and even if you can take her out, the rest of them will pick up the scent.”

	“That’s why I’m going for the big bucks. I’d hoped we could up the ante more gradually, but circumstances are forcing our hand. So we go for the big score all at once.”

	“You mean this is it, then? This is the last time?” There was pitiful relief in the man’s voice.

	“It’s the last. We leave town after tonight. I hope your bags are packed.”

	“I’ll be ready. If you’ve got the papers.”

	“I’ve got them.”

	“Maybe I should take mine now.”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“It’s not like I’m going to run out on you.”

	“Then you won’t be needing them, will you?”

	No answer, just another nervous swallow of beer.

	“It’s a trade, jackoff,” Kolb said. “I give you the ID, you give me the account number. And not that there’s any mistrust involved, but I’ll be using a laptop with a wireless modem to check that bank account before you go anywhere.”

	“Don’t sweat it. Your half will be in there.”

	“Six million—that’s my share. Not a penny less.”

	“That’s if the city comes through with the ten mil tonight.”

	“They’ll come through. I have those assholes by the balls.” This wasn’t bravado. Kolb knew they would pay. They had to pay.

	“I really hate pressing our luck like this,” the other man said softly, his gaze fixed on his beer.

	“Since when did you start having opinions? And since when did I start to give a shit?”

	“I’m your partner.”

	“My silent partner.”

	“I have a say. It’s my ass on the line, too.”

	“Your ass. That’s for sure. Your lily ass would last about five minutes in maximum security.”

	“That’s why I don’t intend to go there. If you get caught, we’re both screwed.”

	“If I get caught,” Kolb said, “there’s always plan B.”

	There was a pause. “I know.”

	Kolb didn’t like the uncertainty he heard. “Listen, I need to know I can count on you. If I get picked up, you have to come through for me. You don’t, and I’ll give you up in a minute. You hear me?”

	“I hear you, God damn it. And I know what to do. Shit, I’m one step ahead of you. I already ran a recon mission.”

	“What the hell does that mean?”

	“It means I went over to her house.”

	Kolb took a moment to figure this out. “Grant’s house? That might not’ve been smart, if McCallum’s been talking to her.”

	“She’s still the one you want to use, though, isn’t she? I mean, for plan B?”

	“Yeah,” Kolb said, tasting the words, “she’s the one.”

	“Okay, then. I had to check out her security.”

	“What’s the verdict?”

	“It’s a good system, but I can defeat it.”

	“Was this before or after you learned about McCallum?”

“After.”

“Then you must’ve known I wasn’t going to cancel tonight’s operation.”

“I didn’t know what you were going to do. But I have the feeling that Grant is unfinished business with you. Even if we didn’t go tonight, you’d still have a bug up your ass about her.”

“Can you blame me?”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

“Wise policy.” Kolb took the beer mug out of the other man’s grasp and downed a long gulp, then made a face. “What the fuck is this, mule piss?”

“Light beer. Low-cal, low-carb.”

“Jesus.” Kolb gave back the mug. “You know, there’s one advantage to McCallum meeting Grant. Now they’ve got a relationship. It gives us more leverage if you have to use her tonight.”

“Which I pray to God I won’t.”

Kolb smiled. “I doubt God is listening to your prayers.”

“Or yours.”

“I don’t pray. Prayer is for the weak. It’s a crutch for them to lean on—and a stick to beat them with. Religion teaches the meek and humble to be even more meek and humble. That way they can be even more easily controlled. Turn people into sacrificial lambs, and they’ll trip all over themselves marching to the abattoir.”

“Right, right.” His partner wasn’t listening. He had no head for philosophy.

Kolb switched back to more practical matters. “There’s no chance Grant saw you?”

“I was discreet.”

“Well, maybe you’re pulling your load, after all.”

“Let’s just hope we don’t have to use her.”

“Yeah. And let’s also hope you remember how bad you’d look on TV doing the perp walk.”

