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PART I

THE INVASION OF THE SANCTUARY




Chapter 1

THOMAS

The Sound of the Blade and the Wind

11:02 p.m.

The rain didn't fall; it came down in slanting gusts, lashing the huge armored windows of the lookout like a volley of buckshot fired at point-blank range.

Three hundred feet below, the ocean pounded the cliff. Again. Again. The house shook with every blow.

Thomas didn't look up.

A black felt-tip. A sheet of kraft paper. One straight line, then another. The plan of a crime scene, redrawn for the hundredth time. One millimeter off and the whole geometry collapsed. His fingers weren't shaking. It was the only part of him that no longer shook.

Six years he had lived here. Alone. At the end of a road that led nowhere, on a cliff in Oregon, in a cube of dark wood and steel that a famous architect had designed to withstand anything.

Storms. Men.

Himself, maybe.

No paintings on the walls. Files. Hundreds of them. Pinned to cork boards in chronological order. Photos of bodies. Autopsy reports. Sketches. Cases the FBI had abandoned. Perfect murders.

He was looking for the flaw. He had been looking for it for six years. It was all that was left of his career as a profiler. A career that had ended in blood, one September night, in a kitchen in Tacoma.

On the corner of the desk, next to a cup of cold coffee, a wedding ring. He no longer wore it. He hadn't put it away, either. It sat there every evening on the wood like a coin you've forgotten what to spend on.

A gust shook the frame. The beams groaned.

Then another sound.

Three knocks. Sharp. Against the door.

Thomas froze. The pen stopped on the paper.

Nobody came here. Ever. Not at night. Not in this weather. The coast road had been cut off by rockslides since early evening. Even the local fishermen were staying home.

He put the pen down.

Taped to the underside of the tabletop, against the wood, his old Sig Sauer P226 was waiting for him. The service weapon he had never returned to the Bureau. He peeled it free. Weighed it in his hand. Fifteen rounds.

He crossed the hallway without turning on a light.

Three more knocks. Weaker.

"Open up… please…"

A woman's voice. Broken by the cold.

He put his eye to the peephole. Under the porch light, in the downpour, a huddled figure. Soaked. Hands pressed flat against the wood.

No car in the driveway. No headlights. No tire tracks.

If she had come up on foot by the cliff path, in this deluge, she should have been dead.

Or else it's a setup.

Everything in him screamed not to open. The profiler. Instinct. Experience.

He opened.

She almost fell into his arms. He caught her by the shoulder. Under the sodden clothes, her muscles were hard as wood. He pulled her inside and shut the door. One bolt. Two. Three.

"By the stove," he said. "Sit down."

He kept the gun along his thigh. She couldn't help but see it.

She didn't move right away. She stayed crouched on the tile of the entryway. Then she lifted her head.

Brown hair plastered to her temples. A very pale face. Thirty, barely.

And eyes.

Not a victim's eyes. No panic. No tears. No ragged breath. Gray eyes, calm, almost curious, sweeping the room. The walls. The files. The desk. Then him.

Thomas raised the Sig. The barrel a foot from her chest.

She rose slowly and went to sit in the leather armchair by the stove. Hands folded in her lap. Calm. Too calm.

The heat began to make her clothes steam. A smell rose. Rain. Salt.

And ink. Fresh ink.

Ink?

She murmured a word. Too low for him to hear.

"Say that again."

She raised her eyes to him.

"'I was afraid the plans had changed.'"

She let a second pass.

"You don't like having your mistakes corrected, Thomas? Or should I say Special Agent? The special agent who dropped everything after the Four Walls case?"

Thomas's blood pounded in his temples.

The Four Walls. A sealed federal file. Six years. He had never spoken of it to anyone. His notes were right there, on the far wall, ten feet behind her.

"Who sent you? The Bureau? A journalist? A name. Now."

She gave a short laugh. Dry.

"Six years looking for names, Thomas. Whole walls of faces. And the day one of your drawings comes knocking at your door, you pull a gun like a beat cop."

She leaned forward. The barrel almost brushed her sweater.

