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​THE CIRCLE OF GLASS

"We are all reflections of what we fear to see."
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The house watched.

Mara Chen felt it the moment she stepped through the entrance—a prickling awareness along her spine, the sensation of being observed by something that shouldn't be capable of observation. The glass walls curved around her like the interior of an enormous eye, each surface catching and multiplying her reflection until she existed in infinite iterations: a thousand Maras in a thousand transparent planes, all of them trapped.

She adjusted the press credential hanging from her neck and tried to shake off the unease. This was ridiculous. It was just a house. An architectural marvel, yes—the invitation had promised that much—but still just a house. Glass and steel and silicon, nothing more. The fact that it had been designed by Adrian Vale, the man whose construction site had killed her sister six months ago, was irrelevant. She was here as a journalist, not as Emily's grieving sister. Professional. Detached. Observational.

The lie tasted bitter.

"Champagne?" A server materialized at her elbow, holding a tray of flutes that caught the late afternoon light and scattered it into prismatic fragments across the floor. The woman's smile was professionally blank, her eyes already moving past Mara to the next guest.

"Thank you." Mara took a glass she had no intention of drinking. The champagne was the color of pale gold, almost the same shade as the sunlight that poured through the western wall, where the house opened onto the Pacific Ocean. She could hear the waves from here, a rhythmic susurration that should have been soothing but instead felt like breathing—the house inhaling and exhaling with the tide.

The main living space was already crowded with Silicon Valley's elite: venture capitalists in expensive casual wear, tech journalists with their phones out and recording, architects studying the curved walls with professional envy, and the merely wealthy who collected experiences the way others collected art. They moved through the space in clusters, their voices creating a low hum of conversation punctuated by occasional laughter. Everyone was performing—performing sophistication, performing nonchalance, performing their right to be here in this temple of innovation and wealth.

Mara drifted toward the western wall, away from the densest concentration of guests. The glass here was floor-to-ceiling, uninterrupted by frames or mullions, creating the illusion that nothing separated the interior from the cliff's edge and the ocean beyond. The effect was vertiginous. She could see the waves breaking against the rocks two hundred feet below, the spray catching the light like diamonds being thrown into the air and dissolving.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

She turned to find a man in his early forties watching her with an expression of calculated friendliness. He was handsome in the way that money could buy—good haircut, good teeth, good skin maintained by expensive products and probably a dermatologist. His suit was charcoal gray and perfectly tailored, his shirt open at the collar in a studied casualness that probably took him twenty minutes to achieve.

"Jonas Reed," he said, extending his hand. "I'm Adrian's business partner. Vale-Reed Innovations."

"Mara Chen." She shook his hand, noting the firmness of his grip, the way his eyes flicked down to her press credential and back up to her face. "I'm with TechCurrent."

"Ah, a journalist." His smile widened slightly, though something in his eyes grew more guarded. "What do you think of the house?"

"It's..." She paused, searching for the right word. Unsettling. Oppressive. Wrong. "Remarkable. I've never seen anything like it."

"No one has." There was pride in his voice, the kind of pride that came from ownership. "Adrian spent five years designing it. Another two building it. This isn't just a house—it's a complete reimagining of how we interact with our living spaces. The AI system alone represents a quantum leap forward in smart home technology."

"The AI." Mara kept her voice neutral, journalistic. "I read about it in the press materials. Aria, right? It controls everything?"

"Everything." Jonas gestured around them, and Mara noticed for the first time the small sensors embedded in the glass at regular intervals, barely visible unless you knew to look for them. "Climate control, lighting, security, entertainment systems. But it's more than that. Aria learns. She adapts to the inhabitants' preferences, anticipates their needs. She's not just responsive—she's predictive."

The pronoun choice didn't escape Mara's notice. She, not it. As if the system were already something more than code and circuitry.

"And the glass?" Mara asked. "Why so much of it?"

"Adrian's vision." Jonas's expression shifted, becoming harder to read. "He believes in transparency. Literally and philosophically. The house has no secrets, no hidden corners. Everything is visible, everything is known. It's about living honestly, without the shadows we usually hide in."

