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Synopsis

Jameson Cole reviews vintage video games for his modest Twitch audience—until he plugs in a garage sale security camera and accidentally broadcasts live footage of a missing teenager, alive and captive. As his stream explodes to millions of viewers and amateur detectives flood his chat, the FBI demands he shut down while someone matching the kidnapper’s description starts donating thousands with messages containing his mother’s address. Now Jameson faces an impossible choice: keep streaming to help find the victim, or go dark to protect everyone he loves. In a world where tragedy becomes content and attention is currency, how far would you go for the truth when the whole world is watching?







Prologue

The camera had been watching for three days.

Jameson Cole didn’t know this yet. He sat in the dim glow of his bedroom, scrolling through his phone, watching someone else’s stream collapse in real-time—a tech reviewer who’d accidentally leaked an unreleased phone prototype. The sponsorships were evaporating in the comments. Brand accounts quietly deleting their partnership announcements. The slow-motion execution of a digital career, measured in deleted tweets and severed contracts.

Jameson felt that familiar cocktail: schadenfreude mixed with anxiety. There but for the grace of God. The thought brought immediate guilt.

His own channel, JCole_Tech, had been bleeding subscribers for months. Not hemorrhaging—nothing dramatic enough to warrant a breakdown video or sympathy surge. Just a slow, steady decline that felt worse somehow. At least a crash got you sympathy. This was irrelevance, measured in increments. Twenty thousand subscribers to nineteen thousand seven hundred and twelve. Then nineteen thousand four hundred and six. The algorithm, that mysterious god governing all their lives, had turned its face away.

The security camera footage sat in a folder on his desktop, downloaded but unopened. A tip from a viewer—some guy claiming access to abandoned building feeds across the city. “Urban exploration content,” the message had said. “Creepy shit. Your audience would eat it up.”

Three days ago. The sender’s profile was anonymous. No posting history. No subscriber count visible. Just a blank avatar and a DM that felt like a test.

Jameson had been desperate enough to download it.

He wasn’t desperate enough to open it yet. That felt like crossing a line, though he couldn’t articulate which line or why it mattered. His content had always been clean. Tech reviews, custom PC builds, the occasional vintage hardware teardown where he’d explain circuit board evolution with enthusiasm his remaining fans called “endearing” and everyone else called “boring.”

Safe. Educational. Boring, apparently.

The algorithm wanted drama. Conflict. Manufactured beef between creators. Reaction videos to reaction videos. The content ouroboros, eating itself for clicks.

His phone buzzed. Vanessa.

Still coming over tomorrow?

He typed back: Yeah. Around 7?

Bring food. I’m not cooking.

He smiled despite the weight in his chest. Vanessa had the emotional range of a tax document, which meant when she said “I’m not cooking,” she actually meant “I want to see you but I’m not going to be weird about it.” Six months together and he was still learning to read between her deliberately sparse lines. She was a graphic designer who treated words like expensive materials. Her texts were minimalist. Her affection was implied through logistics and food preferences.

Thai place on Morrison?

Perfect.

He set the phone down. The screen went dark, reflecting his face in the black mirror of the glass. He looked tired. Twenty-four felt like thirty-four lately.

He looked at his desktop. The folder sat there in the evening light filtering through his blinds—metaphorically, anyway. Just a folder. Just some files. Urban exploration footage that hundreds of YouTubers had built careers on.

Except he kept not opening it.

The cursor hovered. Moved away. Came back. A little dance of indecision that would have been embarrassing if anyone had been watching. But that was the thing—no one was watching anymore. Wasn’t that the whole problem?

Downstairs, he could hear his mom on the phone, her voice carrying that particular pitch it got when she was trying to convince herself she wasn’t worried. Probably about his dad again. The man had been dead for two years but his absence still generated enough anxiety to fuel entire conversations.

“I just think we should have kept the car,” she was saying. “He loved that car. It feels wrong that someone else is driving it.”

Grief, Jameson had learned, was just love with nowhere to go. It found strange channels. Fixated on cars and insurance policies and the particular way his father had organized the garage.

Jameson stood, stretched. His back cracked. Too many hours in this chair, staring at these screens. His room was small, cluttered with the detritus of a tech enthusiast who couldn’t afford all the tech he was enthusiastic about. Three monitors on a desk held together by hope and zip ties. A parts bin overflowing with cables that might be important someday—HDMI 1.4 versus 2.0, DisplayPort adapters, the eternal tangle of microUSB. Posters from conventions he’d attended back when the channel was growing, when it felt like maybe this could be something. PAX East 2022. VidCon 2023.

He’d been on a panel at VidCon. Talked about “sustainable growth strategies for mid-tier creators.”

Six months later, he was no longer mid-tier. The fall had been swift.

The algorithm doesn’t care about your dreams, he reminded himself. The algorithm cares about watch time and click-through rates and whatever mysterious signals Google’s engineers had baked into it this quarter. He’d read the optimization guides. Tried the thumbnail strategies. Posted at the “optimal times.”

None of it mattered. The machine had chosen, and it hadn’t chosen him.

He sat back down. The chair creaked—a sound so familiar it had become part of the room’s ambient noise, like the hum of his PC fans or the distant traffic below.

He opened the folder.

Twelve files. Each labeled with a date and a location code he didn’t recognize. Alphanumeric strings: LOC-447B, repeating. The oldest was from six months ago. The newest from yesterday. Someone had been systematically recording this place for half a year.

He clicked the first one. His media player opened with a soft chime that felt too cheerful.

The footage was black and white, grainy—security camera quality. Fixed angle. Pointing down at what looked like a basement or warehouse space. Concrete floor stained with old water damage, dark patches that could have been moisture or mold or something worse. Water stains on the walls, running in vertical streaks like the building was crying. A metal shelf unit holding nothing but shadows and what might have been a collapsed cardboard box.

Jameson watched for thirty seconds. Nothing happened. The timestamp in the corner ticked forward. 14:23:17. 14:23:18. 14:23:19.

Just an empty room, frozen in time.

He skipped ahead. Still nothing. The light changed slightly—clouds passing over whatever window fed dim illumination into the space—but otherwise the frame could have been a photograph.

This was going to be useless. Hours of static footage of empty rooms. He could probably cut together something creepy with the right music and some jump cuts, but was that really what he wanted his channel to become? Manufactured scares for teenagers? He’d seen too many good channels go down that path. Watched them compromise and compromise until nothing remained of what they’d started out wanting to make.

He was about to close the file when something moved.

Just a flicker at the edge of frame. He backed up the footage, watched again. His hand tensed on the mouse.

There. A shadow. Human-shaped. Moving along the far wall where concrete met darkness.

His heart rate ticked up—not from fear, but from the instinctive response of someone who’d found something interesting. Something usable. Something that could maybe, possibly, be turned into content that people would actually watch. He leaned closer to the screen, his face inches from the monitor.

The figure moved into better view. Small. Young. Hard to tell gender from the grainy footage, but something about the way they moved suggested female. The gait. The proportion of shoulders to hips. Teenage, maybe? They were wearing what looked like a hoodie and jeans, both too big for their frame. The clothes hung off them like they’d been borrowed from someone else’s closet.

Or like they’d lost weight. A lot of weight.

They walked to the center of the room. Stopped. Looked directly at the camera.

Jameson felt ice slide down his spine.

