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Dedication
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For every child who waited too long, and for everyone who finally came back looking.
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Chapter One
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The Glass Playground

Owen Merritt had the last camera mounted above the daycare’s rear hallway by nine-thirty, though the job should have been finished before dark. The owner had wanted every corner covered after a parent complained about pickup delays and another claimed her child’s jacket had gone missing from the cubbies near the front entrance. It was the kind of job Owen usually preferred because the problem was simple enough to fit inside hardware. More often, the problem lived somewhere behind a bad angle or a loose connection, sometimes in an old router that lost signal whenever the staff-room microwave ran too long. Those were ordinary failures. Owen could follow them through ceiling panels, repair what had come loose, write the fix onto an invoice, and leave once the room showed clearly enough.

The daycare smelled like floor cleaner over finger paint, with the sour sweetness of old fruit snacks crushed into places no vacuum ever reached. Paper suns hung from yarn above the hallway, and small jackets sagged on hooks beneath laminated name cards. Past the doorway, toy bins had been pushed against the wall for the night while miniature tables sat in uneven rows under the emergency lights. Owen moved through the space quietly because children’s places always felt wrong to him after closing. They kept too much of the day inside them. The chairs stayed pulled out from bodies that had already gone home, while plastic cups sat upside down near sinks and half-finished drawings dried beside windows dark enough to turn the room into a reflection of itself.

He stood on the ladder with one shoulder pressed near the ceiling tile and adjusted the camera’s angle from his phone. The image settled on the rear exit and the supply closet, with the hallway to the small indoor playroom caught along the edge of the frame. It was a good view, clean enough that no parent could argue about what had happened in that corridor. He watched the feed for another few seconds, waiting for the faint delay to smooth out, then saved the position and climbed down with the careful stiffness that had settled into his knees after eight years of crawling through commercial ceilings and attic spaces. At twenty-six, he was young enough that older men on job sites still called him kid, yet old enough to feel every place his body had learned to carry tension. His phone buzzed while he was folding the ladder, rattled again, then kept going in the hard plastic tray of his tool cart.

Owen glanced at the screen and saw his name buried under notifications from a local forum he had muted years ago. He had never deleted the account. That had always felt too dramatic, like slamming a door in a room where everyone had already seen him standing. Instead he had silenced it and buried the icon, letting the town continue without him in the way towns did when a tragedy became old enough for people to discuss between dinner pictures and complaints about road work. The forum had been called North Bell Local back when he was seventeen, though people mostly used it now to sell used furniture or argue about school zoning, with suspicious cars reported often enough to annoy delivery drivers. Another notification came through. Someone had tagged him.

Owen kept his hand on the folded ladder and waited for the controlled part of him to decide whether he was going to look. For years he had trained himself around that hesitation. He did it with comments, news anniversaries, local searches, anywhere Theo Kline’s name might appear beside his own. Looking never helped. Avoiding it never felt clean either. Some days it seemed like the whole town had moved on except for him, and other days he understood that moving on was only the way people described carrying something where no one had to watch them do it. The phone buzzed again, and he picked it up.

The tag was attached to a video posted by an account with no profile picture and a username made of numbers. The caption read: Glasshouse is open again. Owen felt nothing at all. The words sat there with a cheap little laughing reaction beneath them, and his mind resisted giving them shape. Glasshouse Playland had been closed for nine years. The building still stood off Marlow Road behind a chain-link fence, its sign faded almost white above the painted-over windows, its parking lot cracked with weeds and runoff stains. Teenagers broke in sometimes. Kids dared each other to touch the doors. Every few months someone uploaded a picture of the old birthday murals near the entrance, usually with some joke about germs or ghosts or the ball pit that parents used to say smelled like socks. Glasshouse survived as a place people used when they wanted to scare themselves with something they did not have to understand. Owen’s thumb hovered over the video.

He almost locked the phone and went back to packing his tools. He could tell himself it was another prank, another local idiot using Theo’s name for attention, another reason to hate the way people treated old pain once enough time had passed. He could send the invoice after finishing the job and drive home while the clip rotted online with the rest of the town’s appetite. That was the correct, adult thing to do, the thing he had gotten very good at pretending he was capable of doing. He played it.

The video opened on darkness, grainy and compressed from being reposted too many times, with a thin bar of static moving along the bottom edge. Owen saw only the general shape of old security footage: a high corner angle with dead color and a wide lens bending the edges of the frame. The picture trembled once, then brightened into a weak greenish view of plastic tunnels crossing overhead. Nets hung along the sides. A crawl tube dipped into shadow. Beneath it, the edge of a ball pit sat half visible, the surface disturbed in small waves even though no one was inside it. Owen stopped breathing before he understood why the camera felt wrong. It was inside Glasshouse.

He knew that with the fast, bodily certainty that arrived before thought. The tunnels had been replaced twice while he worked there, and the colors had faded badly in the last year, but the layout was still inside him. The raised tube above the ball pit still curved toward the soft-play ramp, with the tree-painted support post marking the path to the mirrored maze. Even through compression and darkness, the place had a geometry his body remembered too well, the kind of remembered space that could make a person’s hand tighten around a phone in a closed daycare hallway miles away. The timestamp in the upper right corner read 2:43 a.m.

