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“DANTES’ INFERNO has everything readers crave: a full-throttle plot, top-notch psychological suspense, and—as always with author Lovett—gorgeous prose. And to top it off, the book features one of my all-time favorite characters, Dr. Sylvia Strange. Welcome back, Doctor.


Good to see you again.”


—Jeffery Deaver, author of The Stone Monkey and Speaking in Tongues
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INFERNAL MACHINES—Contrivances made to resemble ordinary harmless objects, but charged with some dangerous explosive. An innocent looking box or similar receptacle is partly filled with dynamite or other explosive, the rest of the space being occupied by some mechanical arrangement, mostly clockwork, which moves inaudibly, and is generally contrived that, when it has run down at the end of a predetermined number of hours or days, it shall cause the explosive substance to explode.


Dick’s Encyclopedia, 1891


Another gunpowder plot. A gift of Greek fire for ancient Babylon of the New World. Know each of these missives as infernal machines.


Anonymous letter to the Los Angeles Times, March 2001


April 23, 2000—11:14 A.M. Los Angeles was wearing her April best: cerulean sky, whipping cream clouds, rain-washed air that whispered promises of orange blossoms and money. An LA day of sweet nothings.


Wanda Davenport, schoolteacher and amateur painter, expertly gripped the T-shirt of ten-year-old Jason Redding just as he was about to poke a grimy finger between the sculptured buttocks of a 2,500-year-old Icarus. Antiquities were the thing at the Getty Center. And so were toilets. The lack of toilets. Four of her fifth-graders needed to pee, and her assistant was nowhere in sight.


“Line up, guys,” Wanda barked with practiced authority. “Jason, you get to hold my hand.”


The boy moaned and rolled his eyes, but his face was glowing with excitement. Her class had been planning this trip for six months. Given a choice between Universal Studios and the Getty, they’d gone with art. Fifth-graders! Who woulda thunk?


But then again, Wanda Davenport wasn’t your everyday teacher. She was so passionate about Art a wee bit of her passion rubbed off on just about anyone who spent a few weeks under her tutelage. She loved the realists, the impressionists, the dadaists—from the classical artists to the graffiti artists, she was a devoted fan.


She smiled to herself as she gave the command to march. Jason caused her a lot of grief, but secretly he was one of her favorites. He was smart, hyper, and creative. One of these days he could be a famous artist, architect, inventor, physicist, whatever.


“Turn right!” Wanda should’ve had a night job as a drill sergeant.


Jason nearly tripped over his own two feet, which were audaciously encased in neon green athletic sneakers, one size too big. Wanda knew that his mother, Molly Redding, was a recovering substance abuser; she was also a single mom supporting her only child by waiting tables. These were rough times in the Redding household, but there was love and hope, and Jason was a terrific kid.


“Turn left!” Wanda ordered her students, watching as Maria Hernandez accepted a fireball from Suzie Brown; the bright pink candy disappeared between white teeth.


Twenty minutes earlier, Wanda had herded her troop of ten- and eleven-year-olds onto the white tram car for transport to the hilltop. The 1.4-mile drive had provided a startling view of Los Angeles and the Pacific Ocean. The moneyed view. The new J. Paul Getty Center was situated in Brentwood, nuzzled by Santa Monica, nosed in by mountains.


From the tram and the marble terrace fronting the museum at the hilltop, Wanda had called out city names for her children: Ocean Park, Venice, LA proper (the downtown heart of the metropolitan monster, with its constant halo of smog), San Pedro’s south-end industrial shipyards, a tail in the distance . . . then back to Santa Monica and the ocean pier extending like a neon leg into blue waters . . . and last but not least, up the coast to movie-star Malibu, which had incorporated just as mud slides devoured great bites of earth and forest fires grazed the landscape down to bare, charred skin.


With that lesson in geographic and economic boundaries, the kids had marched into the reception building; Wanda barely had time to glance at the program provided for the tour; her students demanded 110 percent of her energy. No matter—she knew this place by heart. In her mind the architectural design was Greek temple married to art deco ocean liner. She’d wandered Robert Irwin’s chameleon gardens for hours; each season offered new colors, new scents, new shapes and shades. Santa Monica’s Big Blue Bus ran straight to the grounds. She’d lost count of her visits. Nobody had believed Culture could draw a crowd in LA. Well, just look at her kids!


With one expert swipe, Wanda removed a wad of gum from behind the ear of one of her oldest charges while simultaneously comforting the youngest, who was complaining of a stomachache. She couldn’t wait to get them into the garden, her very favorite part of the facility. They began the trek across the first exterior courtyard. Water ran like glass between slabs of marble. The children shuffled and slid their shoes across the smooth stones.


“Hey, guys, remember the name of the architect? We covered this in class.”


She barely caught Jason’s mumbled response: “Meier.”


“Richard Meier. That’s correct, Mr. Redding.”


They were almost to the stairway leading to the museum café and the outdoor dining deck. Within seconds, the central garden would rush into view. Lush with primary color and geometric form (chaos and pattern all at once), it overflowed the space between the multilevel museum and the institutes.


Wanda felt a tug at her sleeve and turned in surprise, looking down at the agitated face of another of her kids.


“Please, Miss Davenport, I have to go,” a small voice announced.


“Break time, guys,” Wanda called out cheerfully. “When we reach the bottom of these stairs, we’ll use the rest rooms and regroup for the garden. Carla, hands to yourself. Thank you. No running, Hector.”


They turned the corner, only to be welcomed by the sight of bougainvillea, jacaranda, orchid, daisy, iris, wild grasses, each as lovely and as ephemeral as a butterfly.


Wanda Davenport’s last view in life consisted of the gardens she loved so much.


Jason Redding discovered the treasure chest beneath the stairwell. He opened it curiously, saw an intricate, whimsical, handmade collage—an infernal machine constructed of polished wood, ivory, colored wire, and spiked metal pipe filled with black powder.


The puzzled child heard a hissing sound, saw smoke and soft petals, twisting and turning, floating upward: initiation.