The angle was wrong for them to actually be looking at him, obviously. They were looking at the security camera. But the effect was the same—that uncanny sense of being seen across time and space, through layers of digital recording and playback. The figure’s face was a blur of pixels, but he could feel the eye contact. The directness of it. The intention.

The figure stood there for almost a minute. Not moving. Just staring. Jameson found himself staring back, barely breathing.

What was this? What was he looking at?

Then they turned and walked out of frame. Disappeared into the shadows at the edge of the camera’s field of view.

Jameson realized he’d been holding his breath. He let it out slowly, a shaky exhale that fogged slightly in his cool room.

That was good. That was the kind of moment that could carry a whole video. Mystery. Tension. The human instinct to know more, to solve the puzzle. Who was that person? What were they doing in that abandoned space? Why did they look at the camera like that? He could already imagine the comment section—people theorizing, speculating, arguing. Engagement. Sweet, beautiful engagement.

He skipped through the rest of the file. The figure didn’t return. Just empty room, timestamp advancing, light slowly fading as whatever day this had been slipped toward evening.

He opened the second file. Same location, different date—a week later, according to the timestamp. March 22nd where the first had been March 15th. He fast-forwarded through empty footage until movement caught his eye.

The same person. Same too-big clothes, same small frame. This time they were carrying something. A bottle of water and what might have been a granola bar, the details hard to make out in the low resolution. They sat against the wall, ate slowly, deliberately. Like someone rationing. Like someone who knew when the next meal might come and it wasn’t soon.

Jameson’s content-creator brain was already assembling the narrative: urban explorer? Runaway? Someone using the abandoned building as shelter? He’d seen videos like that—sympathetic portraits of homeless teenagers, shot with tasteful cinematography and sad piano music. They did well. People liked feeling concerned. Liked the little jolt of social conscience before they scrolled to the next video.

But something felt off. The way they moved. The way they kept glancing at the camera. Not with curiosity but with something else.

Something that might have been hope.

Or desperation.

The figure finished eating. Tucked the wrapper into their pocket—interesting detail, that—and settled back against the wall. Closed their eyes. Might have been sleeping. Might have been crying. Hard to tell.

He opened the third file.

The figure was there again, but this time they weren’t alone. A second person entered the frame—taller, broader. Adult male, definitely. Wearing dark clothes and a baseball cap pulled low. Jameson couldn’t see his face. The man moved with purpose, with the casual confidence of someone who belonged in this space, who had every right to be there.

The man set something down on the floor. A bag. He said something—no audio on the security feed, just silent movement like watching fish in an aquarium—and the smaller figure nodded. The man left. Didn’t linger. Didn’t check on them. Just dropped the bag and walked out of frame.

The smaller figure waited until he was gone, then opened the bag. More food. More water. They ate immediately, hungrily. No rationing this time.

Jameson’s scalp prickled. The hair on his arms stood up.

He opened the fourth file. The fifth. The sixth.

The pattern repeated. The smaller figure, always alone in the room. Sometimes sleeping curled against the wall in a position that made Jameson’s back hurt just looking at it. Sometimes pacing, walking the perimeter of the frame like an animal testing the boundaries of a cage. Sometimes sitting in that same spot, staring at the camera with that same unsettling directness. And every few days, the man returning with supplies. Never staying long. Never visible enough to identify.

By the eighth file, Jameson’s hands were shaking. The mouse trembled in his grip.

He paused the footage. Stood up. Walked to his window and looked out at the street below.

Normal evening in Portland. Cars passing, their headlights cutting through the early darkness. Someone walking a dog—a golden retriever pulling enthusiastically toward a fire hydrant. A couple holding hands, laughing about something. The world continuing its regular rotation.

Everything normal. Everything fine.

He was being ridiculous. There were a hundred explanations for what he was seeing. Staged footage. Some kind of art project. A narrative someone was building for their own channel, and his mysterious tipster was just stealing content. Sending it out to small creators, seeing who’d take the bait. Maybe this was a test. Maybe someone was watching to see what he’d do with it.

But.

But.

The way that figure moved. The too-big clothes. The visible ribs when the hoodie rode up. The desperation in how they ate.

He returned to his desk. Opened the ninth file.

The smaller figure was crying. He could tell even without audio, from the way their shoulders shook, the way they pressed their hands against their face. The way they looked so utterly, devastatingly alone. They cried for several minutes, then wiped their face with their sleeve and went still. Just sat there against the wall, staring at nothing.

Jameson grabbed his phone. Googled “missing teenagers Portland.”

The first result made his heart stop.

MAYA REEVES, 16, MISSING SINCE MARCH

The photo showed a girl with dark hair and a bright smile, wearing a high school volleyball uniform. Number 14. Her arms were up, frozen mid-celebration, probably from a game they’d won. The article was from six months ago. Last seen leaving practice at Franklin High School. No leads. No suspects. Parents pleading for information. A reward fund. A dedicated tip line. The usual architecture of desperate hope.

Jameson looked at the timestamp on the security footage. March 15th for the first file.

He clicked back to the paused video. Zoomed in on the crying figure. The software struggled with the low resolution, turning pixels into blocky approximations.

Dark hair. Slight build. Approximately sixteen years old.

His phone was in his hand before he’d consciously decided to pick it up. He should call the police. Obviously. Right now. This was—this was evidence. This was important. This could save someone’s life.

But.

His subscriber count flashed through his mind. The algorithm’s cold indifference. The slow death of everything he’d built. Years of work. Thousands of hours. All of it circling the drain.

If he called the police, they’d take the footage. Launch an investigation. He’d be a footnote. A concerned citizen. Good for him. Gold star. Maybe a local news mention if they found her. “Thanks to a tip from a Portland resident…” Anonymous. Irrelevant.

If he streamed it…

No. God, no. He couldn’t think like that. A girl was in danger. Maybe. Possibly. If this was even real and not some elaborate hoax designed to make him look like an idiot or worse—

His phone buzzed. Vanessa again.

You ok? You’ve been quiet

He stared at the message. At the paused footage on his screen. At the folder of files he’d barely begun to explore. At the reflection of his face in the darkening window, ghost-like and uncertain.

Yeah, he typed. Just working on a new video idea

Cool. See you tomorrow

The casualness of it. The normalcy. Tomorrow they’d eat Thai food and she’d show him the logo she was working on for some startup and he’d tell her about his subscriber count and she’d say something practical and unromantic like “maybe you should consider a real job” and he’d feel both insulted and relieved because she was probably right.

Jameson set the phone down.

He opened the tenth file.

The figure—Maya, maybe Maya—was standing at the edge of frame, looking at the camera. And this time, she was holding something. A piece of cardboard. She’d written on it with what looked like a marker, the letters shaky but clear.

The message was simple. Two words.

HELP ME

Jameson felt everything inside him crystallize into a single, sharp point of decision.

He could delete these files. Pretend he’d never seen them. Go back to his slow decline into obscurity. Or he could call the police, do the right thing, be a good citizen. Or—

The third option whispered in the back of his mind, seductive and terrible.

He could stream it.

Show the world. Let millions of eyes see what he was seeing. Create pressure, urgency, momentum. The internet was good at solving mysteries, wasn’t it? Better than overworked police departments. Faster than official investigations. And if his channel blew up in the process, if he became the guy who saved Maya Reeves while the authorities fumbled—

No. That was sociopathic. That was using someone’s suffering for clout.

But was it? If it actually helped find her? If the exposure led to her rescue? Didn’t the ends justify the means? The police had been looking for six months and found nothing. Maybe what this needed was visibility. Pressure. The internet’s chaotic, distributed intelligence turned toward a single purpose.

