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The Subject
────────────────────

The photograph was taken on a Tuesday.

Mara Ellis did not know this. She did not know that the man in the glass tower on the forty-second floor of the Wolfe Corp building had watched her cross West 47th Street with a cup of coffee she had not yet opened, that he had noted the way she tucked her chin against the October wind, the way her dark hair pulled loose from its knot and she did not bother to fix it. She did not know that he had been watching her for sixty-three days.

She was thinking about her rent.

Specifically, she was thinking about the seventeen hundred dollars she owed in eleven days and the fact that her editor at The Meridian, a small but respected digital publication that prided itself on long-form investigative journalism and paid accordingly poorly, had assigned her the Wolfe Corp profile with a six-week deadline and a flat rate that would cover the rent and almost nothing else. The feature was meant to be ambitious. Caden Wolfe, founder and CEO of Wolfe Corp, was the kind of story every journalist wanted. Forty-one years old. Self-made. Ruthlessly private. His company had reshaped data infrastructure for half the Fortune 100, and not a single major publication had ever gotten more than forty-five minutes with him.

Mara had been given forty-five minutes.

She pushed through the revolving door of the Wolfe Corp lobby and stopped walking. The lobby was the size of a cathedral, and it had been designed with the same intent: to make a person feel the precise weight of their own smallness. Black marble floors. Ceilings that disappeared into shadow. A reception desk carved from a single slab of pale stone, behind which sat a woman so impossibly composed she might have been a painting.

Mara approached, pulled out her press badge, and said, "Mara Ellis. I have a ten o'clock with Mr. Wolfe's communications team."

The receptionist looked at her badge, then at her face, then at her badge again. "Ms. Ellis. You're early."

"I know. I can wait."

She sat in one of the low leather chairs arranged near a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows and finally opened her coffee. It was cold. She drank it anyway and looked out at the street below, watching a woman in a red coat argue with a cab driver, watching pigeons rearrange themselves on a ledge across the street, watching the ordinary Tuesday world go on without any awareness that somewhere above her a man named Caden Wolfe was deciding things.

She had done her research. She always did. Three weeks of it: earnings reports, shareholder letters, the two profiles that existed, both brief and reverential, both published in trade publications that would accept a flattering quote over a hard question every time. She had read the founding story a dozen times—the Midwestern kid who built his first server rack from salvaged parts in a Cleveland garage at seventeen, who turned down three acquisition offers before he was thirty, who now ran a company valued at sixty-eight billion dollars and had not given a personal interview in four years.

What the research did not tell her was what he wanted.

Every subject wanted something. Even the ones who agreed to profiles reluctantly, even the ones who answered in monosyllables and checked their phones during the interview, they all wanted something. Validation. Legacy. A correction of the record. Mara had learned to find it in the first ten minutes and then to use it, gently, the way you would use the current of a river, not fighting it but steering within it.

She did not know what Caden Wolfe wanted.

That uncertainty sat in her chest like a cold stone.

✦

His office was not on the forty-second floor.

She did not learn this until a young man in a charcoal suit arrived to escort her, bypassing the elevator bank she had assumed they would use and instead leading her to a private lift at the rear of the building, one that required a key card she did not see him swipe so much as sense, the motion so practiced it had become invisible. The lift went up without announcing its destination. When the doors opened, she was on the forty-seventh floor.

The corridor was quiet in the way that very expensive things tended to be quiet: deliberately, architecturally. The carpet absorbed sound. The lighting was warm and recessed. There were no other offices visible, only this one corridor ending in a pair of doors that her escort did not knock on because before he could, one of them opened.

The man who stood there was not what she had expected.

This was the thing about research: it gave you facts, and facts were a kind of lie. They told you height—six foot two—and hair color—very dark, almost black—and the kind of physical detail that translated poorly from photographs to presence. What the photographs had not conveyed was the stillness. Caden Wolfe stood in the doorway of his office and he did not move toward her and he did not speak and he did not perform the social reflex of greeting, the hand extended, the slight lean forward, the smile that says I know how to do this. He simply stood and looked at her with gray eyes that were doing something she could not name, something that was not examination exactly but was more total than that.

She held out her hand. "Mr. Wolfe. Mara Ellis, The Meridian."

He took her hand. His grip was brief and precise. "I know who you are," he said.

The words were not rude. They were simply factual, delivered in a low, unhurried voice, and yet they landed strangely, with a weight she could not account for. She filed it away.

"Come in," he said, and stepped back.

✦

The office was not what she expected either.

She had prepared herself for the standard architecture of power: the enormous desk, the view orchestrated to remind visitors of their position in the hierarchy, the art chosen to project taste rather than express it. Wolfe Corp's offices downstairs had all of that. Up here, there was almost nothing. A long desk, yes, but it was clear of everything except a single monitor and a notebook, the paper kind, open to a page covered in handwriting too small to read. Two chairs across from it, plain and good. A wall of windows facing north.

And books. Everywhere books. Not arranged decoratively but used, the spines cracked, some lying horizontally on top of upright rows, the way books accumulate in a room that is actually lived in.

She sat across from him and opened her recorder and said, "Do you mind if I record?"

"No," he said.

She pressed record. She set her notebook on her knee. She looked at him looking at her.

"I read your piece on the Harmon acquisition," he said before she could speak. "The one in the Quarterly. You had the internal document before the announcement."

"I had a source."

"You had someone inside Harmon's legal team." It was not a question. "I spent some time working out which one."

She kept her face neutral. "That's a strange way to prepare for a profile interview."