One neon green sneaker survived unscathed.


1:03 P.M. Edmond Sweetheart didn’t look at the bodies. He had nothing to offer the dead except his ability to focus—on the living, on an unknown bomber or bombers, on the wreckage that awaited him a hundred yards uphill. If he lost his center at this particular moment in time, his world would shatter.


Swift and surefooted, he moved through the garden on muscles that were taut and flexible, with arms held close, spine erect, with steps measured instinctively. His senses were painfully alert, ears filled with the implacable cry of sirens, dark eyes wide to the brightness reflected from the cloud-covered sky.


Los Angeles has a taste; here at the Getty, between the Santa Monica Mountains and the Pacific Ocean, Sweetheart registered an alkaline palate tinged heavily with carbons. There was comfort in the order of chemical compounds; he took no such comfort in the chaos of human motivation, action, reaction. The destructive evidence—now just a stone’s throw away—was all too visible.


Out of choice, he rarely attended active crime scenes. Instead, his life was spent poring over printouts, comparing and contrasting data sets—a day’s currency to linguistic morphology, four days to chemical compounds, an entire week to geographic spatial patterns. A dry exchange that made your eyes go red, your vision myopic. Unless it happened to represent both your passion and your sanity.


Sweetheart had spent more than a decade tracking terrorists and consulting with various federal and international agencies—he maintained research privileges at UCLA; he had an office at Rand Corporation—but because he was both practical and paranoid, his most delicate jobs were undertaken from his own home in the Hollywood Hills, where he could control the flow of information.


The results of forensic analysis of physical evidence (extortion notes, digitized threat calls, re-creations of bombs and incendiary devices, blood spatter patterns—a criminal’s work product) were far removed from the location of the destructive action.


But this midday in April, Sweetheart was present at a crime scene for personal reasons—however mentally contained, however psychically encased those reasons might be—and it was vital that he keep his emotional, if not physical, distance.


He’d left his car parked at the end of the fire road alongside various emergency response vehicles. The half-mile jog hadn’t begun to test his lungs. As he navigated the last fifty yards to the scene of the bombing, a familiar-looking man in an FBI jacket passed by, moving swiftly down the path toward a mobile forensic van. The agent glanced with wary suspicion at Sweetheart, who kept his focus on a living, breathing target at the base of the damaged stairwell ahead: a red-haired man named Church, who was wearing an LAPD vest and a fierce expression.


Barely two hours ago, a child and his teacher had died when a pipe bomb exploded. No one had claimed responsibility. No clues to the identity of the terrorist or terrorists. Not yet. Sweetheart knew that much from a telephone message.


Now his heartbeat fluttered dangerously as containment threatened to fail. His pace slowed; he almost faltered. A child had died . . .


Cleanse the mind of all emotional distractions.


He picked up speed again, shallow breath quickening, inhaling through his nose, exhaling through his mouth, the athlete’s nonverbal mantra. When he was ten yards from the stairwell, he willed law enforcement to make eye contact.


LAPD’s Detective Frederick “Red” Church gazed intently back at Sweetheart. The detective was one of a cluster of investigators that included FBI and ATF cowboys; they had gathered at the base of the damaged stairwell and were engaged in the early stages of crime scene analysis, a laborious process that included the documentation and collection of forensic evidence. Breaking from the group and cutting quickly downhill over carefully shaped earth, the LAPD detective couldn’t mask his discomfiture—shock, even—at the sight of Sweetheart.


When he was within tackling range, Church whispered harshly, “You shouldn’t be—” But he didn’t finish the sentence, breaking off as he sensed the wild emotions trapped in the other man’s eyes.


“My niece called,” Sweetheart said distinctly. “I drove straight from LAX.”


Twelve hours on Nigeria Airways, most of that time spent on the ground in hundred-degree heat, 90 percent humidity; twenty hours on Japan Airlines, much of that spent in transit, first class, oh-so-fully insulated from the famine, disease, poverty that plagued the rest of the world. Then the emergency phone call as they were circling LA’s international airport.


“I need access now. Before all these bastards trample the scene. It’s already turning into a circus.” Sweetheart’s voice was ominously controlled; no expression showed through the mask of his handsome face.


“I heard you were in Africa,” Church said, ignoring the declaration, using his body like a closed door. He kept a wary distance from the larger man; there was no way he could head off 280 pounds of solid muscle mass.


“Nigeria was pathetic.” Sweetheart was eyeing the scene possessively, as if it were his own private treasure. “Another embassy bombing.” Taking one step toward Church, he finished in a quiet voice. “Seventy dead, twice that injured. Nothing but rubble and bodies.”


“Bin Laden?” the detective asked, not budging. He was curious. He was adrenalized. He was also stalling. He didn’t have the time or the strength for a confrontation—not with Edmond Sweetheart.


“We should send him a gift—a couple of Tomahawks.” Sweetheart waved one hand abruptly, perhaps deflecting the emotional impact of tragedy past and present—almost making the detective jump. He was too damn calm, too controlled as he gazed straight at Church. “We should do what we did in Afghanistan six months ago—turn the rebel camp to dust.”


He didn’t have to add that the Afghanistan attack—which, in addition to wiping out a terrorist training camp, had also caused the death of an international fugitive—had been based on his intelligence. Antiterrorist circles were small and incestuous; players knew one another’s business. Just like today, present circumstances, news would be circulating swiftly, Sweetheart thought, anger rising like a tide inside his chest.


Sensing movement, the detective stepped forward just as Sweetheart contracted his muscles. Church said quickly, “You aren’t authorized to be here, Professor.”


Sweetheart’s black-brown eyes glittered with a sheen not unlike compressed metal. His mouth was a flat line against smooth, naturally bronzed skin.


“I’m asking you to leave,” Church insisted in a low voice.


“No.” Sweetheart might have been a tree or a structural column, so rooted, so embedded was his energy. For all his mass, he was powerfully agile, dauntingly strong, a formidable and athletic opponent. He said, “I’m not going anywhere, Red.”