He opened the eleventh file.

This one was different. The man was there, but he wasn’t dropping off supplies. He was standing close to Maya, too close, and even in the grainy footage Jameson could see the threat in his posture. The angle of his shoulders. The way Maya was backing away. The man grabbed her arm. She tried to pull back. He didn’t let go.

Jameson’s decision made itself.

He opened his streaming software. The familiar interface loaded—OBS, the same tool thousands of creators used. The same tool he’d used for years to broadcast his face and voice to increasingly smaller audiences.

Set up the capture. Queued the files. Wrote a title: LIVE: Mysterious Security Footage—Urban Exploration Gone Wrong?

His cursor hovered over the “Go Live” button.

Somewhere in the city, maybe in a basement or warehouse within a few miles of where he sat, Maya Reeves might be watching a camera and hoping someone was watching back. The police hadn’t found her in six months. The official channels had failed. Every day they didn’t find her was another day she spent in that room, eating rationed food from a man who grabbed her arm, who kept her like—

Like what? His mind didn’t want to complete the thought.

But the internet never slept. The internet was thousands of eyes, millions of minds, all working in parallel. For better or worse.

Jameson took a breath.

Clicked.

The stream counter started. Zero viewers. Then one. Then five. Then—

His channel had been dying for months. But streams labeled “LIVE” always got a bump from the algorithm. And mystery footage? Potential crime? The algorithm loved that. Fed it to people who fed it to more people who fed it to—

Fifty viewers. One hundred. Five hundred.

The chat exploded.

What am I looking at?

Is this real?

THAT’S MAYA REEVES

CALL THE POLICE

Why isn’t he calling the police?

THIS IS GOING TO BLOW UP

One thousand viewers. Two thousand. The number climbing faster than anything Jameson had ever experienced. His heart hammered. His hands shook. The footage played on—Maya backing away, the man advancing, the terrible intimacy of violence about to happen in grainy black and white.

Three thousand viewers. Five thousand.

Someone donated five dollars. The notification popped up with their message: You’re going to regret this.

Jameson’s blood went cold.

The username was just a string of numbers. The profile picture was blank. But something about those five words carried weight. Certainty. Knowledge.

Eight thousand viewers. Ten thousand.

Another donation. Ten dollars. Same username.

She can’t be saved. But your family can still be lost.

Jameson’s hand moved toward the “End Stream” button—

His phone exploded with notifications. Twitter. Reddit. Discord servers he’d never heard of. The stream was being shared, clipped, dissected. He’d been live for six minutes and already it was escaping his control, spreading like wildfire across the internet’s dry kindling. The thing about fire was once it started, you couldn’t call it back.

Fifteen thousand viewers. Twenty thousand.

The footage played on. The man releasing Maya’s arm. Walking out of frame. Maya collapsing against the wall, her cardboard sign discarded on the concrete floor.

HELP ME

The chat scrolled too fast to read. Accusations. Theories. Someone claiming to recognize the building’s architecture. Someone else posting coordinates. A third person saying they’d already called the FBI. The chaos of collective action, directed at nothing, accomplishing everything and nothing simultaneously.

Twenty-five thousand viewers. Thirty thousand.

Jameson had wanted to save his channel. He’d wanted to matter again. Be seen. Be important. Be remembered as something other than a failure who couldn’t adapt to algorithm changes.

He was getting his wish.

And as the donations kept coming—You have no idea what you’ve done, They’re coming for you, Last chance to end this—he realized with perfect, terrible clarity that some wishes should stay ungranted. That there were prices he hadn’t considered. Consequences he couldn’t predict. That he’d taken a girl’s suffering and turned it into content, and no amount of rationalization about helping would change that fundamental transaction.

The stream counter hit fifty thousand viewers.

Outside, a car door slammed. Probably nothing. Probably a neighbor. Probably normal life continuing while his accelerated toward something he couldn’t name but could feel approaching.

There was no going back now.




Chapter 1

“Turn it off,” Vanessa said. “Right now. Turn it off.”

Jameson couldn’t look away from the screen. The viewer count had climbed past sixty thousand. The chat was a waterfall of text moving so fast it blurred into abstract shapes—white letters on dark background, occasionally punctuated by emojis, donation alerts, warnings from moderators he didn’t remember appointing. The notifications stacked on top of each other, creating a visual cacophony that should have been overwhelming but instead felt hypnotic.

Numbers going up. Engagement through the roof. Everything he’d wanted for the past six months happening all at once.

“Jameson.” Her voice had that edge now. The one that meant she was serious and he was being an idiot. The tone she used when he talked about buying camera equipment he couldn’t afford or staying up until 4am editing videos that would get two hundred views. “I’m not asking.”

He’d called her twenty minutes ago, voice shaking, words tumbling over each other. “I think I found something. I think it’s real. I don’t know what to do.” She’d arrived in fifteen minutes—which meant she’d broken at least three traffic laws getting here. Probably ran the red light at Morrison and 52nd. Definitely sped through the residential zone near his house. Now she stood behind his chair, one hand on the backrest, close enough that he could smell her shampoo. Coconut. Normal. The opposite of everything happening on his screen.

“It’s already out there,” he said. His voice sounded distant, like someone else was operating his mouth. Like he was watching himself from outside his body, a spectator to his own decisions. “Ending the stream won’t unring the bell.”

“But it might stop you from ringing it louder.”

Seventy thousand viewers. The number clicked over as he watched, each thousand representing more eyes, more attention, more of what he’d been desperately craving. His analytics panel showed the demographic breakdown—viewers from across the country, across the world. Spain. Germany. Japan. His dying channel suddenly international.

The footage kept playing. He’d set it to loop through all twelve files. The chat had organized itself with frightening efficiency—one group trying to identify the location, another analyzing every frame for clues, a third demanding he contact authorities. They’d created roles for themselves without prompting, falling into the familiar patterns of internet investigation. Someone had pinned a message: “LOCATION TEAM report findings here.” Another pin: “FRAME ANALYSIS use timestamps.” The distributed intelligence of the crowd finding structure in chaos.

And then there were the others. The ones posting threats. The ones with blank profiles and number-string usernames. They stood out like oil in water, their messages darker and more focused than the ambient chaos.

Your mother is home alone right now.

146 Morrison Street. That’s where you live, right?

End the stream or we end you.

“They know where I live,” Jameson whispered. The words stuck in his throat.

Vanessa leaned closer, reading the chat. Her breath was warm on his neck. Her hand tightened on the chair back, knuckles going white. “Trolls. They always do this. Google your name, find your address on some leaked database. It’s intimidation. Standard operating procedure for people with nothing better to do.”

“What if it’s not?” His hands were cold despite the warmth of the room. The heating vent near his desk was blowing directly on him, but he felt frozen.

She didn’t answer immediately. The pause stretched long enough that he could hear the soft whir of his computer fans, the distant sound of a car passing on the street below, his own breathing getting shallower.

Which was answer enough.

The donation notification chimed again. Fifty dollars this time. The sound was cheerful, celebratory—the same chime that usually made him smile when someone donated five dollars for a hardware question. Now it sounded like a warning bell. The username was different but the profile picture was the same blank avatar. Gray square. Nothing.

Last warning. Your sister gets home from work at 11pm.

Jameson’s hands went numb. “I don’t have a sister.”