“You trying to scare me?”

“Just appealing to your self-interest. That’s what’ll motivate you to stick with me, not any concept of honor among thieves. I know you don’t go for that. You’re too well educated to really believe in anything.”

His partner bristled. “Like you’re so goddamn superior?”

“I am superior,” Kolb said complacently.

“Right, I know, Nietzsche and the superman and all that crap. Nietzsche went insane, you know. He died in a mental hospital.”

“It’s Hegel I like, not Nietzsche.”

“Same difference.”

“If they put Nietzsche in the nuthouse, it wasn’t because he was insane. It was because they have to lock up the superior man.”

“I’ve heard this speech before.”

“You haven’t heard shit. If you’d heard, you would understand.”

“We don’t have time for this.” His partner started to get up.

“Sure we do.” Kolb grabbed his arm and forced him back into his seat. “Take a few extra minutes on your lunch break. Relax. Chill.” He pronounced the last word with a keen sarcastic edge. “You ever ask yourself why I’m doing this?”

“For the money.”

“Go deeper.”

“For revenge.”

“Still not deep enough.”

“I give up. Why?”

“Because,” Kolb said, “this is how I teach the world a lesson. I show them who they’ve been dealing with. They thought they could break me? I’m fucking unbreakable. I’m more resilient than they ever guessed. I survived Chino and came back smarter and tougher than before. What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.”

“That’s Nietzsche.”

“Yeah. And there’s nothing crazy about it.” He grabbed the mug again and took another swig. What the hell, low-cal or not, it was still beer. “They wanted me to bow down. But I’m making them bow tome. Making this whole city bow down. They have to recognize my will. They have to obey me. I intend to make them see.”

“See … what?”

“Who I am. Their master. One of the elite.”

His partner leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “You want them to identify you, don’t you?”

Kolb didn’t deny it. Nor did he give back the beer. “The great artist always signs his work. When this is over, people will be singing my song for a thousand years. Orpheus went down into the underworld and almost brought back his bride. Failed at the end, and lost her. But I’m going down into the underworld tonight, and coming up with ten million dollars. And the world will know my name and tremble. I’ll be a fucking legend. All those asshole serial killers who got caught—they’re nothing compared to me. They never held a city hostage.”

“Mobius did.”

Kolb paused with the mug halfway to his mouth. “Briefly.”

“Is that why he’s your hero?”

“He’s not my hero. You’ve never understood about that. I don’t admire failure. And I don’t need heroes. I don’t need anybody.”

“No one’s going to write any songs about you. They don’t write songs about criminals.”

Kolb finished the beer. “The Iliad is a song, and Achilles was a criminal. A pillager and a warlord and a straight maniac. The Odyssey—that’s a song, too, and Ulysses was a thief and a pirate. You look at any great man, and you see a criminal. What was Caesar except a killer? But they put up statues to him.”

“I hope you’re not expecting any statues.”

“Fuck, with my share of the money, I can buy my own. I’m on the verge of immortality. All I have to do is take care of one small problem. Which gives me an idea. You reprogram the phone for me?”

“Yeah.” His partner extracted it from his jacket. “Here it is.”

Kolb took it—an older cell phone, the same one he’d used to place the call to the mayor’s office during the Paula Weissman job. Before each abduction, his partner programmed it with a new serial number and phone number, making it a clone of somebody’s legitimate cell phone. Any calls made on it could not be traced to Kolb.

“I want you to call me on the cell whenever McCallum is coming or going,” Kolb said.

“Coming or …?”

“Coming to the office, if she’s out in the field. Or leaving the office, if she’s already there. Give me as much of a heads-up as possible.”

“I thought you were going to wait till tonight.”

“I’m not much for procrastinating.” He pushed the empty mug across the table. “If I can take her down now, I’ll do it.”

“I don’t know, Kolb …”

“Don’t say my goddamn name.”

“Sorry.”