Owen stared at the number. It should have been the least important thing in the frame, just another digital artifact, another part of the joke, but something about it felt deliberate beyond naming. The old Glasshouse cameras had always marked time in dull white digits. He remembered checking them from the office when parents complained that a party had run short or a child had taken someone else’s prize bag. Those numbers had been ordinary then. Proof that the system was watching, proof that an event had happened when the screen claimed it had happened. Now the timestamp sat over the dead playground like a label someone had placed there by hand. Movement crossed the back of the frame.

Owen lowered himself onto one of the daycare’s tiny chairs without looking away from the screen. His knees rose too high when he sat, making his body feel oversized and wrong in the room. On the video, a small figure moved through the plastic tunnel above the ball pit. Two more shapes followed, the last crossing behind the mesh so quickly Owen caught only a pale hand dragging along the inside of the netting. Children. The word formed in his head with no sound attached to it. Children inside Glasshouse after closing. Children moving through a dead business with the power cut, the staff gone, and the doors sealed from the outside. The clip flickered, and the ball pit shifted again, a slow settling motion as if something had just crawled beneath the surface.

Owen’s first real thought was that the footage had been staged. Someone could have broken in with battery lights, dragged old equipment around, edited the timestamp, used kids from wherever people found kids willing to be part of cruel things. He held to that explanation because there was nowhere else for his mind to go. Even while he held it, he knew it had weak places. The camera angle was too high, the lens in the wrong corner. The old system had been stripped years ago after the lawsuits and the vandalism and the final insurance dispute that left Glasshouse sealed behind plywood and chain-link. Nothing inside the play structure should have been feeding out, and the dead building should not have had a camera that still knew the time. A shape appeared near the mirrored maze. Owen stayed still.

The mirrored maze had been the last attraction added before Glasshouse closed. It was cheap and badly designed, installed after the owner decided the place needed something for older kids who had outgrown the slides but still came to younger siblings’ parties. Mirror panels formed a crooked little corridor beside the birthday rooms, with colored lights along the baseboards and black curtains near the entrance to make it feel deeper than it was. Owen had hated it from the first week. Children got turned around inside it. Parents complained about bumped heads and panic. Staff were supposed to keep watch from the opening when parties were active, though everyone knew that rule collapsed on crowded Saturdays because every rule collapsed on crowded Saturdays. The figure near the maze stepped into the camera’s weak light. Owen’s hand tightened around the phone until the case creaked.

The boy wore a yellow birthday shirt with a cartoon rocket on the front. His hair was dark and cut too straight above the eyebrows. One sock sat higher than the other. He stood at the edge of the mirrored panels with both arms close to his sides, small in the way children become small when they are trying not to take up space. Theo Kline looked into the camera.

The daycare’s rear hallway seemed to draw back around Owen. He could still hear the building’s low electrical hum and the faint click from the newly mounted camera adjusting above him, but those sounds came from very far away. On the screen, Theo was six years old. He was six years old in the same shirt he had worn on the afternoon he disappeared, the same shirt Liana Kline had described in every interview until the whole town could have named it from memory. The yellow rocket shirt and red sneakers had already become part of the town’s memory. So had the green sock Theo wore because he had dressed himself that morning and cried when anyone tried to make him change. Nine years should have changed him.
Nine years should have turned him into a picture on a flyer, then a case number people remembered with less and less accuracy, then an old story parents used to warn children away from abandoned buildings. Nine years should have given him age in the only way the dead and missing receive it, through imagination, through computer-aged images, through the private cruelty of wondering what his face might have become. Owen had seen those images once. He had looked at projected versions of Theo as an older child and then as a teenager, each one less like a person than a question no one was brave enough to stop asking. The boy on the screen had not aged at all.

Theo stood in the maze glass and watched the camera as if he knew Owen was on the other side of it. His mouth moved. No sound came through the clip except the thick static of a damaged feed and a faint, warped strain of birthday music playing somewhere beneath it. Owen leaned closer, though the movement could not help him. Theo’s lips moved again, slower now. The video compressed around his face, breaking his features into blocky shadows before smoothing them back into the child Owen remembered too clearly and not clearly enough. Theo lifted one hand. It was the wrong shape for a wave.

Owen knew that before anyone could have explained the difference to him. Children waved with hope, with greeting, with the loose excitement of being seen. Theo’s hand rose flat against the mirror beside him, fingers spread against glass that reflected neither camera nor anyone near him. It looked like a child pressing against a window from the wrong side. The timestamp flickered and held at 2:43 a.m. long enough for Owen to feel the seconds failing underneath it. The clip ended.

For several slow breaths, Owen sat in the tiny daycare chair with his phone in his hand and the blank end screen reflected in his eyes. The room around him had become too still. Paper suns turned gently above the hallway from air moving through the vent. One of the new cameras clicked again as it adjusted to a change in light, and the small mechanical sound made Owen flinch so hard his shoulder struck the cubby behind him. He replayed the video.

The same darkness returned with the tunnels and impossible children, and Theo stood at the maze again, looking through the camera with the patient fear Owen had spent nine years trying to reduce into memory.

The second viewing hurt worse because it gave him time to notice smaller things. The reflection behind Theo did not match the tunnel layout. The mirrored corridor seemed to continue past the wall where the birthday storage room should have been. In the far left of the screen, near the ball pit, something bright and low shifted behind the mesh, then pulled back as Theo turned his head slightly, like he had heard a voice from deeper inside the maze. Owen paused the video and zoomed until the image tore into pixels. The timestamp blurred, then sharpened. 2:43 a.m.