“See?” Vanessa’s voice carried relief, bright and fragile. “They’re guessing. Trying to scare you. Throwing shit at the wall to see what sticks. Classic intimidation tactics. It means they don’t actually know anything.”

But Jameson was already thinking about his mom downstairs. About Vanessa standing behind him right now, close enough to be collateral damage if this went wrong. About everyone he cared about suddenly being mapped in proximity to whatever he’d just stumbled into. His mental map of safety—home, girlfriend, family—suddenly felt like a target diagram.

Eighty thousand viewers.

Someone in the chat posted a Google Maps link. “FOUND IT,” they wrote in all caps, the message highlighted by moderators, pinned to the top of the chat. “Warehouse district, northwest industrial. Abandoned building on Nicolai Street. Street view matches the interior architecture. SOMEONE CALL THE COPS.”

The chat exploded.

I’M 10 MINUTES AWAY

DON’T GO ALONE YOU IDIOT

This is how people die

Live stream it if you go

CALL 911 FIRST

We did it Reddit

Jameson watched the location link get copied, pasted, shared. Watched it spread through the chat like a virus, each repost adding velocity. Watched the viewer count tick higher. Watched his phone start buzzing with notifications from platforms he’d barely used—Instagram, TikTok, Twitter. Clips of his stream spreading across the internet like blood in water. The algorithm’s appetite was endless, and he’d just fed it something irresistible.

“V,” he said quietly. “What did I do?”

She didn’t answer. On screen, the footage showed Maya sitting against the wall, knees drawn up, head down. Defeated. Alone. The posture of complete hopelessness, the kind of body language that transcended the grainy security footage and communicated pure despair. The timestamp said this was from two days ago.

Two days.

The thought hit him with physical force. If this was real—if Maya Reeves was actually in that warehouse—she might still be there. Right now. While he sat in his bedroom and watched his viewer count climb like a rocket. While he achieved everything he’d wanted but in the worst possible way.

His phone rang. Unknown number. The screen glowed in the dim room.

He stared at it. Three rings. Four.

“Don’t,” Vanessa said.

He answered. Put it on speaker with shaking hands.

“Mr. Cole.” A woman’s voice. Professional. Clipped. The kind of voice that came with a badge and a gun and the authority to ruin his life. “This is Special Agent Rebecca Huang with the FBI. I need you to end your stream immediately.”

The room tilted. The walls seemed to shift closer. “How did you get this number?”

“That’s not important. What’s important is that you’re currently broadcasting what may be evidence in an active investigation. You’re also potentially endangering a victim and compromising our ability to—”

“Your investigation?” Jameson’s voice cracked, adolescent and defensive. “She’s been missing six months and you haven’t found her. Six months of press conferences and tip lines and exactly zero results.”

A pause. Cold and sharp as a blade. He could hear background noise on her end—voices, radio chatter, the ambient sound of a command center spinning up. “Mr. Cole, I understand you think you’re helping. But what you’re actually doing is alerting a possible kidnapper that we’re closing in. If Maya Reeves is in that location, and if her captor is monitoring online activity—which they almost certainly are—you’ve just told them to move her. Or worse.”

The words settled into his chest like stones. Heavy. Suffocating.

“End the stream,” Agent Huang continued. “Send us the files. Let us do our job. This is not a suggestion.”

“But—”

“This isn’t a negotiation. If you continue broadcasting, I will personally ensure you’re charged with obstruction of justice. Do you understand?”

Jameson looked at his screen. Ninety thousand viewers. The chat moving so fast it was just visual noise now, a river of opinion and panic and excitement. Someone had posted a news article—already written, already published, already cached by Google. LOCAL STREAMER MAY HAVE FOUND MISSING TEEN. The media cycle spinning faster than thought, faster than fact-checking, faster than truth.

“I need to think,” he said.

“You need to comply. You have five minutes before I start the process of having your stream forcibly taken down. And Mr. Cole?” Her voice dropped lower, more personal. “The people threatening you in your chat? They’re not trolls. End this now.”

She hung up.

The dial tone hummed for a moment before Jameson pulled the phone away from his ear. His hands were shaking badly now, fine tremors that made the phone screen blur. The adrenaline that had carried him through the last half hour was curdling into something else. Fear. Real fear. Not the performative kind he felt watching horror movies or the ambient kind that came with being broke and directionless. This was immediate. Physical. The kind of fear that came with consequences he couldn’t undo.

“Jay.” Vanessa’s hand on his shoulder, warm and solid. Real. “She’s right. This is too big. Let them handle it.”

“What if they don’t?” His voice came out small, childish. “What if they’re just covering their asses? Six months, V. Six months and they haven’t found her. Maybe they weren’t looking hard enough. Maybe they gave up. Maybe she’s just a statistic to them.”

“And you think streaming security footage to gamers and true crime freaks is better? You think the mob is more reliable than trained investigators?”

“The chat found the location in twenty minutes.” He gestured at the screen, at the pinned Google Maps link, at the dozens of people confirming the address and posting street view comparisons. “Twenty minutes. The FBI had six months.”

“The chat also thinks you’re part of the conspiracy.” She gestured at the screen, where someone had indeed posted that theory, complete with a grainy photo of Jameson from his Twitter profile and red circles drawn around his face. “JCole_Tech is the kidnapper. This is a false flag. He’s covering his tracks.” The post had three hundred upvotes.

One hundred thousand viewers. The number ticked over with a soft sound his streaming software made, a gentle chime that felt obscene given the circumstances.

The number felt impossible. His channel had never broken five hundred concurrent viewers. Even his best videos—his RTX 3080 teardown, his custom water-cooling build—topped out at fifty thousand views total, accumulated over months. This was Super Bowl numbers. This was concert-level attention. This was the algorithm deciding he mattered, finally, and feeding him to everyone hungry for drama and mystery and the chance to play hero from their couch.

His email chimed. He glanced at it reflexively.

Three messages from news outlets wanting interviews. CNN. NBC. Local Portland stations. Five from other streamers wanting to collaborate, to get a piece of the viral moment. One from his channel network—the company that technically owned a percentage of his content—with the subject line: URGENT: ONGOING STREAM.

He opened it. His stomach dropped as he read.

Jameson—we’re receiving calls from law enforcement about your current stream. You need to end it immediately. This is not a suggestion. You’re violating multiple terms of service agreements and potentially federal law. End the stream NOW or we will terminate your partnership and pursue legal action for damages to our brand.

He laughed. It came out wrong—too high, too sharp. Hysterical edges.

“What?” Vanessa leaned over his shoulder, read the email. “Oh.”

“They want me to stop because I might get sued. Not because it’s the right thing to do.” He was still laughing. Or maybe crying. Hard to tell. The sounds blurred together. “Isn’t that perfect? Isn’t that just—isn’t that everything wrong with this whole system in one email?”

“Jay. Focus.” She grabbed his chair and spun it around so he was facing her instead of the screen. Her eyes were dark and serious and locked on his. “I need you to breathe and think clearly. What happens next?”

“I don’t know.” The words felt good to say. Honest. He didn’t know. He’d stopped knowing around the time he’d clicked “Go Live.”

“Yes you do. Walk through it. The FBI takes your stream down. Then what?”

He tried to think past the panic, past the viewer count still climbing behind him. “They investigate the location. Maybe find Maya. Maybe don’t.”

“And you?”

“Get arrested, probably. Obstruction of justice. Maybe sued by the network. Definitely fired.” The words came automatic, detached. A list of consequences he’d been avoiding thinking about until Vanessa made him say them out loud. “Channel terminated. Back to square one. Except this time with a criminal record.”