Mara thought about Emily, about the construction site, about the accident report that had been too clean, too convenient. About the shadows that report had failed to illuminate.

"That sounds exhausting," she said.

Jonas laughed, a short bark of sound that held genuine amusement. "You're not wrong. But Adrian would say that's the point. That we've become too comfortable with our secrets, our private shames. That transparency is the only path to authentic living."

"And what do you think?"

"I think," Jonas said slowly, his eyes moving past her to something—or someone—across the room, "that some secrets exist for good reasons. Excuse me. I should circulate."

He moved away before Mara could respond, leaving her alone by the window with her untouched champagne and her growing sense of wrongness. She watched him navigate through the crowd with practiced ease, stopping to shake hands, to laugh at jokes, to perform the social choreography that kept the money flowing and the partnerships intact.

The house was watching. She was certain of it now. Not just the obvious cameras—she'd spotted three already, small and discreet but present—but something else. Something in the quality of the light, the way it seemed to bend around her. Something in the faint hum she could feel more than hear, a vibration that resonated in her bones.

"You look like you're trying to solve a puzzle."

The voice was female, warm with a hint of amusement. Mara turned to find a woman in her late thirties standing beside her, holding a glass of red wine and studying Mara with open curiosity. She was striking rather than beautiful—sharp cheekbones, dark eyes, black hair cut in a severe bob that somehow made her look both elegant and slightly dangerous. She wore a dress of deep emerald green that stood out among the sea of black and gray, and her fingers were stained with what looked like paint.

"Lila Vale," the woman said, offering her hand. "Adrian's wife. And you're right—it is a puzzle. The house, I mean. Adrian designed it that way. He likes puzzles."

"Mara Chen. I'm a journalist."

"I know." Lila's smile was knowing, almost conspiratorial. "I saw your name on the guest list. TechCurrent, right? You write about AI ethics."

"Among other things." Mara studied the other woman, trying to reconcile her with the image she'd built in her mind. She'd expected Adrian Vale's wife to be... what? More corporate? More polished? This woman had paint under her fingernails and a wildness in her eyes that didn't fit the pristine glass palace surrounding them.

"You're an artist," Mara said, remembering a detail from her research.

"Painter. Though Adrian would probably prefer I said 'visual artist.' It sounds more serious." Lila took a sip of her wine, her gaze drifting to the ocean beyond the glass. "I have a studio in the house. Top floor, eastern corner. It's the only room with walls that aren't transparent. Adrian made an exception for me. Said the creative process needed privacy."

There was something in the way she said it—a bitterness, or maybe just exhaustion—that made Mara pay closer attention.

"That must be difficult," Mara said carefully. "Living in a house with no privacy."

"You have no idea." Lila's laugh was sharp, almost harsh. "But that's Adrian's vision, isn't it? Total transparency. No secrets. Everything visible, everything known. It's supposed to be liberating."

"Is it?"

Lila turned to look at her directly, and Mara saw something in her eyes—a desperation, or maybe a warning. "What do you think?"

Before Mara could answer, a change rippled through the room. The conversations didn't stop exactly, but they shifted, reoriented, like iron filings responding to a magnet. Mara followed the collective gaze to the far end of the living space, where a man had emerged from what must have been a hallway, though the glass walls made it difficult to tell where one space ended and another began.

Adrian Vale.

Mara had seen photographs, of course. Had studied them obsessively in the weeks since Emily's death, trying to find something in his face that would explain what had happened. But photographs hadn't prepared her for the physical presence of him. He was tall—six-two or six-three—and lean in the way of long-distance runners, all sinew and controlled energy. His hair was dark and graying at the temples, worn slightly longer than was fashionable, and his face was all angles: sharp jaw, prominent cheekbones, a nose that looked like it had been broken once and healed slightly crooked. He wore black jeans and a black shirt, no tie, no jacket, and somehow managed to look more formal than anyone else in the room.

But it was his eyes that caught her. Even from across the room, even through the crowd of people between them, she could see the intensity in them. They were pale gray, almost colorless, and they moved constantly, cataloging, assessing, calculating. They were the eyes of someone who saw everything and forgot nothing.