Church heard his nickname used as a warning—he also heard the hard note that communicated Sweetheart’s frightening level of self-control. The detective’s blue eyes reflected tiny images of the surrounding world, including this man he knew as a hotshot data junkie, a free agent sought after by federal and international agencies. For the dozen times their paths had crossed, Edmond Holomalia Sweetheart remained a total fucking enigma.


If he—Red Church—had been in the other man’s shoes . . .


In slow-blink motion Church’s eyelids dropped like a curtain, then lifted again. His words, a reluctant gift of information, were expelled with a sighing sound. “We’ve got the end cap from the pipe—blew off in most of one piece.”


“Show me.”


Church turned heel, resigned, his uneasiness channeled into manic movement as he led the other man up the short incline to the damaged stairway, past emergency personnel, past the investigative team. He came to a standstill. Sweetheart stopped a half step behind.


Balanced below the edge of the terrace where the wall had been peppered by shrapnel, both men now stood at the inner perimeter of the scene. Behind them gardens filled the shallow canyon. Sweetheart registered the view, abstractly appreciating its formal symmetry, but his attention was on the twisted cap of metal twelve inches from his shoes. Amid chunks of wood, contorted steel, and other explosive debris, a small orange evidence marker with the numeral 1 had already been placed next to the cap. Sweetheart squatted, his thighs spreading until the linen fabric of his slacks pulled taut over highly developed quadriceps. His fingers contracted, exposing the tension in his body.


The eight-inch-diameter, half-inch-thick metal cap was blackened, the lip stretched back in places as if it were a lid chewed off a can. The force of the blast had left pits and scratches in the surface. Balancing on the balls of his feet, Sweetheart eased closer, eyes intent and straining, mind blocking distractions. His breathing softened; he seemed almost asleep.


Detective Church remained standing, shifting nervously on the balls of his feet. He murmured, “It’s scratched to all hell—but maybe something’s there.” His watchful stare landed on two ATF agents examining numbered evidence ten feet away. Would Sweetheart’s attendance be challenged? Fortunately, the professor’s presence was a badge of sorts.


Church squatted down beside the bigger man and said, “The bomb came in a pretty package, but our perp—or perps—packed the casing with nails, scraps, made sure there was plenty of effective shrapnel, enough to rip the head off—”


With horror, Church registered his own words, but he glanced swiftly at Sweetheart and saw no reaction. That blank face was worse than any display of rage, the detective thought, swallowing hard.


After a moment, Church continued: “Until we reconstruct the device, this could be the work of a hundred different scumbags. The closest witnesses were kids—they’re totally freaked out. No usable descriptions, but the Bureau’s psychologist is going to keep working with them.”


Sweetheart knew Church was talking; he paid scant attention. Instead he studied the rough lines on the cap, fairly certain now that they predated the explosion. He allowed their arrangement to guide his thoughts, noting the associations triggered by familiar configurations that dissolved immediately into unfamiliarity; it was like gazing at the clouds overhead as they created form and identity, then evanesced, all in a matter of seconds. The complexity of communication was on his mind; almost daily he studied symbols as arranged to build language—from morphology to lexicon to syntax, the process of word formation, meaning, and structure in a larger context.


Deftly, Sweetheart pulled a pencil and a small pad of paper from his jacket pocket. With his large body still perfectly balanced on the soles of his feet, he executed lines very slowly on the page. He reminded Church of a man playing a solitary game of hangman. Marks appeared in a pattern that seemed simultaneously random and ordered.


Why the hell couldn’t he get it? Church wondered, looking closely at the end cap, studying the scratches until they did coalesce into a rough language, albeit one he didn’t comprehend.


“C—a—n—t—o—l—l,” Sweetheart said deliberately.


“Who the hell is Cantoll?”


“Try what.”


“I’ll bite.” Church nodded restlessly. “What the hell is Cantoll?”


“A letter, or a numeral, is missing, here at the end—where the metal was particularly twisted,” Sweetheart said, closing his eyes. “If we take canto, then we . . .” He ran his index finger through air, marking three strikes.


Church shook his head, expelling frustration with a harsh whisper. “You lost me.”


“It’s famous poetry, Detective. The third canto,” Sweetheart said deliberately, as if speaking to a thick-skulled schoolboy. “‘Through me you enter into the woeful city, through me the way into eternal pain . . . ’ A work originally composed in fourteenth-century Italian, and posthumously retitled the Divine Comedy. In Commedia, the inscription over the gates to hell.”


Sweetheart’s jet black hair was pulled back from his face; he fingered the knot with unadorned hands. As he waited, impatient for the obvious connection to be made, he turned to canvass the architecture of the building, in particular the graceful arched gate fronting the damaged terrace. His gaze moved with the linear curves, and the final line of the stanza returned to memory.


“Through me the way to the population of loss.”


His mind—always running, mining data, sorting—made connections: a pipe bomb as antipersonnel signature device; a pattern of secondary antiproperty explosives capable of massive structural damage; a linguistic clue that would implicate a bomber.


Sweetheart’s body stiffened. “The gates of hell,” he whispered harshly. He lifted his eyes to the massive columns marking the entrance to the public courtyard. A synthesis of pipe bomb and a more powerful antiproperty device . . .


He pivoted to face Church. “Have you checked for additional devices?”


“We’re still searching the grounds—”


“The columns? Those pillars,” Sweetheart interjected. “Did you check the internal structure for bombs? It’s been two hours since the explosion. If there’s a second device targeting response personnel—” Sweetheart broke off, barking out a command: “Move everybody away from the scene. Now.”


Church hesitated only an instant, then the decision to act telegraphed across his face, and he wheeled around to head off an ATF agent. The alarm went up. The evacuation of investigative and emergency personnel took less than four minutes.


Sweetheart and the others were five hundred yards away—at the bottom of the hill—when detonation occurred. The explosion was deep and sharp, and it shot tons of concrete, rock, steel—the flesh and bone of the structure—in a quarter-mile trajectory. Immediately, a cloud of dust debris swirled up, almost as if it were deliberately covering such obscene devastation. The whole thing seemed to occur in an instant, while everyone dropped for cover.