"The wall behind you. The botanist in Seattle. You filed her under 'disorganized, impulsive.' A rookie mistake. The branches around the body weren't a circle. They were a Reuleaux triangle. A figure of constant width."

She barely smiled.

"You don't get out of a figure like that. Any more than you get out of here."

Thomas felt sweat run down the back of his neck.

That detail was in no report. It was in his private notebooks. Locked away. In his desk drawer.

"How do you know that?"

"You don't divulge art, Thomas. You admire it. Or you suffer it."

She stood. Before he could move, she pointed a finger at the front door. The three bolts.

"You think that protects you? Look closely at the hinges. You built this house to keep the monsters out."

She turned to him.

"But a real house, designed by a real architect, has no emergency exit. Only dead ends."

A beat.

"And you've just walked into mine."




Chapter 2

THOMAS

The Line and the Shadow

11:15 p.m.

The barrel didn't move.

But the gun weighed a ton, all of a sudden.

"Get out," Thomas said.

She didn't get out. She wasn't even looking at the pistol anymore. She was looking at the shelves, the books, the box of pencils. Like someone coming home after a long trip.

"You can point that thing at me all night," she said. "It won't change the geometry of the room. You thought of everything here. The load-bearing walls. The foundations in the rock. The armored glass."

She shrugged.

"You just forgot the human variable."

"Who told you about the Four Walls? That file was sealed in 2020. Nobody knows the details. Nobody except…"

He stopped.

Except him.

"Except you," she said. "You think your secrets are safe in your little black notebooks? You've spent your life looking for the logic of killers. Madness doesn't need logic, Thomas. It needs a plan."

She pointed to the wall behind the desk.

"File 404. Bandon beach. You wrote that the suspect wore a size 10 and limped on the left side. Brilliant. Except he didn't limp."

A smile.

"He was faking it. The way you fake living alone here."

A shiver ran down Thomas's back.

The limp. He had noted it only once. On a loose sheet. A sheet he had lost the night he resigned.

A flash of lightning tore the sky.

The room went white. In the bay window, his reflection appeared. And behind it, at the end of the bedroom hallway, another silhouette.

Tall. Massive. Motionless.

Thomas spun, the Sig leveled down the hall.

Nobody.

The hallway. The dark. The wind.

He turned back to the armchair.

Empty.

She was gone.

The front door was shut. All three bolts in place. No sound of footsteps. No open window.

Nothing.

Thomas didn't move for ten seconds. He counted. An old Quantico reflex: when you don't understand, count. The brain always comes back after ten.

At ten, he moved.

The kitchen first. The granite counter. The low cabinets, opened one by one with the tip of the barrel. Pots. Bags of coffee. The trash. Nothing.

The bathroom. He kicked the door open. The shower curtain drawn. He ripped it aside in one pull. White tile, dry. The mirror gave him back a man of forty-eight, unshaven, his skin gray, a weapon in his hand. A man he didn't like to look at.

The bedroom hallway. Two doors. The guest room, which he had never opened to a guest. A bed made with military corners for six years. Nobody under it. Nobody in the closet. He opened the window and looked out. The rain slapped his face. No ladder. No rope. Three hundred feet of empty air and the foam far below.

His room. The unmade bed. The clock blinking. The chair with his clothes. He got on his knees and shone the flashlight under the box spring.

Nothing.

The mezzanine stairs. Twelve steel steps. He climbed them with his back to the wall. At the top, the catwalk, the second desk, the archive boxes. He counted them. Forty-one. There had been forty-one the day before. He knew because he counted them every night.

He came back down.

He planted himself in the middle of the living room, breathless. Under his feet, the floor. Overhead, the framing. Around him, walls three feet thick that he had had sounded himself when he bought the place.

A soaked woman had walked into his home. She had talked about files no one had read. And she had evaporated in a house with no way out.

There's an explanation. There's always an explanation.

It was the first sentence of his introductory course. He had repeated it to hundreds of students.

Tonight, for the first time, he didn't believe it.