His own reflection stared back faintly from the phone screen, overlaid on the frozen image of Theo by the maze. Owen looked older than he felt and younger than he should have been. His reflection looked worn, with ceiling dust at his jaw and the collar of his work shirt dark from the day. For one strange second, the reflection made it look as though he stood inside the daycare and Glasshouse at the same time, one room layered over another, both built for children, both empty now except for him. Another notification appeared at the top of the screen. Someone had commented beneath the video. Is that Owen’s kid? Another comment corrected it to the Kline boy before someone else tagged Owen and wrote that he had been there.
Owen stood too quickly and knocked the tiny chair sideways. The sound cracked across the daycare, loud enough to make him turn toward the playroom as if he expected someone to answer from inside it. Nothing moved. The new cameras watched their angles with patient little lights. After he forced himself to breathe, he picked up the chair and finished packing his tools with hands that had become clumsy around familiar objects. The drill went back first. After that came the battery, the tester, and the smaller pieces he could still make obey him.

After locking the rear door and setting the alarm from the panel, he stepped into the parking lot with the tool cart dragging behind him. The night air felt damp and too warm. Across the street, a laundromat glowed with two people folding clothes under fluorescent lights, their movements ordinary, making Owen feel separated from them by more than glass and distance. He loaded the ladder into his truck, then stood beside the open bed and looked at the phone again. The post had doubled in comments.
Someone had taken a still of Theo from the video and brightened it. The edited image sat beneath the original clip now, the boy’s face sharpened just enough to make the cruelty feel intimate. Owen saw Liana Kline’s son, six years old, flattened into another thing for people to study. The sight put a taste like metal behind his teeth.

He wanted to report the post. He wanted to delete the app. He wanted to drive to the police station and hand them the phone, though he could already imagine the look he would get from the desk officer if he walked in with a nine-year-old ghost on a screen and his own name being dragged through the comments again. He wanted, more than any of that, to believe the clip had been made by someone living. That was the only version with an enemy he could understand.

Owen got into the truck and shut the door. The cab smelled of dust and wire insulation, old coffee buried beneath the peppermint gum he kept in the console for late jobs. He placed the phone facedown on the passenger seat and started the engine before pulling out of the daycare lot without looking at it again. He made it three blocks before the phone buzzed against the seat. It rattled twice more. At the next red light, he looked down despite every decision he had made. A new message had come through from an unknown number. A still image waited there. Owen opened it with a thumb that no longer felt entirely connected to him.

The picture showed the mirrored maze from inside Glasshouse. The angle was lower now, close to child height. The frame caught a strip of colored wall and a cracked mirror panel beside a corridor that should have ended after six feet. Instead it stretched into darkness, birthday lights glowing along the floor like a path. At the center of the image, written across the glass in small handprints, were four words. You left me waiting. The light changed behind him. A car horn sounded once.

Owen sat through the green until the horn came again, longer now. The driver behind him swerved around the truck with an angry shout lost behind closed windows. Owen did not move until the intersection emptied. When he finally drove, he missed the turn toward his apartment and kept going without making the choice consciously, past the gas station, past the self-storage units, past the last strip of open restaurants where people still sat under warm lights and talked over late dinners. Marlow Road waited beyond them, darker than he remembered. Glasshouse Playland sat at the far end of it.
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Chapter Two
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The Glass Playground

Marlow Road had always felt longer after the restaurants closed. During the day, it was only an ugly county road lined with storage units and tire shops, low industrial buildings set back from drainage ditches where fast-food wrappers gathered after rain. At night, with most signs dark and the traffic thinned to the occasional passing truck, the road seemed to stretch farther than its actual distance, as if the town had pushed certain places to the edge on purpose and then pretended they had ended up there naturally. Owen drove with both hands on the wheel and the phone faceup on the passenger seat, the image still open, the four words on the glass waiting beside him each time a streetlight crossed the cab. You left me waiting.

He had not decided to go to Glasshouse. That bothered him before the fear had room to organize itself. He had missed the turn toward his apartment and kept driving; by the time he understood where he was headed, the choice already had motion behind it. He could still turn around, and he told himself that twice. He repeated it the way people tell themselves practical things when the practical thing has already lost to something older and less reasonable. The last open gas station slipped behind him, and the road curved toward the empty stretch where the old play center sat behind its fence.
Glasshouse appeared first as a pale shape beyond the weeds, then as a sign, then as a building made too familiar by damage. The cartoon letters had once been bright enough for children to recognize from the road, each one rounded and painted in colors meant to promise safe noise while parents sat at plastic tables and trusted the tunnels to give their children back. Now the letters were sun-bleached and chipped, the smiling glass mascot above them faded until its wide eyes looked scraped open. Someone had spray-painted a black line through the word Playland years ago, though weather had softened the vandalism until it seemed less like a mark made by a person and more like the building had begun crossing itself out.

Owen pulled onto the gravel shoulder across from the fence and cut the headlights. The truck settled into darkness with a small metallic tick from the engine. For a while he did not move. The chain-link fence surrounded the parking lot in bowed sections, patched with newer panels where trespassers had cut through over the years. Warning signs hung crooked along the front, their red letters peeling at the corners. The windows had been painted black from the inside after the first wave of break-ins, though the paint had thinned in places where heat and time had made it bubble. Behind those uneven patches, the old murals near the entrance showed through in broken fragments: a smiling lion with half its face missing, a balloon string without a balloon, a child’s painted hand lifted in permanent welcome beside a locked door. The building stayed dark behind the glass. It should have helped.