Everyone except Edmond Sweetheart, who stood immovable, staring into the eye of the beast. He didn’t even flinch when a ten-pound marble missile missed his left ear by inches.


Instead he recognized the quickening, the potent cocktail of adrenaline and dread; he’d come to identify it as a chemical threshold, a gateway to the altered state of terror. It was as pungent as the chemicals that make a bomb. It happened on the inside. Outside, all around him, the signs of disaster were familiar: panic on the faces and in the eyes, a heightened surreal atmosphere of smoke, gas, and fumes.


The reverberation of the blast faded as emergency crews and investigators went into high gear for the second time in two hours. The worst of the damage had knocked out three pillars, but the building face was intact. Through the smoke, the cries, the chaos, Sweetheart remembered other words of the great poet.


“Perched above the gates I saw more than a thousand of those whom heaven had cast out like rain, raging: ‘Who is this approaching? Who, without death, dares enter the kingdom of the dead?’”


He felt, rather than saw, Detective Church at his side. When he turned to stare at the man, his eyes were dull, unnerving. He spoke in a lifeless monotone. “Six centuries ago, Dante Alighieri wrote the Inferno, the most famous book of the three-part Commedia.”


Confusion showed on Church’s sunburnt, freckled face. “Are we talking about Dantes’ Inferno?” he asked, taking a logical mental leap to the four-hundred-page manifesto written in the 1990s, published in 1999. He was referring to its author, John Dantes, a twenty-first-century fugitive bomber who had claimed responsibility for a dozen crimes spanning more than a decade, causing immense property damage and, most important, taking lives.


Forget long-dead Italian poets, however famous; unless you believe in ghosts, they don’t set bombs.


“Yes,” Sweetheart said grimly. “We’re talking about John Freeman Dantes.”


“Maybe.” Church looked skeptical. “Dantes has been known to leave a secondary device—”


“He’s killed before.”


“It’s not his style to target schoolkids—he hasn’t been tied to a bombing for three, almost four years.”


“He went underground,” Sweetheart said sharply. “Now he’s resurfacing.” Nodding toward the scene of the destruction, he reached down to scoop up a handful of sandy soil. “He wants everyone to know it.”


He gazed past Detective Church to see a young woman staring back at him. She wore a stricken expression, and she looked frail as a crushed honeysuckle blossom. His belly hollowed. His breath disappeared, his mind went blank as slate. It took him several seconds to put a name to her face. Molly Redding. His own niece. She was holding a child’s tennis shoe, clutching it against her breasts, swaying on her feet. A thin, keening wail escaped her lips.


A child and his teacher had died in the first blast . . .


The air stopped. Nothing entered Sweetheart’s lungs, and nothing left. For however many seconds in time the tragedy registered, Sweetheart stopped breathing, poised between life and death.


Hakkeyoi—he commanded himself—move!—get going!


The dam holding back his emotions broke suddenly, and all his rage and pain washed through the canyons of his complex psyche. As denial gave way, information flooded the synapses of his brain: the dead child was Jason Redding, his own grandnephew. Molly Redding was Jason’s mother.


Sweetheart’s honeyed skin blanched white. The dirt in his hand ran through his fingers until only dust remained.


Jikan desu. Time is up.


His burning gaze settled on the detective’s face. He said, “Let’s bring in John Dantes, or I swear I’ll track him down and kill him myself.”
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Utopia in the classic sense defies humanness in its necessary and constant striving for homeostasis. City, the built environment, with all its flaws, its dust and grime, its chaos of lies and secrets, must stand in for any dream of perfection. I’m a grown man crazy in love with LA and all her beauty, all her faults.


John Dantes, Dantes’ Inferno (Athena Press, 1999), excerpt published in the LA Times, November 7, 2001


April 16, 2001—Monday—7:59 A.M. One Year Later A ziggurat rose above the shimmering sands of downtown Los Angeles.


Sylvia Strange slid ebony-framed sunglasses over her pronounced cheekbones and brown eyes. Seen through Polaroid glass, the morning glare of rush hour traffic retreated, the desert sands coalesced into a mishmash of urban high-rises fading from a half century’s wear and tear; nomadic caravans were transformed into commuter lanes on the Harbor northbound; the ziggurat redefined itself as the terraced pyramidal tower atop City Hall.


The twenty-eight-story structure was just a stone’s throw from her destination: Metropolitan Detention Center—aka MDC—home of the mad and the bad.


So much for visions of the Holy Land.


Still, it was hot enough to be the Negev desert. Even with air-conditioning, sweat dampened Sylvia’s neck and trickled between her breasts. She punched up climate control settings and aimed arctic air at her throat. Almost instantly her skin raised goose bumps. No such thing as a happy medium this Monday morning.


Nudging unruly shoulder-length auburn strands away from her face, she took a deep breath, checking her reflection in the mirror. Olive skin a little wan, lips chapped and bare of lipstick, pupils dilated behind dark glasses. She knew she needed more than blush, eyeliner, and a jolt of chutzpah to pass for a member of the psychological-profiling elite. Welcome to the majors, Strange. You hit the big league, the chance to contribute to the biggest forensic profiling study of bombers—ever. The chance to tag along while the FBI and ATF, LAPD and UCLA—all under the elitist and watchful eye of Rand Corporation—take an up-close-and-personal look at members of the Notorious Bombers’ Club: McVeigh, Ramzi Yousef, Richard Johnson, Theodore K.


And John Freeman Dantes.


Reaching automatically into the pocket of her briefcase, she pulled out a cigarette, squeezing it gently between plain fingers, sliding the filter between her lips. Waiting for the lighter to heat, she cracked the window as a concession to the Hertz no-smoking policy. The lighter finally popped, and she held the hot red coil to tobacco, inhaling greedily. The smoke seared her throat, felt dense in her lungs. Trapping the nicotine, she picked a speck of tobacco off her lip, flicked nonexistent ashes out the window, then finally exhaled the cancerous air.