He didn't react. He listened to his breathing. It was too fast. He slowed it, the way you pull on a leash. Three seconds in. Four seconds out. The exercise, learned from a Navy sniper, had always worked.

Tonight it didn't. Each breath brought back the same image: the empty leather armchair, still warm, with a hollow in the cushion where she had sat. He walked up to it and laid his palm on the leather. Damp. She had existed. He hadn't dreamed her.

It was a cheap consolation.

On his desk, next to his notebook, a sheet of kraft paper that hadn't been there a minute earlier.

He approached. His finger on the trigger.

A plan. The plan of his house. Drawn in black felt-tip, in a perfect hand. And a red cross at the exact spot where he was standing.

At the bottom of the sheet, a sentence.

In his own handwriting. His own. He would have known it among a thousand.

First wall down. Three to go.




Chapter 3

DELGADO

The Fifth Square

Portland, Oregon — 10:40 p.m.

Pryce & Son Funeral Home smelled of lilies and formaldehyde, and Rosa Delgado hated both.

She stood a moment in the doorway of the preparation room, hands in the pockets of her raincoat, rainwater still dripping from her chin. Behind her in the hallway, a uniformed officer was quietly throwing up into a wastebasket. He was twenty-three. He would soon learn it wasn't the last time.

"Who found him?" she asked.

"The son," said Sergeant Okafor, consulting his notebook. "Daniel Pryce. He came by to pick up some papers. The service door was open."

"Where is he?"

"In the ambulance. He's stopped talking."

Delgado nodded. She understood.

She went in.

The room was tiled white from floor to ceiling, lit by fluorescent tubes that left no shadow. In the center, the stainless-steel embalming table was empty. The instruments were in their tray, lined up, clean. Nothing had been knocked over. Nothing was broken.

The body of Gordon Pryce, sixty-seven, embalmer for forty years, sat on the floor against the back wall.

He was propped against the tile, legs stretched out in front of him, chin on his chest, like a man who had dozed off after a long day. His two hands rested on his thighs, palms open to the ceiling.

Around him, on the white tiles, someone had drawn a square. A perfect square, in black ink, five feet to a side. The lines were clean, without a smudge, without hesitation. Drawn with a ruler.

Delgado felt the back of her neck prickle.

She had seen plenty of bodies in nineteen years on the force. Stabbed, burned, fished out of the Willamette after three weeks. She had learned to look at them as problems to solve rather than as people. But this square, she didn't know why, chilled her to the bone.

It was too clean.

"Cause of death?" she asked the medical examiner crouched by the body.

"Strangulation, I think. There's a thin mark around the neck. A wire, maybe a piano string. He didn't fight."

"Not at all?"

"Not a scratch under the nails. Nothing. Either he was drugged, or he knew his attacker. Or both."

Delgado crouched in turn. She examined Pryce's face. A tired old man with sagging cheeks. His eyes were closed. Someone had closed them for him.

"There's something else," said the examiner. "Look above his head."

Delgado looked up.

Inside the square, just above Pryce's skull, a number had been written in ink. Small, neat, almost elegant.

5

"Five what?" Okafor murmured behind her. "Five victims?"

"We only have one body, Sergeant."

"For now."

Delgado stood. She walked slowly around the room, looking at everything but the corpse. That was her method. Corpses told you how someone died. Rooms told you why.

On the counter beside the sink, a bottle of India ink had been left open. A flat brush lay across it, still wet. Next to the bottle, a large register bound in black leather, also open.

She approached. An embalming register, kept by hand, old-style. Names, dates, columns of figures. The book had been opened to one specific page. A single line had been circled, in the same black ink as the square.

March 2021 — Hale, Walter J. — age 71 — closed casket — see note.

The note, in the margin, had been torn out. Only a thin strip of ripped paper remained.

"Walter Hale," Delgado said aloud. "Does that ring a bell?"

Okafor frowned.

"The architect? The one who built the houses on the coast? He had an office in the Pearl District. My sister-in-law wanted him to design an addition."

"He died five years ago."