“And don’t tell me you don’t know. I’ve been to the Federal Building. Went there once or twice when I was a cop. Nice big parking lot, open to the public. Of course she might be using the underground garage—but I’m betting that as a visitor, she parks outside. If I see her there by herself, no one else around, I can blip her, easy.”

“She probably knows what you look like.”

“She’ll never even see me.”

His partner restlessly picked up the mug and transferred it from hand to hand. “This is not a good idea.”

“It’s the only idea. Look, either I do her this afternoon, or I do her tonight. Sooner beats later, right?” He didn’t wait for a response. “You just give me a call when she’s entering or leaving. With any luck, I can be in position to give her a little love tap.”

“Killing a federal agent—”

“Is a crime? Every goddamn thing we’ve done is a crime.”

“I was going to say, it’ll put the whole city on high alert.”

Kolb snorted. “Like they aren’t on high alert already? Take a look at the weather forecast. Rain, rain, rain commencing by ten P.M.” His voice hardened. “Just do it. No excuses.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“That sounds a little too noncommittal.” Kolb pushed himself forward, dominating the small table. “I need to know you’re with me. Not just on this. On everything. Plan B and all the rest.”

The other man was staring into the beer glass again. “Of course I’m with you.”

“Look me in the eye and say it.”

“That’s kind of dramatic.”

“Look at me—and tell me.”

Finally his partner lifted his gaze and made eye contact. “I’m with you. In for a dime, in for a dollar. Or ten million dollars.”

The statement seemed a little too humorous. “This isn’t something you want to joke about,” Kolb warned.

“It’s no joke. I’m in it.” The man raised his empty glass. “All the way.”
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	An outsider would have assumed that bagging the Rain Man would merit an enthusiastic reception from the staff of the LA field office. Tess knew better. When she arrived with Abby, she was met with uncomfortable silence from Larkin, Crandall, and the others. No one seemed to know what to say—except Mason of the DWP, who clapped her on the shoulder and boomed, “Great work, you got him!”

	“See?” Abby said in a low voice when they’d moved on. “You have some friends among your fellow federales.”

	“He’s not a fed. He’s our liaison with DWP.”

	“Oh.”

	“Thanks for trying to cheer me up, though.”

	“That’s me, always looking on the bright side.”

	After that, they’d been separated. Abby was to be interviewed. Tess was called to the AD’s office.

	As she’d predicted, Michaelson was unhappy with her on a variety of levels. The fact that she’d apprehended the city’s most wanted killer hardly compensated for her flagrant disregard of his orders. She’d pursued the Madeleine Grant tip without authorization. She’d kept secrets from her superior. She’d failed to return to the field office or to accept Larkin’s subsequent phone calls.

	“And I’m still not convinced you’re telling me all you know,” Michaelson ended ominously. “I think you’re hiding something, Tess. That’s a mistake. You’ve practiced enough skullduggery as it is.”

	She just gave him the same thousand-yard stare that Detective Goddard had used on her earlier in the day.

	The stare unnerved Michaelson. He looked away. “We’ll talk about this later,” he said.

	“I look forward to it.” Sure she did. She was a masochist.

	“For the time being, you’re off this case. Restricted to your desk.”

	“It may be difficult to explain to the media why the person who cracked the case is no longer involved in it.”

	“The media have not yet been alerted to this arrest. We are keeping this story under wraps until we know exactly what we’ve got.”

	“They’ll find out eventually. Then they’ll come to me for comments.”

	“Which you are not permitted to give.”

	“Which will only heighten their curiosity.”

	Michaelson surrendered. “All right, you can continue to participate, but in an observational capacity only. You take no action. You just watch. I’ll do all the heavy lifting.”

	“That should be interesting to see.”

	Together they went to the observation room, where a bank of closed-circuit television monitors displayed the image of Kolb, next door. He sat unmoving at a long table, his wrist chained to a steel eyelet embedded in the wood. Tess thought of Angela Morris and Paula Weissman, both of whom had died with their wrists shackled. She wondered how Kolb liked it.