Owen reached for the phone, then stopped with his hand above it. The message from the unknown number carried no name or sender he could recognize, only the weak comfort of a local area code. He checked anyway. The number was local, or dressed to look local. The picture remained on the screen, low and grainy, the mirror corridor stretching farther than it should. He enlarged the image with two fingers and studied the handprints across the glass. They were too small, too uneven, the letters formed from separate presses of fingers and palms, as if someone had written the message without any ink at all. The words looked childish from a distance, but up close their carefulness made them worse. You left me waiting. Owen looked back at the building.

The old front camera dome hung above the entrance, half hidden under a cracked plastic cover clouded by dirt. He remembered installing nothing there because it had already been there when he started at Glasshouse. The system had been old even then, a patchwork of cameras added whenever something was stolen or broken, or whenever a complaint became expensive enough to matter. Parents liked seeing cameras. They mistook visible surveillance for safety. Owen had thought that even at seventeen, though he would not have known how to say it cleanly then. People relaxed when they saw black domes in ceiling corners. They believed the building had fewer blind spots because a lens was present, even if no one checked the feed, even if the angle was wrong, even if the recordings erased themselves every seven days because the owner refused to buy more storage. The dome above the entrance shifted. Owen’s hand tightened on the phone.

He leaned forward over the steering wheel, watching through the windshield, waiting for the movement to repeat so he could assign it to wind, loose hardware, the pressure of some animal climbing behind the casing. The night was still. The weeds along the fence barely stirred. A truck passed behind him on Marlow Road, its headlights sweeping across the parking lot and flashing white over the camera dome. In that passing light, Owen saw the lens turn a little farther, enough that its dark center seemed to settle on his truck. His breath went shallow.

There was no power in that building. There should not have been. Glasshouse had been cut off after the lawsuits, the insurance fights, the last round of vandalism, and the owner walking away from everything he could not sell. Owen remembered hearing that from half the town, because everybody had an opinion about what should happen to the property once Theo disappeared and the search turned from rescue into recovery, then from recovery into accusation. The utilities had been disconnected, the doors locked, the alarms dead. The cameras had become decoration because removing them would have required someone to stand inside the building long enough to care. The lens kept him centered.

Owen put the truck in reverse and backed away from the shoulder before he knew he was doing it. Gravel snapped under the tires. His headlights washed over the fence as he turned around, and for a fraction of a second the painted windows caught the light and made the blackened glass look transparent. A low smear of yellow and red moved past the entry area, gone before his mind could make it into shape. He drove away with his jaw locked and did not look into the rearview mirror until Marlow Road had bent enough to hide the sign.

By the time he reached his apartment, the forum post had spread beyond the first thread. Someone had copied the clip to a public page. Someone else had slowed it down. There were screenshots now, edits, comments from people outside the old wound, speaking with the confidence of distance. Owen sat in the truck outside his building and scrolled through all of it with the engine off, the cab cooling around him. He knew he should stop. His body knew it before his mind did. His neck hurt from leaning over the phone, and his eyes had begun to burn from the small blue-white glare, yet he kept reading because somewhere inside the noise there might be an explanation shaped like a person. Maybe a teenager with editing software had made it, someone local enough to know the wound. The living had motives and left mistakes.

Owen went inside and locked the apartment door before setting his tool bag against the wall without turning on the main light. The apartment was small enough that every room seemed to know the others too well. The kitchen sat to the left and the living room ahead, while the bathroom fan hummed through the half-open bedroom door no matter how many times he tried to fix the switch. The blinds were closed, but thin lines of parking-lot light cut across the floor and bent over the legs of his coffee table. He lived alone because it was easier to keep a place quiet when no one expected anything from it. The wall held only an old landscape print left by the previous tenant because the hooks were already there. His laptop sat on the table beside a pile of unpaid invoices and a half-empty mug from that morning.
He opened the laptop and sent the video to himself, downloading it before the original post disappeared or changed. His hands felt steadier once he had something to do. That steadiness had carried him through uncomfortable rooms and suspicious clients, through jobs in places where people lowered their voices when they recognized his last name from the old Glasshouse coverage. A problem became less powerful once he could examine it. He had built a life around that belief. It had worked often enough to become dangerous.

The file name was a meaningless string of numbers. He copied it twice, saved one version to an external drive, then opened the clip in editing software he used for checking corrupted feeds. The first frame sat black on the screen. He pulled the file apart until the compression gave him as much of the image as it would allow, then let the video run frame by frame. The tunnels emerged out of the dark, and the rest of the layout followed slowly: the ball pit, the tree-painted support post, the lower edge of the mirrored maze. Owen stopped the clip and stared.
The angle was wrong in more precise ways the longer he looked at it. The first viewing had given him shock. The second had given him recognition. Now, with the image enlarged across his laptop screen, recognition deepened into something colder. The camera was inside Glasshouse, but it belonged to a place where no active customer-facing camera had ever been mounted. The height was too severe for the birthday room camera and too far left for the one above the prize counter. It looked down along the side of the maze from behind the angled glass panel near the employee access strip, catching the play structure through a reflection rather than a direct line of sight. Owen pushed back from the table.
He saw the old corner in his mind with the clarity of a body remembering where it had stood. The mirrored maze had been built along the west interior wall, beside the two smaller birthday rooms and across from the arcade. A narrow service gap ran behind it, just wide enough for staff to reach wiring, sweep out lost tokens, and recover shoes children kicked off inside the maze. Near the first bend, one mirror panel did not sit flush. Behind it was a shallow bracket space where the installer had left a junction box exposed. A camera had been placed there for staff control rather than parent reassurance or meaningful coverage of the play floor. It watched the maintenance side of the maze because employees used that gap to sneak smoke breaks and because Peller, the owner, had believed every staff member was stealing from him in some small way. Owen remembered the loose cable.