"Heart attack, I think. It was in the Oregonian. Apparently he'd been FBI before."

Delgado looked at the register again. Then at the square on the floor. Then at the number.

Closed casket.

She took out her phone and photographed the page.

"I want the ink bottle at the lab tonight," she said. "Tonight, not tomorrow. The brush too. And I want the victim's call history."

"At this hour? The lab's on a skeleton crew, with the storm."

"Then wake someone up."

She went back to the body one last time, before the technicians flooded the room. She crouched at the edge of the square without crossing it. She studied Pryce's face up close, the way you look at the face of a relative asleep.

Someone had closed his eyes. She kept coming back to it. It's a gesture you make for someone close, or out of professional habit. A killer doesn't close his victim's eyes. A killer who does is a killer asking forgiveness, or one who needs the scene to be clean.

She noted mentally: clean. The word kept coming back.

Okafor crouched beside her. He was a big, calm man with rounded shoulders, who spoke of his wife and three children with a clumsy tenderness. He was twenty years younger than she was and had the weariness of someone ten years older.

"You feel it too?" he whispered.

"What?"

"That someone was expecting us."

She didn't answer. He was right. There was a quality of silence in this room that she rarely met: that of a place prepared for an audience. The instruments lined up. The ink left open. The register. Everything arranged so that the eye, on entering, would fall on the circled line.

"Someone wanted us to read that page," she said.

"And to get here fast."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because this is only the beginning, Sergeant."

She stood. Her knees cracked. At forty-seven, you start to hear your own skeleton.

She stepped back out into the hallway. The officer who had thrown up had sat down on a plastic chair, his head in his hands. She laid a hand on his shoulder as she passed, without a word.

In the ambulance parked at the entrance, Daniel Pryce sat in the back, a gray blanket over his shoulders, the doors open to the rain. A paramedic was holding out a cup he wasn't taking.

Delgado climbed in and sat across from him. She waited. She knew how to wait. It was half the job.

"He called me at eight," Daniel said at last, in a flat voice. "My father. He asked me to come by the funeral home before ten. He said, 'Bring me the keys to the safe.' I told him that was strange. He said, 'Do what I tell you, Dan.'"

"Was he afraid?"

"No. That's the thing… He sounded relieved. Like someone who's been waiting a long time for the moment to pay up."

He looked up. He had his father's eyes. Tired eyes that had seen too many closed faces.

"You know what he used to say when I was little? That the dead are the only clients who don't lie. Because they've got nothing left to hide."

He laughed, a breathless laugh that broke on the way out.

"He was wrong, huh?"

Delgado didn't answer. She watched the rain run down the step.

"Has anyone come to see him in recent weeks? Someone new?"

"A woman. A month ago. I passed her in the hallway. Brunette. Slim. She wore a black coat. She said 'good evening' and smiled."

"What did she look like?"

Daniel closed his eyes, searching.

"Like nobody. That's what I told myself afterward. She didn't have a face you remember. You know? The kind of face you've already passed a thousand times."

Delgado wrote it down anyway. Woman. Brunette. One month. She knew it would lead nowhere. But she had learned, in nineteen years, that cases are rarely solved with big pieces of evidence. They're solved with the small ones you had the patience to pick up.

She thought of her house. Of the lamp on the second floor, on a timer, that came on by itself every morning at seven twenty-seven, whether she was there or not. She had plugged it in four years ago without asking herself why. A lit house reassures people who walk past it. And she, sometimes, came home so late at night that she wanted to believe someone had waited for her.

She had no cat. No dog. No houseplants that needed water. An ex-husband in Salem who sent her a card at Christmas and nothing else. A brother in San Diego. She had a job and a mug. The mug was chipped, it was hers, and she preferred it to the others.

What would someone do to get into a life like hers? It would be so easy. There was no one to convince.

Outside, the rain redoubled. The neighborhood streets looked like black rivers under the streetlights. The radios had been announcing since morning the worst storm in twenty years on the coast. Winds of ninety miles an hour. Landslides. Highway 101 already cut in several places.