John Dantes . . . the man who wrote the book Dantes’ Inferno: City of Angels in the 21st Century. Chapter one: “The Boy Who Was Raised by Wolves in the City.”


Sylvia inhaled smoke again. In his Inferno, Dantes had dissected the yin and yang of LA: the male represented by technology imposed as superstructure over the female, the natural and functional evolution of village to postmodern megalopolis. For Dantes, it all added up to greed, ambition, and fantasy destroying the heart of the true Los Angeles, the city that belonged to the people.


She glanced at her wristwatch, and the silvery face finally came into focus: one minute before eight. Trapped in an endlessly looping countdown, the tiny black hand clicked off intervals. She was late, getting later with each breath, and traffic was at a standstill.


Shouldn’t be a problem, she thought. Dr. Strange, student of dark and disordered moods, knew how to use reverse psychology. Over the past five years, working in prisons and hospitals, she’d come face-to-face with some of the world’s worst criminals. She’d earned a reputation among her colleagues as a forensic psychologist with a knack for connecting with the hardest of the hard cases. Exactly the reason she’d been summoned to LA.


Behind the wheel of the Lincoln, she settled into calfskin upholstery that was soft as butter. Her shoes rested beside her on the passenger seat and her coral-painted toe-nails encased in slippery hose hugged the brake pedal. She eased the seam of her panty hose from her crotch; as soon as the job was completed, she’d burn the torturous garment and fly back home to New Mexico, where a person could walk barefoot on desert earth and watch cumulus clouds form over the Sangre de Cristo mountain range—


Before the first sharp ring faded, Sylvia had her cell phone cradled to her ear. The call jarred her back in time, and for the hundredth time she heard the echo of the words that had split her world down the middle just four weeks ago.


Dr. Strange? This is Mona Carpenter. I called to say goodbye.


A real voice asked, “Sylvia, are you there?”


“Leo?”


“Metro just went under lockdown,” psychiatrist Leo Carreras announced. His voice was clouded with concern.


“Bomb threat?”


“The official line is ‘heightened security.’”


“My session with Dantes is still on”—half statement, half question.


“So far, so good. Nervous, Dr. Strange?”


“You jumped through hoops to get my security clearance,” she said quickly.


Leo had brought her in as the psychometric expert—a fancy way of saying she would administer the psychological tests, the inventories, the batteries. Even though she had all the proper credentials, the profiling project was as political as any primary. Leo and UCLA were one faction, the Feds were another, and so was the LAPD; Rand had its own agenda. But the truth was, final approval belonged to John Dantes. He had agreed to cooperate with Dr. Strange on the tests.


Celebrity inmates with the visibility of John Dantes carried their clout like a big stick.


“You’ll have all day to administer tests,” Leo said. “Unless you get interrupted by security—so keep the initial interview short . . .”


Barely listening, Sylvia sighed. Just six weeks ago, she’d leapt at this chance to work on such a high-profile project. She had been certain she could snag Dantes where others had failed. But that was before her client killed herself.


Dr. Strange, there will be a board inquiry, of course.


“Sylvia? Are you all right?”


She came to suddenly, knowing Leo had asked something. She nudged her sunglasses to the bridge of her nose.


“I’m here.” She found the bottle in record time—cap off—and tossed a tiny blue pellet into her mouth. The tablet stuck to the back of her throat.


“ . . . go with a projective warm-up to establish rapport,” Leo was saying. “Then the MMPI.”


“I’m more comfortable starting with the objective inventories,” Sylvia said. What was she doing in this city of noise, glare, smog, and concrete? “The MMPI first, then the Millon.”


“I know it’s time-consuming, but the Rorschach will give us a wealth of information.” After a brief silence, Leo said, “Just consider my suggestion.”


“Of course.”


“Extend today’s session,” Leo added. “Push for whatever you can get. You may not have another opportunity.”


“Yes, Mother.” The jocularity fell flat.


“Dantes’s oppositional as hell—don’t think he’ll give you any breaks just because he likes the way you look. He’ll take control, try to bait you or just shut down altogether.”


“I’ll bait him back. Piece of cake.”


“Remember, I want all the dirty details. Dinner at the Lobster, Santa Monica Pier. By the way, how was your flight?”


Mona—is the baby there with you? Is Nathan with you?


“The Lobster. I’ll call you when I’m finished,” she managed. “The flight was turbulent.”


“Sylvia, I know I got you into this—I have no doubts you’re the one for the job.” Leo’s tone sobered abruptly. “Just don’t forget who you’re dealing with; Dantes is dangerous.”


She disconnected, nosing the Lincoln toward the right lane. Pressing down on the pedal, she gave its powerful engine gas. Horns blared, but she was already tearing east on the fourth street off-ramp.


I’ll be back in New Mexico in four days, five at the most, she reminded herself—just do the work and get out. But no one had forced her to come to Los Angeles. No one had twisted her arm.


Leo Carreras had offered her the job because he needed her expertise; he was counting on her to connect with the world’s most oppositional client. And she was here, even though she was off balance emotionally and professionally. She’d accepted because somewhere, buried beneath all the turbulent emotions, she felt the lure of the “important” profiling project—not to mention the draw of John Dantes.


Obsessions are enduring and deep rooted.


His centered on avenging the crimes of the powerful as perpetrated on the postmodern city and its less sophisticated inhabitants.


Hers happened to be a seemingly endless fascination with a brilliant mind turned pathological.


“Made for each other,” she mumbled as she released the brake, shifting gears.


The Lincoln covered ground, catching green lights all the way to Broadway. She turned north, then east again.


Passing an entrance to U.S. 101 south, Sylvia turned the wheel so sharply files flew off the passenger seat onto the floor, and the Lincoln left a black stripe of rubber along the curb.


As she passed MDC, the federal detention center that bordered the north edge of LA’s Civic Center complex, a stat crossed her mind: downtown LA is home to twenty-five thousand inmates, the largest population behind bars in any American city.