The memory came with the feel of dust on his fingers and cheap electrical tape stretching under his thumb. He had been seventeen, crouched behind the maze during a slow weekday shift, trying to fix the camera because Peller had snapped at him about the feed cutting out. The picture had always rolled at the bottom edge because the connector was bad. A dead pixel sat near the lower right corner. The timestamp sometimes dragged for a few seconds after the feed stuttered, holding one minute longer than it should before catching up. He leaned toward the laptop and found the dead pixel. A small white point held in the lower right corner. His skin tightened across his arms.

The clip had not been shot by someone walking through Glasshouse with a phone or staged from the public side of the maze. It came from the corner camera, the one tucked behind angled panels, the one that should have died before the building closed because Owen had never properly repaired it. The bad connector was the same, and so was the rolling line at the bottom of the frame, the old flaw preserved across nine years like the system had been waiting for someone who would recognize its damaged signature. Owen scrubbed backward to the timestamp. 2:43 a.m.

He advanced the footage one frame at a time. The seconds beside the minute did not move. The video continued, or seemed to continue, because the tunnel shapes shifted and the ball pit settled, yet the timestamp remained fixed. 2:43:00. Then 2:43:00 again. Then 2:43:00 across seven frames that should have marked the passage of almost a quarter second. He counted farther. The clip moved for thirteen seconds while the timestamp held perfectly still.

The old system had glitches, but they had never worked that way. When the timestamp dragged, the video froze with it. A skipped minute meant a skipped feed. This footage kept breathing beneath a dead clock.

Owen opened the audio track next. Static filled the first pass, thick and flattened by compression. With the lower frequencies isolated and the midrange lifted past the hiss, he played the clip through headphones. The birthday music became clearer, though clearer did not make it more understandable. It sounded distant, warped by too many walls, the kind of tinny song that used to play from Glasshouse speakers whenever a party host carried out a cake and led children through names and claps and the awkward public performance of celebration. Owen recognized the melody after the third pass. The Glasshouse birthday song had been custom enough to be embarrassing, recorded by someone local with a keyboard and too much enthusiasm. Staff used to joke about it until the repetition made joking feel like another form of surrender. On the audio track, the song played too slowly. Under it, something clicked. Owen froze the waveform and played those seconds again. Click, then a pause. Click-click. After a longer silence, three soft taps followed.

He removed the headphones and sat very still in the apartment’s dim light. The sound was not part of the song. It was too close to the camera, almost touching the microphone. Tap, tap-tap, tap-tap-tap. The pattern was too deliberate to be random interference. Knuckles or small fingertips striking glass near the lens, making a pattern someone inside the mirror could repeat. Owen played it again despite the pressure building behind his eyes. Tap, tap-tap, tap-tap-tap.

The rhythm took him back to a Saturday he had buried under other Saturdays. Children in the maze used to knock on panels when they got scared. Staff would answer from outside, tapping back until the child followed the sound to the entrance. It was one of those unofficial fixes employees invented because the official rule was too simple to survive actual children. If a child panicked, knock three times and keep talking. If they knocked back, they were close enough to guide. Owen had used it with Theo once before the party, before everything changed. Theo had been nervous about the mirrors and had asked what happened if the maze forgot where the door was. Owen had laughed because he thought Theo was being funny. He had knocked once, twice, three times on the nearest panel and told him the walls knew that sound. Owen closed the laptop. The room lost the only sound he could control.

He stood and went to the kitchen, though he had no reason to be there. He ran water into a glass and drank half of it too fast, then set it down beside the sink. His hands were shaking now, not violently, only enough to make every small task feel exposed. He turned on the main light because the apartment had too many dark reflective surfaces: the microwave door, the black television screen, the window over the sink with night pressed flat against it. The light turned those surfaces ordinary for a while. Ordinary enough. His phone buzzed on the table.

Owen did not pick it up. He looked at it from across the room and waited. The screen lit, dimmed, lit again as tags and comments gathered around the old wound with suspicion and hunger folded into grief. A different notification appeared, this one from the security app he used for active client systems. Motion detected. He stared at the words. The alert came from the daycare.

For a few seconds, Owen did what any technician would do when a new system sent a motion alert after installation. He thought about sensitivity settings. Dust near the lens. A vent pushing paper decorations. Insects crossing the field. The rear hallway camera had been armed when he left, and new systems often sent false alerts before they were calibrated. He held to that explanation as he crossed the room and opened the app. The live feed loaded in a grid, and every camera showed an empty room.

The timestamps were current. The daycare was dark except for emergency lighting and the faint glow from exit signs. Paper suns hung motionless from the ceiling. Toy bins rested against the wall. Everything looked as he had left it. The rear hallway feed flickered. The timestamp in the upper corner changed. 2:43 a.m. Owen gripped the edge of the table.