Delgado sat in her car, engine off, and watched the rain run down the windshield.

Her phone vibrated forty minutes later. It was the lab.

"We got a print on the bottle," said the technician in a sleepy voice. "Right thumb, very clear. It's in the federal database."

"A criminal record?"

"No. A former agent. FBI, Behavioral Science Unit. Resigned six years ago."

Delgado sat up in her seat.

"The name."

"Calloway. Thomas Calloway."




Chapter 4

THOMAS

The Blind Spot

11:20 p.m.

The paper still smelled of solvent.

Thomas didn't touch it. He backed away, spine against the bookcase, and swept the room with the barrel.

Nobody disappears from a locked house in four seconds. It was impossible. The lookout sat on a concrete slab anchored in basalt. No attic. No crawlable duct. No cellar, as far as he knew. Three rooms, a bathroom, a hallway.

So where was she?

He listened. The wind. The sea. Nothing else.

Then he saw the marks.

Drops of water on the dark floor. From her coat. They didn't lead to the door. Or to the bay window. They went straight to the north wall. The big cork board. The wall of unsolved cases.

And they stopped at the foot of the wall.

At the bottom of the board, where it met the steel baseboard, he saw a groove. Three millimeters. One he had never noticed in six years.

He approached at an angle. He pushed the corner of the board with his foot.

The whole wall pivoted.

Without a sound. On an invisible axis. Behind it, a narrow passage. Twenty inches wide, between the partition and the outer wall.

A passage that appeared on no plan.

He switched on his tactical flashlight.

Nobody. Just a folding chair. A dark monitor, wired to the partition. Three paper cups, cold.

He crouched. In the dust on the floor, footprints. Narrow soles. A woman.

And over them, deeper, wider, the prints of a man's boot.

Two people. At least.

He stood too fast. His skull hit a beam. He clenched his teeth.

The passage continued past the chair. He followed it, sideways, his shoulder scraping raw concrete. Cables ran along the ceiling, fastened every eight inches with plastic ties. All at the same distance. All cut off at the same length.

Someone meticulous.

After thirteen feet, the passage turned at a right angle. It ran along the north wall. Then turned again. Thomas understood that it circled the main room. From inside the walls.

Every six feet, at eye level, a small point of light. He brought his cheek close to one.

A hole. No bigger than a pinhead. Drilled through the partition, through the cork.

He put his eye to the hole.

He saw his desk. His chair. The cup of coffee, half full, that he had set down next to the keyboard at ten o'clock. He saw the exact spot where he sat every night, for six years, to stare at the wall.

The hole was directly opposite.

All this time, when he had stared at his files looking for a gaze, there had been a gaze.

He recoiled. He felt sick.

Farther on, another hole. Then another. This one looked onto the kitchen. The next, the entryway. Then a last one, wider, looking onto the bedroom hallway. Under each hole, on the concrete, someone had penciled a small number.

1. 2. 3. 4.

Observation posts. Numbered.

He went back to the chair. He touched the dark monitor. The plastic was warm.

Someone had been sitting here less than an hour ago.

On the back of the chair, someone had slipped a business card. He took it with the tips of his fingers. Cream paper. Sober typography.

Hale & Associates — Architects, Portland.

The firm that had sold him the house.

He turned it over. In pencil, a single word, underlined twice.

Patience.

He stayed crouched in the passage for a long time, the card in his hand. An absurd thought occupied him: the politeness of it. Patience. A governess's word. A word you write to a child climbing on a chair to reach a cake.

Someone had left him a kind note. Inside the walls of his house. Beside a folding chair where someone sat to watch him sleep.

He had read hundreds of reports on stalkers, predators, voyeurs. They shared that deviant tenderness, that impression of benevolence. He had always found it more frightening than cruelty. You can defend yourself against cruelty. Not against tenderness.

Someone hadn't broken into his house tonight.

Someone had been living in his walls for weeks.




Chapter 5

THOMAS

The Symmetry of the Trap

11:28 p.m.

The light sputtered. Then went out.

The backup generator didn't take over.