	For the moment he was alone in the interrogation room. Tess assumed Michaelson would send in one of the squad supervisors and a profiler. He surprised her, announcing to the small crowd of agents in the observation room that he was going in alone.

	“I took over this investigation,” he said, “and I’m responsible for handling the suspect.”

	In other words, having had nothing to do with the Rain Man’s capture, he could at least finagle a way to take credit for his confession.

	Tess watched the monitors. On the far end of the table where Kolb sat, a few items had been placed out of his reach. The duct tape and flashlight from his pockets. The notepad and marker found in the trunk of his car. The cell phone in his glove compartment. The idea was to unnerve him, obviously—to show him there was no way out.

	He didn’t look unnerved. He looked oddly serene, almost smug. But of course serial offenders were often sociopaths, incapable of emotion.

	As she watched, Michaelson appeared on the sweep of TV screens, pulling up a chair at the table. Standard procedure would have been to crowd Kolb, get in his face, but Michaelson hung back, keeping a safe distance between them. It would be nice to think he had some clever psychological strategy in mind, but Tess figured he was just scared.

	“Mr. Kolb”—the AD’s voice, crisp and loud, came over the speakers—“I’m the assistant director in charge, Richard Michaelson. I have some questions for you.”

	“I don’t have any answers.”

	“You’re in serious trouble, Mr. Kolb.”

	“Am I?”

	Michaelson gestured toward the evidence on display. “You can see some of the things found on your person and in your vehicle. The notepad matches the one used in the abductions of Angela Morris and Paula Weissman. We found an index card with a bank account number on it. Our people are tracking down that account right now.”

	“Good for them.”

	“There’s a tape recorder, which I assume was used to record your victims’ statements. And of course there are the handcuffs you intended to put on your victim, and the duct tape to seal her mouth, and the cell phone you would have used to call the mayor’s office. In addition, you were carrying a firearm, with the serial number filed off. Possession of a gun is illegal for an ex-convict, and a gun without a serial number—well, that’s illegal for anyone.”

	“Maybe I believe in the right to bear arms.”

	“Our evidence technicians are continuing to go over your vehicle, and of course they’ve been dispatched to your residence as well. They’ve already found a number of items directly connecting you with the kidnappings and murders in the storm-drain system. Obviously there’s more to come. Now, you were a police officer, and you know you’re not going to walk away from this. We have you. Your only chance for any leniency is to cooperate fully and unreservedly. The game is up, Mr. Kolb.”

	Kolb just sat and stared at Michaelson for a long, disconcerting moment. “So,” he said finally, “you running this play on your own?”

	“I’m not sure what you mean.”

	“I have a little experience with the interrogation process. Normally it’s played two-on-one, good-cop, bad-cop. So are you the good cop or the bad one?”

	“I’m just trying to talk straight with you, man-to-man.”

	Kolb snorted. “Yeah.” He leaned forward and took a closer look at his adversary. “You’re not the good cop or the bad one. You’re not a cop at all, are you?”

	“I’m a federal agent.”

	“That’s not what I meant. I meant you’re not a street hump. You ride a desk, push paper.”

	“I do a lot of things, none of which are relevant to this conversation.”

	Kolb looked away. “McCallum—she’s a cop.”

	“Agent McCallum is an agent of the FBI, just like me.”

	“No, I don’t think so. Not just like you.” He turned toward the ceiling, searching for the hidden cameras. “You watching this, Tess? You going to let this empty suit steal your righteous bust?”

	His gaze fell on a corner of the ceiling that concealed one of the camera lenses. Tess stared into the monitor and saw Kolb staring back.

	“Mr. Kolb,” Michaelson was saying, “this case is in my hands now. It’s me you want to talk to.”

	“It is, huh? What was your name again?”