The time should have read 11:18 p.m. He checked the other feeds. Every other camera showed the current time. The rear hallway alone showed 2:43, and the image from that camera had begun to pick up a rolling line along the bottom edge, the same old distortion from Glasshouse, the same bad feed signature from a system that belonged in a sealed building across town. The hallway on the screen darkened.

The daycare walls seemed to stretch in the image, lengthening past their real dimensions. The supply closet door sat at the end where it should. The playroom entrance remained on the right. Yet beyond the rear exit, where brick and asphalt should have met the fenced play yard, the camera showed a continuation of the corridor. A faint strip of colored light ran along the floor. Owen stepped closer to the laptop. A small, low shape moved through the extended hallway, barely more than a blur near the baseboard.

The rear camera clicked through the speakers, adjusting to light that did not exist inside the daycare. Owen heard the tiny mechanical movement from the live feed before he realized he was hearing the same sound he had heard above him while he sat in the daycare chair. The camera had not been adjusting to the hallway then. It had been turning toward whatever part of Glasshouse had already found the new system. In the feed, a child’s hand appeared around the edge of the playroom doorway. Owen stopped breathing.

The hand rested there briefly, fingers curled lightly against the frame, small enough to belong to one of the daycare children whose jackets still hung beneath laminated names. The rest of the child stayed hidden before the hand withdrew with slow care, leaving a faint print on the painted doorframe. The timestamp froze at 2:43. A message appeared on Owen’s phone. He did not need to open it to know there would be no number worth calling back. The preview showed only one line. You remember the camera now. The rear hallway feed cut to black.

Owen stood in the bright apartment with the laptop open in front of him and the phone vibrating softly beside it, understanding that Glasshouse had not waited for him to come back. It had followed the part of him that still knew how to watch.
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Chapter Three
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The Glass Playground

Owen slept less than an hour before morning found him on the couch with his laptop open on the coffee table and the daycare feed frozen in a black square. He had watched the rear hallway recording until the file ended, then watched it again after exporting a copy that should have made the event easier to study. It did not. The timestamp still changed on that one camera alone. The hallway still lengthened past the rear wall. The child’s hand still appeared at the playroom doorway with the small, careful pressure of someone testing whether they were allowed to enter. Each time Owen paused the frame, the image looked more fragile, as if the software was struggling to hold the wrong building inside the right one.

By seven, the local forum had become useless. The first post had split into arguments, copied clips, brightened stills, and old articles gathered beneath new accusations from people who seemed both frightened and pleased to have been frightened. Owen sat with a cold mug of coffee in his hands and read until the words blurred into one another. Some people argued about the video quality. Some claimed they had always known Glasshouse was still active in some way, though Owen doubted most of them had thought anything about the place in years. A few posted photographs from the old searches: volunteers in rain jackets, police tape near the drainage ditch behind the building, Liana Kline speaking to reporters with a face so controlled that even seventeen-year-old Owen had understood it as the kind of control people used when collapse would be too public. The still image of Theo began appearing everywhere.

Someone had cleaned up the frame where he stood by the mirrored maze. The edit sharpened the rocket on his shirt and lifted the shadows around his face, making him visible enough that denial became harder and cruelty became easier. People who had once whispered that Owen must have missed something started typing it openly again. They used softer words than they used nine years earlier because time had taught them how to sound less vicious while saying the same things. Negligent, unanswered questions, never sat right with me. The phrases moved through the comment threads with a polished caution that made them worse. They wanted the old blame back without admitting how familiar it felt in their mouths.

Owen closed the laptop and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. Behind his lids, Theo remained clear, smaller than he should have been and still waiting near the glass.

His phone rang while he was standing in the kitchen, staring at the microwave door because its black surface had begun to look too much like a screen. The caller ID showed Holt Systems, the company name his boss insisted looked professional on invoices even though half their work came from small businesses that called because they knew someone who knew someone. Owen let it ring twice, then answered.

“You see it?” Martin Holt asked.

Owen looked at the counter instead of any reflective surface. “Yeah.” A long pause followed. On Martin’s side, keyboard taps and the low warm-up of a printer filled the silence, with someone laughing far from the phone. Owen could picture the place too easily: the narrow front office, the wall of old camera samples, Martin’s desk with its neat stacks of vendor catalogs and its framed photo of his daughters in soccer uniforms from a season that had ended years ago.
“You okay to work today?”

The question should have been simple. Owen hated the carefulness inside it. “I’ve got the Ravel job at ten.”

“I can move it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to. I asked if you were okay.”

Owen leaned against the counter and watched morning light spread weakly through the blinds. “I’m fine enough to install cameras.” Martin breathed out through his nose, not quite a sigh. He had hired Owen four years ago after two other companies in the area passed on him for reasons they would never put in writing. Martin had never asked about Glasshouse during the interview. He had only asked whether Owen could terminate cable cleanly and handle attics in July. Reliable transportation mattered too. That had been a kindness Owen trusted because Martin never acted proud of it.

“Stay off the feeds,” Martin said.

Owen went still. “What?”

“The posts. Comments. Whatever they’re calling the video now. Stay off it for a while.”

Owen looked toward the laptop on the coffee table. “I’m not reading comments.”

“You always read comments.”

“I’m not seventeen anymore.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

Owen hated that the answer softened him more than it should have. He set the mug down in the sink and rubbed at the edge of his jaw, where ceiling dust from last night still clung after sleep. “People are going to say what they say.”

“They already are.”

“Then moving my jobs around won’t change anything.”