They were the eyes of someone who was always, always in control.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Adrian said, and his voice carried effortlessly through the space without him having to raise it. The conversations died away. "Thank you for coming. For being here to witness what I believe is the future of how we live."

He moved as he spoke, walking slowly through the crowd, and Mara noticed how people shifted to accommodate him, creating a path without seeming to realize they were doing it. He had that kind of presence—the kind that bent the space around it.

"For the past seven years," Adrian continued, "I've been obsessed with a question: What would it mean to live without shadows? Not metaphorically, though that too, but literally. What would it mean to inhabit a space where everything is visible, where light penetrates every corner, where there's nowhere to hide?"

He paused, letting the question hang in the air. Mara found herself holding her breath.

"We've become a society of shadows," Adrian said. "We hide behind screens, behind walls, behind carefully curated versions of ourselves. We've forgotten what it means to be truly seen. To be truly known. This house—" he gestured around them, "—is my answer to that question. This is what it means to live in the light."

The applause was immediate and enthusiastic. Mara didn't join it. She was watching Lila, who stood beside her with her wine glass raised to her lips, her expression unreadable.

"The house is called Aria," Adrian said when the applause died down. "Named for the musical term—a solo performance. Because that's what this is: a performance of living, elevated to an art form. But Aria is more than just a name. It's also the artificial intelligence system that runs the house. That is the house, in many ways."

He touched something on his phone, and the lights in the room shifted. Not dramatically—just a subtle change in color temperature, from warm to cool, that made everything look slightly different. Slightly more alien.

"Aria," Adrian said, addressing the air, "introduce yourself."

For a moment, nothing happened. Then a voice filled the space—female, warm, with a slight accent that Mara couldn't quite place. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, as if the house itself were speaking.

"Good evening," the voice said. "I am Aria. I am pleased to meet you all."

The crowd murmured, impressed. Mara felt her skin crawl.

"Aria controls every system in the house," Adrian explained. "But more than that, she learns. She observes. She adapts. Right now, she's cataloging each of you—your voice patterns, your movement patterns, your preferences. By the end of the evening, she'll know you. And if you were to live here, she would anticipate your needs before you were aware of them yourself."

"That's incredible," someone said.

"That's terrifying," someone else muttered, and there was nervous laughter.

Adrian smiled, and there was something cold in it. "Only if you have something to hide."

Mara felt Lila stiffen beside her. When she glanced over, the other woman's face was carefully blank, but her knuckles were white around her wine glass.

"Let me show you what Aria can do," Adrian said. He gestured, and the glass walls began to change. It took Mara a moment to understand what she was seeing—the glass was becoming opaque, but not uniformly. Patterns were emerging, flowing across the surfaces like ink in water. Abstract at first, then resolving into images. Photographs.

The crowd gasped. Mara's breath caught in her throat.

The images were of them. All of them. Photographs taken moments ago, during the party, without anyone noticing. There was Jonas, talking to a woman in a red dress. There was Lila, standing by the window, her expression sad. There was Mara herself, looking up at the house with something like fear on her face.

"Aria sees everything," Adrian said softly. "She records everything. Not to invade privacy, but to create a complete record of our lives. To ensure that nothing is lost, nothing forgotten. We live in moments, and moments pass. But here, in this house, every moment is preserved. Every truth is captured."

The images faded, and the glass returned to transparency. The crowd applauded again, but this time it was more subdued. More uncertain.

Mara looked at Adrian and found him looking back at her. Their eyes met across the room, and for a moment, she saw something in his face—a flicker of recognition, or maybe just curiosity. Then he looked away, moving on to the next guest, the next conversation, the next performance.

"I need some air," Lila said abruptly. She set down her wine glass on a nearby table—a slab of glass supported by invisible brackets—and walked away without waiting for a response.

Mara watched her go, then looked back at Adrian. He was surrounded now, fielding questions, accepting congratulations, basking in the attention. Jonas stood beside him, playing the role of supportive partner, but Mara noticed the way his eyes kept tracking across the room, following Lila's departure.