Total black.

"You're finally looking in the right place, Thomas."

The woman's voice. Calm. No more tremor. It didn't come from the passage. It came out of the speakers set into the ceiling. From everywhere at once.

"Six years staring at that wall. You looked for the Architect in Chicago, in Nevada, in the forests of Washington. All you had to do was listen. I was a foot from your head every time you rested your forehead against that cork."

Thomas backed out of the passage. Don't let yourself be locked in. He swung his light toward the mezzanine. Toward the kitchen. Empty.

"Who are you?"

With his free hand he reached for his satellite phone, on the corner of the desk.

The cradle was empty. Beside it, his fingers met a small cold object. The phone's battery. Removed. The circuits torn out with pliers.

"I'm the answer to your favorite question. In your 2019 report, you wrote that the Architect was a man. Fifties. An engineer or a surveyor. Obsessive."

A pause.

"You were wrong on every count. Except one. I hate disorder. And your life, Thomas, is a construction site."

A click at the end of the hallway.

Then a rumble. Everywhere.

The hurricane shutters. Steel slats, electronically controlled. They were coming down over every window at once. Ten seconds. One last dull thud.

The sound of a vault being sealed.

Thomas ran to the front door.

He pulled the three bolts. One. Two. Three. He swung the door open.

Behind it, steel. A gray plate, smooth, flush against the frame. The outer shutter had come down over the door, too. He struck it with the flat of his hand. The metal didn't even vibrate.

He had chosen those shutters himself. Class 4. Rated for winds of a hundred and fifty miles an hour. For crowbars. For .44-caliber rounds. He had read the spec sheet three times when he bought the house, with a kind of relief.

No one could get in.

He hadn't thought about the rest of the sentence.

No one could get out.

He forced himself to breathe through his mouth, silently. In total dark, every sound took a shape. The creak of the framing: a hand. The slap of a shutter: a step. The moan of wind in the chimney: a voice whispering.

He reminded himself that the brain, deprived of light, invents. He had taught it: in darkness, a man isn't afraid of what he sees but of what he thinks he hears. He resented himself for thinking of his own lectures at a moment like this. It was a way of reassuring himself that reassured no one.

The utility room. At the end of the kitchen, behind a fire door. The electrical panel and the generator. He went there by feel, the flashlight between his teeth.

The generator's cover was open. Nothing was broken. Nothing was ripped out. The fuses had simply been removed. One by one.

And lined up on the shelf above.

Twelve fuses. Arranged from smallest to largest. Perfectly parallel. Spaced exactly one finger apart.

Thomas looked at them for a long time.

A burglar rips. A madman smashes. This was something else. This was someone who wanted him to see. Someone who was saying: I had time. I took my time. I wasn't afraid for a second.

He put the first fuse back. Then the second. He pulled the start lever.

Nothing.

He lit the back of the box. The power cable had been cut at the base. Clean. One snip of the pliers. And around the severed sheath, someone had wound a small ribbon of kraft paper.

He unfolded it.

Not yet, Thomas.

The handwriting was his. Again.

The house was no longer a refuge.

It was a tomb.




Chapter 6

CLARA

Quantico

From Clara's journal — Quantico, Virginia, September 4, 2018

He didn't look at me.

I'm writing that first because it's the most important thing about today. Twenty-two students in Lecture Hall C, and at the start of class he looked at us all one by one, the way you run a hand along a shelf to check for dust. He stopped on every face. A second, two seconds. He smiled at the tall blonde in the front row. He nodded at the Marine in the back.

On me, he didn't slow down.

Nobody slows down on me. It's my talent. I discovered it at nine, in the third foster home, the one in Spokane, where there were six kids and one bathroom. I understood that if I didn't speak, if I didn't cry, if I never asked for anything, the adults would end up forgetting I existed. And when people forget you exist, they say things in front of you. They leave things lying around. They let you see.

I learned to see.

Thomas Calloway speaks very well. He walks while he talks, from one end of the stage to the other, hands in his pockets, and he never looks at his notes because he doesn't have any. He says things like: The killer isn't a monster. He's a man who solved a problem. Your job is to find the problem. The others write everything down. I write nothing. I watch him.