“Or?”

“Or what?”

“What happens if you keep streaming?”

The question hung between them. On his screen, the footage kept playing. Maya looking at the camera. Holding her sign. HELP ME. The viewer count ticked past one hundred and ten thousand. The donation notifications kept chiming. The chat kept scrolling. The machine kept running.

“People find her,” Jameson said slowly. “Maybe. The pressure gets too big to ignore. Every wannabe detective in the country starts looking. The kidnapper panics, makes a mistake. Or—”

“Or he kills her and runs.” Vanessa’s voice was flat. Matter-of-fact. “Or he kills her and comes after you. Or the mob finds the warehouse and someone gets hurt storming it. Or you end up in federal prison. There’s a lot of ‘or’ in this scenario, Jay.”

She was right. He knew she was right. The reasonable thing—the sane thing—was to end this now, call Agent Huang back, hand over everything and hope they found Maya before it was too late. Hope the system worked the way it was supposed to. Hope that following the rules led to good outcomes.

But.

His eyes drifted to the chat. To the thousands of people watching. To the news articles being written in real-time. To the TikToks and Tweets and Reddit threads spinning up across the internet. A machine of attention and action that no single person could stop once it started rolling. He’d pulled a lever and now forces beyond his control were in motion.

Someone posted: There are already people at the warehouse location. They’re going in.

Vanessa saw it the same time he did. “Oh god.”

Jameson grabbed his phone, opened Twitter. Sure enough, there were photos. A handful of people—college-aged, wearing hoodies and backpacks—standing outside a decrepit warehouse building. The architecture matched the security footage. Red brick. Broken windows. Industrial district. They were taking selfies. Treating it like an adventure. Like urban exploration. Like entertainment.

One of them was holding a crowbar. Grinning at the camera.

“We have to stop them,” Vanessa said.

“How?” Jameson’s voice cracked. “How do I stop something I can’t control? I’m not there. I can’t call them. I don’t even know who they are.”

His stream was still going. The footage playing. The chat multiplying faster than he could read. And somewhere in Portland, a group of strangers inspired by his broadcast were breaking into a building where a kidnapper might still be holding his victim.

Or where he might be waiting with a weapon.

Or where Maya Reeves might be dying while internet detectives posted memes and took selfies.

Jameson’s cursor moved to the “End Stream” button. Hovered there. The red X that would make all of this stop. Or at least stop his part in it.

A new donation came through. One hundred dollars. The blank avatar. The number-string username that had been threatening him since the stream started.

Too late. They’re already inside.

He switched back to Twitter. Refreshed. The page loaded with new posts, new photos, new developments happening in real-time.

A new post from one of the warehouse explorers, posted thirty seconds ago: OMG THERE’S ACTUALLY SOMEONE DOWN HERE

The tweet had a photo attached. Dark. Blurry. Taken with flash in what looked like a basement. Concrete walls. Water damage. And there in the corner, barely visible—

A figure. Small. Wearing a hoodie.

Looking at the camera with wide, terrified eyes.

Jameson’s stream chat went completely insane. The messages came so fast they were just a blur of capital letters and emojis and exclamation points.

IT’S HER

CALL 911

YOU’RE GOING TO GET HER KILLED

THIS IS INSANE

Why isn’t anyone calling the cops???

HOLY SHIT IT’S REAL

We actually found her

But they were. Of course they were. Jameson could see the replies rolling in—people posting screenshots of their calls to Portland PD. Dispatch operators. The FBI tip line. Emergency services being flooded with reports about a warehouse on Nicolai Street where missing teenager Maya Reeves had been found.

Found because of his stream.

His phone rang again. Agent Huang.

He answered. Didn’t say hello. Just waited.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” Her voice was ice. Controlled fury. “We had units en route. We were setting up a perimeter. Coordinating with local PD. Planning a safe extraction. And now we have civilians inside the building, a potential hostage situation, and every police scanner in the city lighting up. If Maya Reeves dies tonight, Mr. Cole, that’s on you. Do you understand? Her blood is on your hands.”

“I didn’t tell them to go in,” Jameson said. But the words felt hollow. He’d lit the match. The fire spreading wasn’t his fault, exactly, but it was definitely his responsibility.

“End your stream. Now. That’s the last time I’m asking.” She hung up before he could respond.

One hundred and thirty thousand viewers. A number that felt divorced from reality. That was a stadium. That was a small city. That was more people than had ever cared about anything he’d done in his entire life.

Vanessa was at his window, looking out at the street. “There’s a car down there. Just sitting. Been there since I arrived.” Her voice was tight.

“Probably nothing. Neighbor. Someone on their phone.”

“Jameson.” She turned to face him. Her expression made his stomach drop. Real fear in her eyes now, not just concern for him being stupid but actual physical fear. “There’s someone in it. Just sitting. Watching your house.”

He joined her at the window. Looked down at the street he’d lived on for three years. The street he knew. Safe. Boring. Residential. She was right. A dark sedan parked three houses down. No lights. No movement. Just the vague shape of someone behind the wheel. Waiting.

His phone buzzed. Text from an unknown number.

Wave hello.

As he watched, the figure in the car raised one hand. Waved. Slow. Deliberate.

Vanessa grabbed his arm, fingers digging in hard enough to hurt. “We need to leave. Right now.”

But Jameson was frozen, staring at his phone. Another text came through.

End the stream or your mother answers the door to a stranger.

Then another.

Your choice. You have thirty seconds.

“V,” he said quietly. “Go check on my mom. Don’t tell her anything. Just—just make sure she’s okay. Lock the living room doors.”

She hesitated, looking between him and the window and the phone in his hand.

“Please.”

She ran for the stairs. He heard her footsteps, too fast, nearly stumbling.

Jameson returned to his desk. His screen showed controlled chaos—the footage still playing, the chat still scrolling, the viewer count still climbing. And now, mixed in with everything else, someone had started a livestream from inside the warehouse. He could see it in the chat—links being posted, people saying “WATCH THIS IT’S HAPPENING LIVE.”

He clicked through. His hands moved automatically.

The stream was shaky phone footage, dark and unclear. Someone breathing heavily. Footsteps echoing in empty space. The acoustic signature of a large room. And then voices.

“Hello? Maya? Maya Reeves?”

A whimper from off-camera. Small. Frightened.

“Oh my god. Oh my god, it’s actually her. Chat, it’s her. We found her. We actually found her.”

The camera swung around. There, curled in the corner of a basement room that matched the security footage exactly—same walls, same stains, same metal shelf—was Maya Reeves. Thinner than her photos. Dirty. Terrified. Her hair matted. Her clothes hanging off her frame.

But alive.

Jameson’s chest felt like it was cracking open.

They’d found her.

His stream had found her.

The amateur detectives and attention-seekers and chaos-hungry viewers had actually done it. What the FBI couldn’t do in six months, the internet had done in under an hour.

Vanessa burst back into his room. “Your mom’s fine. She’s asleep on the couch. Didn’t even hear me come in. Doors are locked.” She was breathing hard. “But Jay, that car—”

“They found her,” Jameson said. His voice sounded strange. Distant. “V, they actually found her.”

She came to look at his screen. Watched the phone footage of Maya being helped up by strangers. Wrapped in someone’s jacket. Being guided toward stairs while the streamer narrated everything for his rapidly growing audience. “Holy shit.”

“Police are going to be there any second,” Vanessa said.