You’d never know it. To the passerby, MDC’s ten-story Hyatt facade, with its postmodern steel trellises and bridge-ways casting shadows over Immigration and Naturalization, could easily be mistaken for a resort hotel instead of the largest prison to be built in any major urban center in recent history.


Beyond MDC, in the distance, City Hall’s ziggurat trapped the sun, and just for an instant the pyramidal tower glowed like a sparking match before its flame dies out.


Civilization gone in a flash.


Sylvia turned under a twenty-foot painted sign—PARQUEO—into the gaping mouth of the subterranean garage that serviced visitors to the detention center and the LAPD, as well as the adjacent Roybal Federal Building. After the vast spaces of New Mexico, she couldn’t get used to this urban landscape where each vertical universe was perched over a massive burrow. Too much light, too much darkness.


Guiding the Lincoln through a fluorescent maze of parked vehicles and concrete pillars, she remembered a child’s sneaker. Neon green. Ridiculously small. A tiny lizard crest on the tongue.


Jason Redding had been ten and a half years old when he died.


The week following the Getty bombing, a photograph of that shoe had made the cover of Time and Newsweek; the haunting image had played on CNN around the world.


Molly Redding had delivered a message to her son’s convicted murderer as he left the courtroom—


Sylvia pulled into a slot, set the brake, and switched off the ignition. The engine in the sea green Lincoln quieted with an almost imperceptible sigh that matched her own.


“—John Dantes, I’ll wait for you in hell.”


8:23 A.M. Sylvia pushed her sunglasses back on her head and entered MDC’s air-conditioned glass and steel lobby, where the illusion of a resort hotel was maintained with the help of potted palms and soft lighting. Was it the subtly armored environment that made her feel more secure? Was it simply the familiarity of a prison work environment? She suspected something different—she felt safer locked up with the inmates than she did out in the urban canyons of LA.


At capacity, MDC held nine-hundred-plus prisoners, for the most part federal detainees awaiting trial: drug dealers, kidnappers, extortionists, counterfeit-change artists, terrorists. With that many bad guys in the neighborhood, it might be reassuring to find the U.S. marshals quartered right next door and LAPD across the street. Sylvia couldn’t seem to give a damn one way or the other.


Today, due to bomb threats and the fact they were eight days away from the one-year anniversary of the Getty bombing, security was heavy; at the control desk she passed through a metal detector while a female security officer urged an eighty-pound shepherd to stay cool. He growled anyway.


Can’t fool a smart dog, Sylvia thought, smiling coldly.


She took the elevator. Embedded somewhere in the shaft, gears groaned. At the fourth floor, the doors opened to reveal two shackled prisoners waiting in the hallway; their eyes slid back and forth between the nervous officer who was their escort and Sylvia.


She found herself at yet another security checkpoint: Look, Ma, no pipe bombs.


The Bureau of Prisons security officer pulled a tape recorder from Sylvia’s briefcase. He swabbed the palm-sized machine with a cotton ball, screening for any chemical reaction with explosive material residue. He examined the thick stack of test booklets, her personal items, then moved on to her spare tape cassettes, going through cotton balls left and right.


Just let me do my job, she thought impatiently. Over several days, that job would consist of the most systematic of tasks, administering the objective psychometric inventories—the MMPI-2, the MCMI-3, the WAIS-3, the Bender, the Halstead-Rëitan, or the Luria-Nebraska Neuropsychological Battery. Each test booklet was several inches thick. Some contained endless questions: Do you . . . If you . . . Have you ever . . . Would you . . .? Some were multiple choice, or true or false, or tell a story, or finish the sentence. Some were visual—put the puzzle together, match the shapes, fit the round peg in the square hole.


And then they could be scored. There were scales to measure depression, hysteria, psychopathology, mania, hypochondriasis, schizophrenia, psychasthenia.


She was here precisely because psychological testing was the most analytical, standardized, measurable, and emotionally detached portion of the profiling project.


I can’t offer judgment calls, intuition, or emotion. Not this month.


No clinical interviews, no therapy, no need for empathic connection.


No trespassing on the dangerous terrain of soul or psyche. Thanks anyway.


Electronic clamor caught her attention, cuffing it on the ear. The officer was nodding her through the yawning jaws of security.


She tripped on a fraying edge of rubber matting, abruptly unsteady, reminding herself she was about to be forty minutes late for a meeting with a killer named John Dantes.


8:41 A.M. “You made it past the hounds of hell,” he said softly. At the moment, he was a disembodied presence, his face lost in shadow.


But Sylvia felt the sting of his eyes on her skin.


Fluorescent light abruptly flooded the small square room.


She blinked, off balance, only to find she was staring directly into his face.


It was heart shaped, capped with light brown hair gone prematurely gray at the temples and knotted into a rough ponytail. His cheekbones were prominent, his mouth wide, his chiseled features drawn together by a small, almost pointed chin. Fatigue and prison life had dulled his complexion, and it had been at least two days since his last shave. The fresh bruise bluing the skin of his left cheek added to the overall effect of eighteenth-century castaway mixed with contemporary street fighter.


But it was his eyes that threatened to penetrate her emotional perimeter; behind wire rims, they were green—no, gray—flecked with sparks of white and yellow, fringed with thick lashes. They were the eyes of a visionary. Or a psychopath.


She looked away, belatedly, hearing the echoing hiss of whispered words: “—last time—I can’t—” She registered another presence in the room: a female correctional officer. The Bureau of Prisons employee was young, lost inside a tan uniform with epaulettes and a black and white name tag identifying her as D. FLORETTE.


Sylvia had the feeling she’d interrupted some heated exchange between the guard and Dantes; her curiosity was aroused, but left unsatisfied when CO Florette ducked her head and launched into a seemingly endless rote speech covering rules and regulations.


While Florette droned on, Sylvia had the chance to study the man who—at age twenty-four—had been teaching postgraduate urban structural sociology at one of southern California’s most prestigious universities when he wasn’t busy blowing up the California aqueduct in retribution for historic sins. Now, at thirty-seven, he was serving his first year of a life sentence—for the Getty, the one bombing he claimed he didn’t commit.