He has a small scar on the back of his left hand. He wears a wedding ring, but not on the right finger: he's moved it to his right ring finger. Widower or divorced. He drinks his coffee without sugar, but he puts one in the second cup, the afternoon one, as if he needed a reward. He says you see when he isn't sure of himself. He said it three times today. Always when talking about women killers.

He doesn't believe in women killers. Not really. He files them separately, in a chapter of their own, like a curiosity.

That's a mistake. I'm noting it.

At the break, I stayed seated while the others went out to smoke or call their families. I have no family to call. I looked at the whiteboard, where he had drawn a diagram: a house, four walls, a roof, and an arrow leading out from the door. Underneath he had written: The terrain chooses the crime.

I'm backing up a little. The morning. I want to write that down too.

I took the bus from Richmond at six. I had one bag, a coat too light, and an admission letter that I had watched arrive like a post office error. Twenty-two years old. A psychology degree finished in two years instead of four, by correspondence, in a maid's room in Spokane. Two years in which I spoke to no one except the supermarket cashier.

At the Quantico gate, a guard looked at my badge, then my face, then my badge. He said "Welcome, miss" without raising his head. I realized I was holding my breath. When I passed the barrier, I thought: There. They didn't see me.

That day I understood that the greatest power in the world is being underestimated.

Back to the break. Someone sat down next to me.

I didn't hear him come. That's rare. I sensed him before I saw him: a smell of pipe tobacco and old paper. An old man. Tall, thin, with tortoiseshell glasses and a tweed jacket too warm for the season. The director of the seminar. I had seen him that morning at the opening. Walter Hale.

He didn't speak right away. He looked at the board, too.

"You don't take notes," he said at last.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because I remember."

He smiled. A slow smile that didn't show his teeth.

"What did he say at 10:14?"

I answered without thinking:

"'The victim isn't a person to the killer. She's material. You don't choose a stone for its soul. You choose it for its resistance.'"

He nodded. He didn't seem surprised. He looked like someone verifying information he already knew.

"Your entrance test scores are the highest we've recorded in eleven years," he said. "Did you know that?"

"No."

"You're lying. But you lie well, which is a start."

I didn't answer. He crossed his legs, smoothed the crease in his trousers.

"He's good, isn't he?" he asked, pointing his chin at the empty stage. "Thomas. I trained him. Twenty years ago he was exactly where you are. Sitting in the back. Convinced no one could see him."

"He's not where I am."

"Oh no?"

"He wanted to be seen."

Hale looked at me for a long time, this time. Really looked. For the first time in a very long while, I felt seen, entirely, all the way to the bottom, and I didn't like it. And at the same time, I liked it more than anything in the world.

"You're right," he said softly. "That's his weakness. He needs to be admired. He needs to be the best."

He stood. He buttoned his jacket.

"Do you want to become better than he is?"

I didn't answer. He wasn't waiting for an answer. He was already moving toward the door.

"Dinner Friday, at my house in Fredericksburg," he called without turning. "Come alone. And say nothing to Thomas. He doesn't like me taking an interest in students other than him."

The door closed.

I stayed alone in the lecture hall. I looked at the diagram of the house on the board. Four walls, a roof, a door.

And I thought, for the first time in my life, that someone had just opened a door for me.

That night, in my room at the Academy, I made a list of my twenty-one classmates. It's a habit. I write their names, their tics, their fears. I already have four.

Hendricks, the tall redhead from Boston, who always asks one question too many so he'll be noticed. He's afraid of being ordinary.

Mbeki, the psychiatrist from Johannesburg, who takes notes in shorthand and never gets a first name wrong. She's afraid of no longer being believed.

The two Ortega brothers, from the DEA, who get mistaken for each other and play on it. They're afraid of each other.

Lindqvist, the small blond from Minneapolis, who has already cried twice, at the first class. He's afraid of what he'll see.

And me. I left the line blank.