“I know.”

“You should end your stream.”

“I know.”

But he didn’t. He sat there watching as his broadcast and the phone stream and a dozen other streams all covered the same event from different angles. As news helicopters started appearing in people’s feeds—actual helicopters, actual news crews, converging on the warehouse district. As Portland PD arrived at the warehouse with lights and sirens. As Maya Reeves, missing for six months, was brought out into the night air and into an ambulance.

Alive.

Because of him.

And also maybe almost killed because of him. Maybe traumatized further by internet strangers storming her prison. Maybe put at risk when her kidnapper saw the streams and decided to—

The two thoughts existed simultaneously in his head, impossible to reconcile. Hero and villain. Savior and criminal. Both true. Neither complete.

His phone buzzed. Another text from the unknown number.

She’s safe. But you’re not. This isn’t over.

Vanessa was reading over his shoulder. “Jay. The car’s still out there.”

He looked. She was right. Even with everything happening, even with Maya rescued, the sedan hadn’t moved. The figure behind the wheel hadn’t left. Still watching. Still waiting.

A donation came through. Five hundred dollars this time. The largest donation his channel had ever received.

You wanted attention. You got it. Now let’s see if you can handle what comes next.

Jameson’s cursor finally moved to the “End Stream” button.

One hundred and fifty thousand viewers watching. More people than lived in his entire neighborhood. More people than he’d ever see in his lifetime if he counted every face.

He clicked.

The stream died. His screen went dark except for the overlay graphics. “Stream Offline.” The sudden absence of the chat, the viewer count, the constant chiming of notifications—it felt like silence after an explosion. His ears rang with it.

The sudden silence was deafening.

Vanessa exhaled. “Okay. Okay. Now we call the police about the car. About the texts. We show them everything and—”

Someone knocked on the front door downstairs.

They both froze. The sound echoed through the house. Three sharp raps.

“Could be the FBI,” Vanessa whispered.

“Could be.”

The knocking came again. Louder. More insistent. Not police knocking. Something else. Something that expected to be answered.

Jameson’s phone lit up. One more text.

Answer the door, Jameson. We need to talk.

He and Vanessa looked at each other. Her eyes were wide. His heart was hammering so hard he could feel it in his throat, in his temples, in his fingertips.

The knocking continued. Patient. Relentless.

“Don’t,” Vanessa said.

But his mom was downstairs. Asleep. Unaware. If he didn’t answer, if whoever was out there decided to force their way in—

He stood. Started for the stairs.

“Jameson, don’t you dare.” She grabbed his arm but he pulled away.

He kept moving. Down the stairs. Past the living room where his mom was still asleep on the couch, TV flickering with some late-night talk show. To the front door with its single deadbolt that suddenly seemed impossibly inadequate. A lock that could be picked. A door that could be kicked in.

He looked through the peephole.

A man stood on the porch. Late thirties, maybe. Average height. Wearing a business casual button-down and jeans. Nothing threatening about him. He could have been anyone—a neighbor, a delivery driver, a concerned citizen. Someone you’d pass on the street without a second glance.

Except for his eyes. Even through the peephole distortion, Jameson could see something wrong in his eyes. Too steady. Too focused. The eyes of someone who’d made a decision and was following through.

The man smiled. As if he knew Jameson was watching.

Held up a phone.

On the phone’s screen, Jameson could see his own house from an angle that suggested another camera somewhere across the street. And in the window of that house, visible in the second-floor bedroom, were two figures. Jameson and Vanessa, moments ago, looking out at the street. The image was clear. High resolution. Professional equipment.

The man lowered the phone. Knocked again. Same rhythm. Patient.

Jameson’s hand moved to the deadbolt.

“Jay, no.” Vanessa was behind him on the stairs. “Call 911. Don’t open that door.”

She was right. Opening the door would be stupid. Dangerous. Exactly what you’re not supposed to do in every horror movie and true crime podcast. The first rule of home invasion: never open the door.

But something in the man’s expression said he wasn’t leaving until they talked. And something in the way he’d shown Jameson that camera feed said he had more than one way into this house if he wanted. That the door was optional. That this was a courtesy.

The man knocked a third time.

Then he called out, voice muffled through the door but clear enough: “I’m not here to hurt anyone, Jameson. I just want you to understand what you’ve started. Five minutes. That’s all I need.”

Jameson’s hand was on the lock. The metal was cold under his palm.

Vanessa was on her phone. “I’m calling 911.”

“Wait.”

“Jay—”

“Five minutes. Keep 911 ready. If anything goes wrong, you call immediately.” He turned to look at her. “But I need to know. I need to understand what this is.”

“This is insane.”

“Everything about tonight is insane.” He turned back to the door. “But he’s right. I need to understand what I’ve started.”

Before she could argue, before he could change his mind, before the rational part of his brain could override the desperate need to know, Jameson unlocked the door.

Opened it.

The night air rushed in, cool and carrying the smell of rain that hadn’t fallen yet.

The man on the porch smiled wider. “Thank you. I promise this won’t take long.” He glanced past Jameson to where Vanessa stood on the stairs, phone in hand, finger hovering over the emergency call button. “Smart girlfriend. Keep that phone ready. I’d do the same.”

He stepped inside without being invited. Moved with easy confidence. Looked around the entryway like he was appraising the space. His shoes were clean. His clothes were pressed. Nothing about him suggested violence except the wrongness in his eyes and the certainty in his movement.

And Jameson, who’d spent the last hour making one bad decision after another, closed the door behind him and wondered if this would be the one he didn’t walk away from.




Chapter 2

This is how you die, Jameson thought. Letting a stranger into your house at midnight because you’re too curious to be smart.

The man stood in his entryway like he belonged there. Not aggressive—that was the strange part. He kept his hands visible, his posture open. Shoulders relaxed. Weight balanced. Like a salesman or a therapist. Someone trained to appear nonthreatening even when delivering threats. The kind of body language that took practice to perfect.

“My name’s Marcus Webb,” the man said. His voice was pleasant. Middle register. The kind of voice you’d forget five minutes after hearing it. “I work for a company you’ve never heard of. We monitor online activity for various clients. When your stream started gaining traction, I was dispatched to make contact.”

“Dispatched.” Jameson’s voice came out steadier than he felt. His heart was still hammering from opening the door, from letting this stranger cross the threshold into his home. “Like you’re a technician fixing cable.”

“Something like that.” Marcus smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes.

Vanessa was still on the stairs, phone clutched white-knuckled in her hand. Her thumb hovered over the emergency call button. Jameson could practically hear her mental countdown—how long to give this before she called for help. Thirty seconds? A minute? Her breathing was shallow. Fast. The kind of breathing that came right before panic or action.

“You were sending the donations,” Jameson said. “The threats in chat.”

“Some of them. Others were genuine concerned citizens. Hard to tell the difference sometimes, isn’t it? That’s the beauty of the internet. Everyone’s anonymous until they’re not.”

“What do you want?” The question came out more aggressive than Jameson intended. Fear manifesting as bravado.

“To help you understand the situation you’re in.” Marcus glanced around the living room—at Jameson’s mom still asleep on the couch, at the flickering TV, at the general lived-in shabbiness of a house where money was always tight. The worn couch cushions. The coffee table with water rings. The carpet that needed replacing five years ago. His gaze took it all in with the efficiency of someone trained to assess an environment quickly. “You think tonight was a win. You found Maya Reeves. You’re a hero. Your channel’s going to explode. Maybe you get interviewed on the news. Maybe you monetize this whole thing into a career. Book deals. Speaking engagements. The works.”