Over the course of his outlaw career, the media had alternately exhibited Dantes as a mysterious and clever fugitive, an impassioned charismatic defendant, a stridently political prisoner. Sylvia thought he looked less functional than any of his public personas.


“Dr. Strange?” Florette’s hard, unwelcoming voice snagged Sylvia’s attention. “You can see for yourself he’s manacled, ankles only—we freed his hands per your request. I’ll step outside, that’s regulation—and I’ll do my visuals at random.”


“Thank you, Deborah,” Dantes said politely.


“Please remember to avoid all physical contact with the prisoner. Excuse me, ma’am.” Ignoring Dantes, she brushed past Sylvia; the door slammed shut behind her back.


The sound bounced around the angular space before it died at the feet of an artificial silence broken only by the ticking of a clock mounted on the wall.


“She’s jealous.” John Dantes was the first to speak. “Even prisons have their stars.”


Sylvia didn’t move. The air pumped into this concrete box tasted stale and delivered a federally mandated chill. “Are you proud of your celebrity status?”


“It offers some advantages.”


She gestured to a bruise near his left eye. “One of the perks?”


“You’re not what I imagined.” He studied her intently for several moments, then said, “You’re not one of Leo’s suits. And you’re not a Fed . . . or I’d have smelled you a mile away.” But suspicion etched his face.


“I’m Dr. Strange, Mr. Dantes. I work with Dr. Carreras, who arranged this meeting to conduct some psychological inventories. As part of this criminal profiling project, all participants undergo a standard evaluation.”


She shifted her briefcase from right hand to left before adding quietly, “But I think you’re aware of why I’m here, because you and I have already spoken by telephone—and you also signed a release form.”


The echo of a slamming door intruded faintly into the room.


Dantes’ eyes cut toward the security window, which offered a view of the hallway, where the top of CO Florette’s dark head was just visible. “Standard evaluation . . . that makes the project sound very common, doesn’t it?”


“I don’t think so, no.”


“But it’s a bombers’ profiling project.”


“It’s classified as a criminal profiling project,” she said flatly. Although, like Dantes, the participants were certain to speculate, they would not be given confirmation that the profiling project was limited to bombers; that knowledge would only serve to puff up their egos and skew their responses.


“Sit down, Dr. Strange. You’re making me nervous. I’m beginning to regret the fact I agreed to this.”


She lurched into motion, crossing the room, placing her briefcase next to the chair. Sliding her sunglasses from her hair, she caught the faint scent of him—a basic blend of soap and sweat.


As she placed her tape recorder on the table—pressing record—he studied her openly. She had the sensation of being touched.


“Look at you.” Dantes’ eyes slid from her head to her toes. “All dressed up in your Sunday best.” His voice had softened, and his lips curled in an expectant smile.


She didn’t react.


This seemed to bother him, and he said, “Before we begin this common criminal’s standard evaluation, tell me something about Dr. Strange. You’re a forensic psychologist, licensed to practice in New Mexico and California—


“You’re board certified, you have a Ph.D., and a diplomate in forensic psychology. University of New Mexico, Case Western Reserve, not to mention UCLA—our shared alma mater.”


“You did your research,” she said, moving slowly.


“I know some facts about your life—my attorney provides me with résumés—but that’s not the same as hearing your side of the story.” He appeared as internally contained as the dark eye at the center of a raging hurricane. “I even managed to read a dozen of your published papers.” He studied her. “Don’t look now but your clinical bias is showing. You might even believe in redemption.”


She shifted in the hard chair, and its metal legs scraped loudly over the concrete floor.


“All the way from New Mexico,” he said, dismissing her effortlessly. “Did you travel such a distance for the honor of sharing a few hours with me?”


“I often travel for my work,” she said, not quite biting back her own impatience. Now she retrieved a packet of pencils from one pocket of her briefcase. She ran her thumbnail along the plastic wrapping without making a dent.


“But it’s not every day you travel for the FBI, ATF, all those VIP Feds.”


“I already told you, I’m working with Dr. Carreras.” The plastic wrap suddenly split, spilling pencils onto Formica; one rolled off the edge and Dantes caught it in midair.


“Just like your predecessors?” He shrugged. “You’re not the first to arrive with your psychometric inventories.”


“That’s irrelevant.”


“Is it?” He laced his fingers across his chest, glancing again briefly at the room’s only window, a twelve-by-twelve-inch square cut in the door. “Have you seen the new exhibit at the County?” he asked, slowly returning his focus to her face.


She shook her head, letting him lead the dance, feeling she’d missed a step.


“Francisco Goya, the eyes of the Enlightenment,” Dantes prodded. His long, wiry body overwhelmed the pitted plastic chair, and yet he wore the state-issue jumpsuit, bullet-proof vest, and ankle manacles like a three-piece suit.


“I’ve seen his work in other museums.” She snapped open the center compartment of her briefcase.


“A true democrat. Equally offended by corruption in state or church.” Glancing toward the door for the third time in minutes, Dantes carried on his conversation as if he were hosting a social occasion. “And like Dürer and Dante Alighieri, Goya refused to keep his eyes or his mouth shut. Always a dangerous choice. He was betrayed by spies, by cowards.”


Sylvia set the first booklet on the table, adjusting the corners, setting one pencil on top. “Are you comparing yourself to Dürer, or Dante, or both?”


“Are you pissed you aren’t the first to offer me your standard measurements?” he countered. “Isn’t that what they’re called in the deconstructing biz?”


“Whether I’m first or tenth, the important thing is to complete the standardized inventories.” Her throat felt so dry she could barely swallow. “My participation in the profiling project is highly circumscribed.”


He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t strike me as the type.”


“What type is that?”


“The highly circumscribed type.”


They were leading each other in circles, like dogs guarding a bone.


“The FBI sent a tedious suit,” Dantes said. His fingers drummed the table: a-rat-a-tat-a-rat-a-tat. “Rand sent a redhead with a bad attitude.”


“Do you have any intention of completing the inventories with me?” She shifted in the chair, and the thick test booklet slid from the table, hitting the floor with a slap.