Martin was quiet for another few seconds. When he spoke again, his voice had lowered, into the tone adults used near closed doors. “A woman called the office this morning asking if you worked here.”
Owen felt the apartment narrow around him. “Who?”
“She didn’t give a name.”

“What did she want?”

“She wanted to know whether you were the same Owen Merritt from Glasshouse. I told her we don’t discuss employees with strangers.”

“That was it?”

“That was enough.”

Owen turned from the sink and looked toward the living room, where his laptop sat open in the low light. The black square of the frozen daycare feed faced him like a covered window. “I can come in.”

“I’d rather you didn’t. Take the morning. Let me see how ugly this gets.”

“I don’t need hiding.”

“I’m trying to keep people from finding you through my office.”

The bluntness landed better than the protection. Owen shut his eyes, then opened them because the dark behind his lids belonged too easily to Glasshouse. “I’ll stay home for a couple hours. That’s it.”

“Send me the Ravel notes. I’ll have Chris cover it.”

“Chris doesn’t know how to set up their old panel.”

“Then write good notes.”

Owen almost argued. The shape of a normal work complaint rose in him with surprising force, and for one second he wanted that to be the problem. A technician covering the wrong job, a panel programmed by someone who didn’t read the manual, a customer calling twice because the mobile app confused them; those were clean irritations. They belonged to a life where cameras saw rooms and rooms stayed where they were.

“I’ll send them,” Owen said.

Martin softened again, which Owen did not want and needed at the same time. “You hear from anybody else, don’t answer unless you know them.” The phone call ended with Owen still holding the device near his ear. He lowered it and saw new notifications stacked on the screen. Most were tags. A few were direct messages. Two came from numbers he did not recognize. The last one had no preview except an image icon, which was enough to make his hand close around the phone until the edges dug into his palm. He did not open it.

Instead he sent the Ravel job notes to Martin, because the task had edges and because giving the morning one ordinary act felt necessary. He wrote down the panel code, the router issue, and the agreed camera placement, then added that Mr. Ravel kept calling cloud storage “the cloud box” despite three explanations. Halfway through the email, Owen caught himself describing the rear hallway angle at the daycare instead of the Ravel job. He deleted the sentence and stared at the blank space it left. By eight-thirty, the story had moved beyond the forum.

A local news page posted a short article with a headline that used Theo’s name beside the word mystery, as if grief became less indecent when made vague. The article embedded the clip, described Glasshouse as “the site of an unsolved disappearance,” and included two sentences about Owen without naming him directly. He was called a former employee who had been questioned during the original investigation and cleared of wrongdoing. Cleared looked weak on the page. It always had. It meant the authorities had found no charge that would hold. It had never meant innocent in a way the town wanted to respect. Owen read the article twice despite knowing better.

The second time, he noticed the comments had already begun appearing beneath it. One person claimed their cousin had worked search and rescue and always thought something was wrong with Owen’s statement. Another remembered seeing Owen at school the week after Theo disappeared and said he looked too calm, as if teenagers in shock performed grief for public inspection. A woman whose profile picture showed two children at a pumpkin patch wrote that no child simply vanishes from a building unless somebody helps it happen. Owen stopped reading there, though the sentence kept going inside him after he closed the page.
He walked through the apartment gathering small chores that did not need doing. He rinsed the coffee mug. He threw away old receipts. He tightened the screw on the bathroom towel rack because it had been loose for weeks and the slight wobble had irritated him every time he saw it. The activity steadied his hands but gave his mind too much room. It kept returning to the daycare camera. The building had followed a feed he installed. That thought had no safe place to land. It suggested intent, reach, recognition. It suggested Glasshouse did not need Owen to stand inside its walls anymore. At nine-oh-six, someone knocked on his door.

Owen stopped in the hallway with the screwdriver still in his hand. The knock came again, low and controlled, not the sharp delivery knock from the parcel drivers who never waited. He crossed to the door without looking through the peephole at first. The small glass circle had always bothered him. It turned people into warped, waiting shapes. After last night, it seemed worse to place his eye against any lens.

“Owen?” a woman called from the hall.

He knew the voice before he wanted to. Time had lowered it, roughened it, but recognition moved through him coldly. His hand went to the deadbolt. He looked through the peephole.

Liana Kline stood in the hallway outside his apartment, one arm folded across her body, the other hand holding her phone so tightly her knuckles had gone pale. She looked older than the last news photo Owen had seen, though not in the dramatic way people described grief aging someone. The change was quieter. Her face had settled around endurance. Her hair was pulled back, with a few strands fallen loose near her temples. She wore a gray sweater despite the morning heat, and she stood very straight, as if softness anywhere might make her unable to remain upright. Owen opened the door because leaving her in the hallway felt worse than facing her. Neither of them spoke.

Liana looked past his shoulder into the apartment, not searching it, only registering the dim room, the open laptop, the tool bag near the wall. Owen wondered what she saw when she looked at him now. A man with tired eyes and a work shirt from the night before. A boy she had last known through police interviews and community suspicion. The person assigned to the place where her child had stopped being findable.
“I’m sorry to come here,” she said.

Owen stepped back from the door because his body understood hospitality before his mind caught up. “It’s okay.”

“It isn’t.”

He had no answer. Liana entered and stopped near the edge of the living room. Her gaze went to the laptop. Owen had turned the screen halfway down, but a thin bar of light still leaked across the table from the frozen feed. He closed it the rest of the way. The apartment felt too small with both of them in it, though she had not taken more than a few steps.