“I didn’t do it for the views.”

“Didn’t you?” Marcus tilted his head. The gesture was almost sympathetic. Almost. “Not even a little? Come on, Jameson. We monitored your channel analytics for the past six months. Declining engagement. Losing subscribers. You were desperate for something to change. And then this footage lands in your lap and suddenly you’re relevant again.”

The accuracy of it stung. Jameson wanted to deny it, to claim pure altruism, but Marcus was right. The thought had crossed his mind. Multiple times. The sick excitement of watching his viewer count climb. The vindication of mattering again. Of being seen. Of the algorithm finally, finally paying attention.

“So what?” he said. “I still helped find her.”

“You think you did. But let me tell you what actually happened tonight.” Marcus pulled out his phone, tapped a few times, held up the screen. It showed the warehouse. The one they’d found Maya in. But this footage was from a different angle—outside, from across the street. High quality. Professional equipment. Timestamped from thirty minutes ago.

On screen, Jameson could see the amateur detectives arriving. Their hoodies and backpacks. Their excited gestures. Breaking in through the side door with their crowbar. The chaos of their discovery. And then, minutes before the police arrived—maybe three minutes, maybe less—a different figure emerging from a side door on the opposite end of the building. Adult male. Baseball cap pulled low. Moving without hurry. Walking calmly to a parked van and driving away.

Marcus lowered the phone. “Recognize him?”

The man from the security footage. Maya’s captor. Gone before police could secure the perimeter. Vanished into the night while internet heroes took selfies.

Jameson’s stomach dropped. The floor seemed to tilt under his feet.

“Agent Huang was right,” Marcus continued, pocketing his phone. “You alerted him. He was monitoring social media—anyone holding a victim that high-profile would be. The second your stream started gaining traction, he knew. Started packing up. Destroying evidence. By the time your internet heroes kicked down the door, he was already sanitizing the scene and planning his exit.”

“But Maya’s safe. That’s what matters.” The words felt hollow even as Jameson said them.

“Is she?” Marcus’s expression didn’t change. Pleasant. Professional. Terrifying in its normalcy. “Maya Reeves was held for six months by someone who’s now in the wind. Someone who knows she can identify him. Someone who knows that leaving her alive makes him vulnerable. How long do you think before he decides to tie up that loose end? Before Maya has an accident? Before a home invasion goes wrong? Before something tragic and permanent happens?”

Vanessa spoke from the stairs, her voice stronger than Jameson expected: “The police will protect her.”

“Will they?” Marcus glanced at her, that same expression of mild approval crossing his face. “For how long? A week? A month? Forever? Police protection is expensive. Public attention is fickle. Give it two weeks and Maya will be old news. There’ll be another missing girl, another viral story, another outrage to occupy the collective consciousness. And this guy—whoever he is—he’s patient. He waited six months already. He can wait six more. Or a year. Or five. And he’ll remember who made him run.”

“You’re trying to scare us,” Jameson said. But his voice lacked conviction. The words came out weak.

“I’m trying to educate you. Actions have consequences. You wanted to be a hero, but heroes in real life don’t get clean victories. They get complications. Investigations. Lawsuits. And sometimes they get people hurt. Sometimes the person they save ends up dead six months later because the bad guy got away. How will that feel, Jameson? Knowing you traded Maya’s immediate rescue for her eventual murder?”

“Who do you work for?” Jameson needed to change the subject. Needed to stop imagining Maya’s future corpse.

“I told you. A company you’ve never heard of.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Marcus smiled. “No. It’s not.” He pocketed his phone with a smooth, practiced motion. “Here’s what happens next. Tomorrow morning, the FBI is going to contact you. They’re going to want those security camera files. All of them. Original files, not compressed. They’re going to ask where you got them, who sent them, everything. Full forensic analysis. You’re going to cooperate fully. No delays. No excuses.”

“Obviously.”

“And when they ask if anyone else has contacted you about this—anyone unusual, anyone claiming to be monitoring the situation—you’re going to say no.”

The room got very quiet. Even the TV seemed to dim its volume. On the couch, Jameson’s mom shifted but didn’t wake.

“You want me to lie to the FBI,” Jameson said slowly.

“I want you to be smart about what information serves your interests. The people I work for—they’re not involved in Maya’s kidnapping. We’re observers. Documenters. We track patterns. But if you point federal investigators in our direction, things get complicated for you. Obstruction of justice charges. Your stream getting subpoenaed as evidence. Every message you’ve ever sent online examined in court. Every private conversation. Every questionable search. Your life becoming public record.”

“As opposed to what?”

“As opposed to you keeping tonight’s conversation to yourself and getting to move on. Your channel grows. You become the guy who helped find Maya Reeves. You get interviews, maybe a Netflix documentary deal. Speaking fees. Monetization. Life improves.” Marcus paused, letting the vision settle. “Or you tell the FBI about me and spend the next two years in legal hell while we make sure every questionable thing you’ve ever done online becomes exhibit evidence. That pirated software on your computer? That’s federal crime number one. Those tax deductions you claimed on channel equipment you also use for personal projects? That’s fraud. We’re very thorough when we need to be.”

Jameson’s mouth was dry. His tongue felt thick. “That’s blackmail.”

“That’s reality. You opened a door tonight, Jameson. Stepped into something bigger than a missing teenager and a viral stream. Now you get to decide—do you want to step back out quietly, or do you want to see how deep this goes?”

On the couch, Jameson’s mom stirred. Shifted in her sleep. Her hand moved across her chest, settling near her throat. The TV flickered—some late-night infomercial selling kitchen knives. A chipper host demonstrating how easily the blade sliced through a tomato. The mundane domesticity of it felt surreal against the conversation happening ten feet away.

“Why are you really here?” Vanessa asked. Her voice was harder now. Less afraid. The initial shock wearing off, being replaced by anger. “If you just wanted him to keep quiet, you could have sent another threatening message. You didn’t need to show up in person. Didn’t need to risk being seen.”

Marcus looked at her with something like approval. Genuine this time. “You’re right. I didn’t. But I wanted Jameson to understand something that’s hard to convey through text. This isn’t a game. The footage you received—someone sent that to you deliberately. Chose you specifically out of thousands of streamers they could have contacted. Why do you think that is?”

Jameson hadn’t thought about it. In the chaos of the stream and the rescue and everything after, he hadn’t questioned why the tip had come to him. A small channel. Declining audience. Nothing special. Nothing that would suggest he was the right person for something this big.

“You were desperate,” Marcus said, answering his own question. “Desperate people are predictable. Easy to manipulate. Easy to point in a direction and watch them run. They sent you that footage knowing exactly what you’d do with it. And you did it. Perfectly. You went live, created chaos, mobilized the internet mob, and flushed Maya’s captor into the open. Exactly as planned.”

“What are you talking about? Who’s ‘they’?” Jameson’s head was spinning. The implications spreading like cracks in ice.

“That’s what the FBI is going to want to know. That’s what you’re going to tell them you don’t know. Because you don’t. And trust me when I say you don’t want to find out.” Marcus’s voice carried a weight now. A gravity that suggested real knowledge of real consequences.

He moved toward the door. His footsteps were silent on the carpet. Stopped with his hand on the knob. Turned back.