I looked at that line for a long time. Then I wrote one word, with the tip of my pen, very lightly, so that it was barely legible: Nothing.

It's the right answer. People who are afraid of nothing make the best observers. They have no stake in not seeing what they fear.

Before turning off the light, I reread my notes on Thomas. A full page, tightly packed. At the bottom of the page, I added one last sentence:

He's looking for someone to explain things to. He has never found anyone.

I underlined it twice.

I know today that it wasn't a door.

It was the first wall.




Chapter 7

THOMAS

The Wall of Origins

11:40 p.m.

Don't panic. Panic kills.

Thomas switched off his flashlight. In the dark, a light is a target. He edged along the kitchen counter from memory. He knew every board, every angle.

Or he thought he did.

In the middle of the living room, the screen of his laptop lit up by itself. A blue glow on the desk.

A video started.

Thomas stayed at a distance, against the central pillar. He watched at an angle.

Night vision. A greenish image. His bedroom, upstairs. Himself, in bed. Asleep. Heavy breathing.

And at the foot of the bed, a silhouette.

Standing. Motionless. For long minutes. She watched him sleep. A notebook in her hand. She was taking notes.

At the bottom of the image: October 14.

Ten days earlier.

A second video opened. October 3. A third. September 19.

Then dozens. In a mosaic. Him eating. Working. Talking to himself in front of his files. Drinking his coffee.

Months of it.

He moved closer in spite of himself. He couldn't do otherwise. A profiler doesn't look away. Ever.

A thumbnail, top right. August 2. Him, sitting on the kitchen floor at three in the morning. His back against the refrigerator. A photograph in his hands. He knew which one. Sarah, on the beach at Cannon Beach, a year before Tacoma. Laughing, hair across her face.

On the screen, the man in the kitchen was crying without a sound.

He didn't remember that night. There had been too many.

Another thumbnail. July 28. Him, in the shower. He looked away for the first time.

Another. July 11. The empty living room. He had gone out that day. He had driven to Coos Bay to buy ink cartridges. And in the empty living room, a silhouette sat at his desk. In his chair. She was leafing through his notebooks. She turned the pages slowly, carefully, wetting her finger.

A woman. Slim. Brown hair pulled back.

Her.

She put the notebook back exactly in its place. Then took another notebook from her pocket. Her own. And began to copy.

One last thumbnail expanded on its own, full screen. June 22. The bedroom hallway. It was late. His bedroom door, ajar. And in front of the door, another silhouette.

Not her.

A man. Immense. Shoulders almost touching the doorframe. He wasn't moving. He was listening. His hands hung at his sides, enormous, and one of them held something that gleamed.

The man stood outside the door for four minutes. The counter at the bottom of the image said so.

Then he left.

He watched the July 11 scene again. The woman in his chair, her hand on his notebooks, her wet finger at the corner of the pages. She read the way you read a book you love. She smiled, now and then, at a sentence. He wondered which one. He wondered what he had written, that day or another, that could have made this stranger smile.

It was the worst humiliation: not being watched, but being read.

Thomas realized he had stopped breathing. He forced himself to exhale.

The woman. And the man. The ones from the footprints in the passage.

They hadn't just arrived. They lived here.

"You see, Thomas?"

The voice, in the speakers. And at the same time, finally, the sound of footsteps. Above him. On the metal catwalk of the mezzanine.

"You thought you were studying killers. You were the one under the microscope from day one. And do you know who gave me the keys to this house?"

Thomas slowly raised the weapon toward the railing.

"You did."

A murmur, out of the shadow.

"Every murder you attribute to the Architect was drawn from your own theories. Your closed seminars, at Quantico. You weren't the hunter, Thomas. You wrote the specifications."

A pause.

"All I did was build."

He didn't fire.

He couldn't.

Because deep inside him, a voice he had been smothering for six years had just whispered: it's true.

The footsteps moved away along the catwalk.

Then the voice came back. Lower. Almost tender.

"And the cellar, Thomas? Haven't you ever wondered why the floor sounded hollow under your desk?"