“Which of Goya’s images stayed with you?” Dantes asked.


Without breathing, she stared back at him, lured by his intensity. “The devils.”


“Not the lunatics?” He tipped his head forward, eyelids lowering, as if without looking he clearly sensed her vulnerability. “Oh, c’mon, admit it, Dr. Strange. You feel a kinship with the lunatics.”


Dark lashes fringed her deep-set eyes, shading a restless acuity, lending her face an ordinary prettiness. She almost shook her head—this was what she wanted, wasn’t it, to maintain contact, to keep him engaged? She flashed on an image: her father and a young girl fishing from a dinghy in Heron Lake. You’ve got to give the fish some slack, Sylvie. Play out the line until it’s time to set the hook.


She said, “Goya was chronicling the bigotry and superstition of his time.”


“Goya chronicles our time.” Dantes tapped out a few more hyperkinetic beats, marking double time on the fake wood grain. His gaze was arrogant and cold, but the ember of some passion was sparking deep in those eyes.


Rage, hatred . . . fear? She couldn’t quite catch it.


He frowned, the muscles around his bruised eye ticcing ever so faintly. “Those in power, the members of the privileged class, should not abuse their position or their duties of stewardship, neither by commission or omission. If they do, they’re common criminals—or worse, they’re cowards.” He pulled back suddenly, shrugging off the brief excursion into rhetoric.


“You don’t think much of cowards.”


“Do you?”


“You’ve made reference to them twice in a matter of minutes.”


“I don’t like psychoanalysis, either.” He smiled.


Sylvia reached out, her fingers sliding over molded plastic, to tear open the seal on the test booklet. The first two inventories she planned to administer—the Millon Clinical Multiaxial and the Minnesota Multiphasic—would total at least five hours.


She glanced at her watch.


“Hot date?”


She met his eyes, saw the mockery there, and reached for her briefcase. “Mr. Dantes, either I’m not doing any better than my colleagues or you’re not interested in completing these inventories or both.” She stood. “Let’s not waste any more time.”


Immediately, he held his palms out; it was a gesture of surrender, the action of a lonely man. “You win,” he said, reaching for the booklet, sliding it to his side of the table. He picked up the pencil, gesturing for her to be seated again.


She blinked as if coming from dark to light, disoriented, mustering herself. Her head ached, her deltoids were so tight they burned, she had to pee—but the last thing she’d do was take a break now and end up with nothing.


Outside, in the hallway, heavy footsteps sounded. The urgent tones of an argument penetrated the walls of the room.


Taking her seat opposite him for the second time, she said, “This conversation—and the test results—will not be confidential, but the project’s coordinators will make every attempt to keep transcripts secure and available only to participants—”


She stiffened when Dantes’ hand suddenly covered her own.


“Lunatics and inmates. We’re not so bad, are we?” he whispered.


Wrenching her hand away, Sylvia felt Dantes watching her, felt the hunger of his curiosity.


“You can’t save them all, can you, Sylvia?” Dantes’ voice was soft, seductive.


Sylvia stared at him, blinking, hearing another voice internally. Dr. Strange, although the committee finds no grounds to cite you with an ethical violation in the death of Mona Carpenter, we do have concerns. It seems you did comply with the standards of your profession regarding safeguards against suicide, but when it came to the use of your judgment you could’ve gone the extra mile, relying less on intuition and luck, more on solid follow-up.


Dantes gazed back at her, his face a study in compassion, his voice soothing, as he said, “Tell me about Mona Carpenter.”


The shock registered. She said nothing. She focused on a single thought: I know how to handle this—it comes with the job.


Dantes said, “Pills and cutting—isn’t that overkill?” With each word his breath quickened as if he was aroused. If he had assaulted her physically, it couldn’t have been worse. But he wasn’t finished yet.


“What did it feel like to actually hear her death?” he asked.


Sylvia gathered together the tests and the tape recorder, sweeping them into her briefcase. She watched her sunglasses skid to the floor. Her heart was racing.


Dantes rose straight up from his chair, his presence filling the room as he whispered his last question. “What’s it like to know you could’ve saved her?”


For an instant Sylvia believed he would go further than verbal assault—but he’d already drawn blood. He stood rooted, burning her with his stare.


She knew the protocol for threatening or aggressive patients: remain calm, maintain distance, keep a barrier between you—always know where to find the panic button. She’d been here before—she’d be here again. None of that seemed to matter. She felt the rush of adrenaline, every synapse trapped in looping panic.


“You pathetic son of a bitch,” she hissed, suddenly coming to life. “Do you really believe you’re any better than a common sociopath?” She turned and took four steps to the door, her fist hitting metal.


The door swung wide. A uniformed guard blinked at the sight of Sylvia. “Done already?”


She left Dantes behind as the door slammed shut.





[image: images]



Man is a rope, fastened between animal and Superman—a rope over an abyss. A dangerous going-across, a dangerous wayfaring, a dangerous looking-back, a dangerous shuddering and staying still.


Nietzsche


9:55 A.M. From an office in his Hollywood Hills home, Professor Edmond Sweetheart watched as the female psychologist unceremoniously exited the private visiting room at MDC.


As an image captured by the hidden video camera and transmitted via a live satellite feed, Dr. Sylvia Strange appeared shaken and disturbed by Dantes’ verbally aggressive assault; but Sweetheart thought the woman possessed her own raw energy, her own dangerous edge, visible even on the small screen. And when she whispered some inaudible but clearly intense farewell, he was disappointed that the camera angle didn’t allow him to read her lips.


He still wasn’t sure about her; she was an unknown element—a positive or negative charge—introduced into this particular chemical equation. She was a catalyst—and when it came to John Dantes, a catalyst was exactly what they needed.


Strange walked into the hall, her screen image disappearing as the door closed behind her back. Sweetheart was left to study the prisoner, John Freeman Dantes. In turn, Dantes studied Sweetheart. He did this by facing the eye of the camera hidden in the wall-mounted clock.
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