“One more thing. The person who sent you those files? They’re going to contact you again. Soon. When they do, you’re going to feel tempted to engage. To investigate. To turn this into your new content strategy. ‘Solving mysteries with my viewers.’ Regular series. Merchandise. The whole influencer package. Don’t. Whatever they want from you, it’s not worth what it’ll cost.”

“How do you know they’ll contact me again?”

Marcus smiled. “Because tonight went exactly how they wanted. And people who get what they want always come back for more.” He opened the door. The night air rushed in, carrying the smell of rain-soaked asphalt and distant exhaust. “Tell Agent Huang I said hello. She won’t know who I am, but it’ll bother her. She hates unsolved puzzles.”

Then he was gone. The door closed. The lock clicked. The sound felt final.

Jameson and Vanessa stood in the sudden silence. The absence of Marcus felt almost as oppressive as his presence had been.

“Did that just happen?” Jameson said.

Vanessa was already moving to the window, looking out. Pulled the curtain back carefully. “The car’s gone. He’s gone. Like he was never here.”

“We should tell the FBI.” But even as Jameson said it, doubt crept in. Marcus’s threats felt real. The kind of consequences he’d described felt inevitable.

“Should we?” She turned to face him. “Think about what he said. About you being chosen. About someone wanting this to happen.”

“So what? We just do nothing?”

“I don’t know.” She ran her hands through her hair—a gesture he recognized from every time she was stressed. Working through a design problem. Fighting with her mother. Trying to make sense of something that didn’t want to make sense. “But I know that guy was right about one thing. You stepped into something tonight. Something bigger than finding Maya.”

Jameson’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out reflexively. His hands were still shaking slightly.

Email. From an address that was just random letters and numbers. No subject line. The preview text showed in his notifications: You did well tonight…

He opened it.

You did well tonight. Maya is safe because of you. The FBI will try to make this complicated, but it’s simple: you helped save a life. Be proud. And be ready. There are others who need your help. I’ll be in touch.

—A Friend

He showed Vanessa.

She read it twice. Her eyes moved across the screen, taking in each word. “That’s them. Whoever sent you the original footage.”

“Has to be.”

“You’re not actually considering—”

“No. God, no. Marcus was right. This is too big. Too dangerous. I’m done.” He deleted the email. The trash icon accepting it with a soft whoosh sound. Then went to his computer and started backing up the security footage files to a hard drive. The progress bar crawled across the screen. 12%. 24%. 37%. “Tomorrow I give everything to the FBI and go back to reviewing graphics cards and building budget PCs. This was—this was a one-time thing.”

But even as he said it, he could feel the lie in it. The way his heart was still racing. The way part of his brain was already wondering what the next email would say. Who else needed help. What other mysteries were out there waiting for someone desperate enough to broadcast them. The way his subscriber count had felt climbing past one hundred thousand. The intoxication of relevance.

Vanessa sat on his bed. The mattress creaked under her weight. “Your subscriber count is going to be insane tomorrow.”

He checked. She was right. In the hour since he’d ended the stream, his channel had gained forty thousand new subscribers. Forty thousand. Comments were flooding in. Supportive. Critical. Calling him a hero. Calling him reckless. Analyzing every frame of his stream. Creating conspiracy theories about his involvement. Accusing him of being complicit. Defending him against the accusations.

Someone had already made a compilation video of the night’s events set to dramatic music. Epic orchestral swells over footage of Maya’s rescue. It had half a million views.

Someone else had created a subreddit dedicated to “The Maya Reeves Rescue.” Already thousands of members. Flairs assigned. Moderators appointed. The infrastructure of obsession building itself in real-time.

His Twitter had blown up. News outlets tagging him. Other streamers wanting to collaborate. True crime podcasters requesting interviews. His mentions were unusable, just an endless scroll of strangers demanding his attention.

The algorithm had noticed him. Finally. After months of slow decline, he was trending. Relevant. Rising. Featured on the homepage. Recommended to everyone. The machine had chosen him.

All it had cost was getting entangled with mysterious organizations and potential kidnappers and whoever Marcus Webb actually worked for.

“I should delete everything,” Jameson said. “The channel. Twitter. All of it. Just disappear.”

“You won’t.”

“I should.”

“But you won’t.” Vanessa’s voice was gentle. Sad. The kind of sadness that came from knowing someone better than they knew themselves. “Because you finally got what you wanted. And that’s not something people just walk away from.”

She was right. He hated that she was right. Hated that she could see through him so easily. See the part of him that was already calculating how to leverage this attention. How to turn one viral moment into a career. How to matter.

His mom shifted on the couch again. This time her eyes opened. She blinked, confused, squinting at Jameson and Vanessa in the doorway. Her hair was pressed flat on one side from the couch cushion. Her face creased with pillow marks.

“What time is it?” she mumbled.

“Late,” Jameson said. “Go back to sleep, Mom.”

“Were you having people over? I thought I heard voices.” She was already fading again, words slurring at the edges.

“Just the TV. I’ll turn it down.”

She nodded, already drifting off again. Within seconds her breathing evened out. The soft wheeze she’d had for years, the one she refused to see a doctor about.

Jameson watched her. Thought about Marcus Webb knowing his address. Knowing his mom’s schedule. Having cameras positioned across the street. The invisible surveillance that had been watching him without his knowledge. How long had they been watching? Days? Weeks? Since the moment he’d downloaded those files?

“I need you to stay here tonight,” he told Vanessa. “I don’t want to be alone.”

“I wasn’t planning on leaving.” She patted the bed next to her. “Come here. You need to sleep.”

“I can’t. I’m too wired.” His body felt electric. Exhausted but unable to rest. The kind of fatigue that went bone-deep but wouldn’t allow shutdown.

“Try anyway.”

He joined her. Lay back on sheets that smelled like laundry detergent and the faint musk of his own anxiety sweat. His mind was racing—replaying the stream, the donations, Marcus’s warnings, the email from “A Friend.” Every moment repeating on loop, finding new details to obsess over.

Vanessa’s hand found his. Squeezed.

“It’s going to be okay,” she said.

Another lie. They were collecting tonight. Accumulating like interest on a debt he didn’t know he’d taken out.

But he squeezed back anyway.



He didn’t sleep. Just lay there staring at the ceiling while Vanessa’s breathing gradually deepened and steadied beside him. Her hand went slack in his. Her face softened into the peaceful blankness of actual rest. Around three AM, his phone buzzed again. The blue light cutting through the darkness.

Text from unknown number.

Federal agents will arrive at 9 AM. Have the files ready. Cooperate fully. And Jameson? Don’t mention Marcus Webb. Trust me on this.

He almost replied. Almost demanded to know who was texting him, how they knew about Marcus, what the hell was actually going on.

Instead he deleted the message. Watched it disappear into digital void.

Then checked his channel analytics again.

Sixty thousand new subscribers in the last three hours.

The most-viewed stream of his career by a factor of fifty.

Comments still pouring in. The number ticking up every time he refreshed. 1,247 comments. 1,251. 1,263.

And somewhere in that flood of attention and chaos, buried in the replies and theories and hot takes, he found a comment that made his blood freeze:

This isn’t over. The man who took Maya had help. There are more victims. More warehouses. More cameras. And now that you’ve shown the world what you can do, they’re all watching. Waiting. To see if you’re brave enough to help again. Or if you’re just another coward who got lucky once.

Username: anonymous_watcher_777

Account created: three hours ago.

Following: only Jameson’s channel.

Followers: zero.

Videos: none.

Just a blank profile created for the sole purpose of leaving that comment.
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