“Did you make it?” she asked.

The question was quiet enough that anger would have been easier. Owen looked at her. “No.”

“Do you know who did?”

“No.”

She studied him for a long moment. He did not try to fill the silence. Years ago he had filled every silence with explanations until the adults in rooms wrote down less than he said and believed whatever shape they already had for him. He had learned since then that explanations could begin sounding like defense even when a person had no crime to defend.

Liana unlocked her phone and pulled up the video. The brightened still of Theo filled her screen before she turned it toward him. “Is that my son?” Owen’s throat tightened.

The answer should have had a form, but every available version felt false. The face was Theo’s, and Theo should have been fifteen now. The truth sat in a place language did not reach cleanly.

“It looks like him,” Owen said.

Liana’s mouth trembled once, then steadied. “That’s not what I asked.”

“I know.”

“I need you to tell me if that is my son.”

Owen looked at the screen because looking away from it in front of her felt cowardly. The edited image was worse than the video. It had taken away the darkness that had allowed uncertainty. Theo’s eyes were too clear now. The rocket on his shirt had been made bright by someone who had no right touching it. The still had turned him into evidence again.

“I think the video came from inside Glasshouse,” Owen said. “From one of the old cameras.”

Liana lowered the phone slowly. Something changed in her face, a small withdrawal from whatever final piece of denial she had brought with her. “They said the cameras were gone.”

“Most of them were dead before the place closed.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“No.”

“You knew there were cameras they didn’t talk about?”

Owen felt the old room opening around them. Police voices. Folding chairs. A Styrofoam cup of water gone soft at the rim. Adults asking him where he stood, where he looked, how long he was gone, whether he understood the difference between a minute and ten minutes.

“There was a service camera behind part of the maze,” he said. “It watched the staff access gap. It wasn’t useful for the floor.”

“Was it useful for finding him?”

The question struck cleanly because she did not raise her voice.

“I don’t know,” Owen said.

Liana took that in with a slow breath. “Did you tell them about it?”

“I told them about every camera I remembered.”

“Did you remember that one?”

He looked toward the closed laptop. “Not clearly.”
Liana’s eyes remained on him. “You remembered it last night.” Owen had no answer. She moved closer to the table, not enough to seem threatening, just enough to make the room feel less like his. “I’m not here to punish you, Owen. I don’t have energy left for that. I spent years hating you in ways that didn’t bring him home, and then I spent years trying not to hate you because that didn’t bring him home either. I came here because that video shows my child, and you know something about that building other people don’t.”
Owen looked down at the screwdriver still in his hand. He had forgotten he was holding it. He set it on the counter behind him.

“The feed reached another camera last night,” he said.

Liana’s expression shifted. “What does that mean?”
He opened the laptop before he could talk himself out of it. The daycare export loaded from the folder where he had saved it, though his fingers hesitated over the play button. Showing her felt wrong, though keeping it from her felt worse.
“This was from a job I finished last night,” he said. “A daycare across town. Brand-new cameras on a separate system, with nothing connected to Glasshouse.”

Liana stood beside him, close enough that he could hear the unevenness in her breathing. The rear hallway sat empty under emergency lights. The timestamp read 11:18 p.m. The image flickered, and the time in the corner changed to 2:43 a.m. Liana’s hand moved to her mouth but did not cover it. She watched the empty hallway lengthen beyond its rear wall, colored floor lights appearing before the small hand curled around the playroom doorway. When the feed cut to black, she kept looking at the screen.

“That’s not Theo,” she said.

Owen swallowed. “I don’t know who it is.”

“But it came after his video.”

“Yes.”

Liana stepped back from the table and turned toward the window. The blinds were closed, their edges glowing with daylight. “You think it followed you.”
Owen wanted to reject the sentence because it sounded impossible in the room, but he could not. “I think it followed the camera.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”

“No.”

She looked at him then, and for the first time since entering the apartment, fear showed cleanly through the control in her face. “I saw him last night.”
Owen went still. “Where?”
“My television.” Her voice lowered. “The screen was off. I had paused the video because I couldn’t keep watching it, and after a while the room got darker. I looked up, and he was in the reflection. He wasn’t in the room with me. He was inside the screen, standing near the birthday table.”

Owen felt the apartment’s walls seem to thin around them.

“He looked at me,” Liana said. “Then he turned like someone called him from behind the glass.”

“Did you record it?”

“No.”

The sharpness of the answer told him what the attempt had cost. She softened a little afterward, but only a little. “I tried. The phone camera wouldn’t focus. It kept showing my living room empty, even while I could see him in the television. The screen went black all the way and I heard the birthday song.”

Owen sat back slowly. The closed, practical part of him wanted to ask about the television model, the app she used, whether the clip was still open, whether any smart-device mirroring could explain shared audio. He knew how ugly that would sound. He heard it in his head and let it die there.
Liana looked at the laptop again. “I’m going to Glasshouse.”
“Don’t.”

“You went last night.”

“I stayed outside.”

“You still went.”

“That was different.”

“Because you got scared before you went in?”

The words carried more exhaustion than accusation. Owen let the words stand. Liana picked up her phone. The still of Theo lit the screen again when her thumb touched it. “Everyone keeps saying he’s a prank. A deepfake, some sick little trick. I need to know what part of him is in there.”

“You won’t find that by walking into the building.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know it’s reaching outside the building.”

“Then staying home won’t
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