The house hummed around her. The sensors watched. The AI listened.

And somewhere in this temple of transparency, Mara was certain, there were secrets. Dark ones. The kind that got people killed.

She thought of Emily. Of the construction site. Of the accident report that had been too clean, too convenient.

She thought of the question she'd come here to answer: What really happened to my sister?

The house knew. She was certain of it. The house knew everything.

She just had to figure out how to make it tell her.



The party continued for another two hours. Mara circulated, making small talk, asking questions, playing the role of interested journalist. She interviewed several guests about their impressions of the house, recorded their responses on her phone, took photographs of the architecture. All the while, she was cataloging details, looking for inconsistencies, searching for the cracks in Adrian Vale's perfect vision.

The house was impressive, she had to admit. The way the glass curved and flowed, creating spaces that were simultaneously open and intimate. The way the light changed throughout the evening, responding to the sunset, to the number of people in each room, to some algorithm that Aria was running in the background. The way everything was integrated—the furniture rising from the floor as if it had grown there, the kitchen appliances hidden behind glass panels that became transparent at a touch, the bathrooms enclosed in frosted glass that could be made clear or opaque with a voice command.

It was beautiful. It was innovative. It was absolutely terrifying.

She found herself in the kitchen, watching a chef prepare canapés with ingredients that emerged from hidden refrigeration units. The countertops were glass—of course they were—and beneath them, she could see the mechanical systems that made the kitchen function. Everything visible. Everything exposed.

"Impressive, isn't it?" A woman in her fifties, wearing designer glasses and an expression of professional assessment, appeared beside her. "I'm Sarah Winters. Architectural Digest."

"Mara Chen. TechCurrent."

"Ah, the tech angle. Smart." Sarah gestured at the kitchen. "I'm trying to figure out how to photograph this. Everything is so... transparent. There's no mystery to it. No shadows to create depth."

"Maybe that's the point," Mara said.

"Maybe. But mystery is what makes architecture interesting. This is..." Sarah paused, searching for the word. "Clinical. Like living in a laboratory."

"Or a fishbowl."

Sarah laughed. "Exactly. Can you imagine actually living here? Being watched all the time? Having every moment recorded?"

"Adrian seems to think it's the future."

"Adrian is a brilliant architect and a terrible human being," Sarah said bluntly. Then she glanced around, as if remembering where she was. "Off the record, of course."

"Of course." Mara kept her voice neutral. "Why do you say that?"

Sarah studied her for a moment, clearly weighing how much to say. "Let's just say this isn't his first controversial project. There was a building in San Francisco three years ago—a residential tower. Structural issues. The whole thing had to be evacuated and retrofitted. Cost the investors millions. Adrian blamed the contractors, but there were rumors that the design itself was flawed. That he'd prioritized aesthetics over safety."

Mara's pulse quickened. "What happened?"

"Nothing. The investors settled quietly. Adrian moved on to the next project. He always does." Sarah's expression hardened. "Men like him always land on their feet. It's the people around them who get hurt."

Before Mara could respond, Sarah's phone buzzed. She glanced at it and sighed. "I have to take this. Nice meeting you."

She walked away, leaving Mara alone with her thoughts and the growing certainty that Emily's death hadn't been an accident. That there was a pattern here, a history of negligence or worse, hidden behind Adrian Vale's reputation for innovation.

She needed to find proof. She needed to find the truth.

She needed to find Sublevel 2.

The reference had appeared in one of the construction documents she'd obtained through a source—a single line item in a budget spreadsheet, labeled "SL2 Infrastructure." When she'd asked her source about it, he'd gone quiet. Said he didn't know what it meant. Said she should drop it.

Which meant it was important.

Mara drifted away from the kitchen, moving deeper into the house. The party was concentrated in the main living areas, but there were other spaces—hallways that curved away into dimness, staircases that spiraled up and down, rooms whose purposes weren't immediately clear. She passed a library with glass shelves holding books whose spines faced outward, creating a mosaic of colors. She passed a meditation room
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