	“Richard Michaelson.”

	“Okay, Mike. Here’s the thing. I don’t want to talk to you. And I’m not going to talk to you. I’m not ever going to talk to you.”

	“And why is that?”

	“Because you’re a dickwad.”

	Michaelson stiffened. “That kind of talk is not helpful, Mr. Kolb.”

	“Fuck you, Mike. How about that? Is that helpful?”

	The AD rose from the table with ostentatious dignity. “I hope you enjoy sitting around in custody. With this attitude, you may be here a long time.”

	He was halfway to the door when Kolb said, “Send McCallum in.”

	Michaelson turned. “What was that?”

	“I’ll talk to McCallum.”

	“I don’t believe Agent McCallum is in the building.”

“Cut the bullshit. She’s here. I can smell her. She’s in the next room, watching me on a TV monitor, and wishing she was asking the questions because she knows she can handle me a lot better than you can. Isn’t that right, Tess? Hey, Tess, tell your boss he’s an asshole. Tell him it’s time to let one of the grown-ups have a turn.”

He was looking into the same camera lens. It was as if he were seeing her through the glass screen of the monitor.

“You’re only making things worse for yourself,” Michaelson said.

“Give me McCallum. I’ll have a conversation with her. I may not tell her what she wants to hear—but I’ll talk.”

Michaelson returned to the observation room, looking flustered and uncomfortably aware that his status was at stake. Tess didn’t say anything. She knew that if she made any comment or suggestion, it would boomerang on her. Whatever was decided had to be Michaelson’s idea. He had to save face.

Finally he said, “Tess, he seems to feel he has some kind of connection with you, Christ knows why. Maybe you’d better take a crack at him.”

He spoke loudly so everyone could hear, as if it were something he’d just thought of, a brainstorm, an executive decision.

“Yes, sir,” Tess said quietly, willing to give him the pretense of dignity he needed.

She was about to step out the door when his voice stopped her. “Agent McCallum. You’re not wearing your ID badge.”

She’d forgotten to clip it to her lapel. “I had a few other things on my mind.”

“The rules matter. Put it on.”

As power plays went, this was rather sad. Still, she couldn’t suppress her irritation as she dug the laminated badge out of her pocket and clipped it in place.

He was right, though. The rules did matter. It was a lesson she wouldn’t let herself forget.






	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	The Los Angeles storm-drain system is every bit as labyrinthine and treacherous as this story indicates, and has been put to good use in many previous thrillers, among them the film noir classic He Walked By Night, the great science-fiction movie Them!, and Michael Connelly’s outstanding debut novel, The Black Echo. Although it’s true that some foolhardy adventure seekers enjoy “infiltrating” storm sewers, this pastime is more than perilous—it can be suicidal, even on days without rain. Don’t try it. The life you save will be your own.

	The two protagonists in Dangerous Games have appeared separately in two earlier books of mine. Tess McCallum is featured in Next Victim, while Abby Sinclair is the focus of The Shadow Hunter.

	The fragments of Hegel quoted in the story are generally accurate, though sometimes slightly reworded for easier reading. The poem containing the famous line “I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul” is “Invictus” (1875) by William Ernest Henley. The quotation from the Book of Judges that serves as an epigraph is from the Authorized (King James) Version of the Bible.

	I’d like to thank all the people who helped me with Dangerous Games, especially: Doug Grad, senior editor at New American Library, who first suggested having a couple of my previous characters team up; copy editor Tiffany Yates, who caught a lot of mistakes; my agent, Jane Dystel of Dystel & Goderich Literary Management, who handled the project with her trademark expertise and care; and Miriam Goderich, also of DGLM, who offered helpful comments and counsel.

	As always, readers are invited to visit my Web site at michaelprescott.net, where you’ll find information on my other books, as well as interviews, essays, deleted material from some of my earlier titles, and an e-mail address if you’d like to contact me.
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