"It tells me how you work," he said. "What you'll do to get something you want."

The cold stone in her chest shifted. She smiled, the professional one, easy and unrevealing. "Then you know I'm thorough."

He looked at her for a moment with those gray eyes that did not blink quite as often as they should. "Yes," he said. "I do."

She began her questions. The forty-five minutes passed. He answered some of them, deflected others with a precision that she recognized as practiced but could not crack. At one point he asked her a question back, which subjects sometimes did, usually to buy time or to assert control, and she answered it simply and watched something shift in his expression, very small, very fast, the kind of thing you caught only if you were already watching for it.

She was watching for everything.

When the forty-five minutes were up, he stood. She stood. She held out her hand again. He took it again, and this time he held it one second longer than he should have, one second past the point where a handshake ends, and he said, "I'll have my team arrange a second session. There's more to cover."

She had not asked for a second session.

"Of course," she said.

She collected her things and followed her escort back to the private lift and descended to the lobby and walked back out onto West 47th Street, where the wind had picked up and the red-coat woman and the cab were both gone and the pigeons had multiplied.

She stood on the sidewalk for a moment before she walked to the subway.

She thought about the way he had said I know who you are.

She thought about the notebook on his desk, the handwriting too small to read.

She told herself she was being a journalist, reading the room the way she always did, turning everything over to find what was underneath. She told herself the second session was a professional development, standard for a profile of this scope.

She did not yet know that when she had crossed West 47th Street sixty-three days ago with a coffee she had not yet opened, he had been watching from forty-seven floors up.

She did not yet know that the notebook was full of her name.
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The Architecture of Watching
────────────────────

Caden Wolfe did not consider himself an obsessive.

The distinction, to his mind, was important. An obsessive was someone who could not help himself, someone driven by compulsion into repetition without purpose. What he did had purpose. Everything he did had purpose, arrived at through a process of evaluation and decision that he had refined over decades of building systems that worked precisely because their designer understood the difference between noise and signal.

Mara Ellis was signal.

He had noticed her originally because of the Harmon piece. He read everything that touched his industry, not as a habit but as a discipline, and the Harmon acquisition story was the first piece of journalism in two years that had given him new information. He had read it twice, then a third time, then looked up the byline. The photograph attached to her contributor page was unremarkable—standard press headshot, slightly forced smile—but he had read the other pieces linked there, all of them, and then he had set his researcher on her background and read that too.

The researcher's report was thorough. Mara Ellis, thirty-two, grew up in Raleigh, North Carolina, attended Northwestern on a partial scholarship, graduated third in her journalism class, spent four years at the Tribune before going freelance eighteen months ago. Father deceased, mother in a care facility outside Raleigh. Rent was seventeen hundred a month for a one-bedroom in Astoria.

He had not asked for the rent figure. His researcher included everything.

He had looked at the rent figure for a long time.

✦

He had not intended to see her.

That was the thing he returned to most often in the early days, the ones before he understood what was happening. He had not intended to encounter her physically. The research was professional interest, the kind he extended to anyone whose work intersected with his industry. He had looked up journalists before. He had read their pieces, assessed their methods, filed the assessment, and moved on.

He had not moved on from Mara Ellis.

The first time he saw her in person was an accident. It was a Friday afternoon in late July and he was in the back of his car moving through Midtown when the traffic stopped entirely—a fender collision a block ahead, police already there—and he was looking out the window with the detached patience of someone who had long since stopped experiencing delays as inconveniences when he saw her.

She was standing outside a coffee cart on the corner. She was arguing with her phone, the phone held at arm's length and frowned at, the kind of frown that meant the problem was software and not a person. She was wearing a blue dress and carrying a leather bag that had seen better years and she was not beautiful in the way that the word was commonly used, not arranged for it, but she had a quality of presence that he registered before he had words for it: the sense that she was fully in her body, fully in the moment, not performing anything for anyone.

The traffic cleared. His car moved.

He looked at the space where she had been for the two seconds before it passed out of view.

He told himself he had noticed her because he already knew her work. Associative recognition. The mind connecting a face to a file.

He told himself this for approximately three weeks.

✦

He learned her routine the way he learned everything: by paying attention.

She came through Midtown on Tuesdays and Thursdays, those being the days she used the Meridian's shared office space on 48th Street rather than working from her apartment. She got off at the 47th-50th Street station and walked west on 47th, stopping at the same coffee cart, and then walked to the Meridian building and was usually inside by nine-fifteen.

He had not gone looking for this information. He had noticed it. There was a difference.

He told his assistant to arrange a press inquiry route through his communications team for anyone from The Meridian. A standard thing. Publications sent inquiries regularly and they all went through the same process. He did not specifically route for Mara Ellis.

She had not applied for a profile interview for another four months after that. He had been surprised to discover, when the inquiry came through, that he had been waiting.

He approved it himself. His communications director had been confused—Caden had declined every press inquiry for four years—but she was smart enough not to ask.

He had then spent three weeks preparing for forty-five minutes.

This, he recognized, was not standard behavior. He recognized it with clinical clarity and did not particularly care. He had built a sixty-eight-billion-dollar company by following his instincts past the point where other people would have stopped, and his instincts about Mara Ellis were the strongest he had felt about anything since the early years of Wolfe Corp, when the company had been nothing but a vision and an architecture no one else could see.

✦

He stood at his window after she left.

The street below was ordinary. Tuesday afternoon, the October light coming down at that low flat angle that made every shadow long. She would be on the subway by now, back to Astoria, back to the one-bedroom and whatever she was writing at whatever desk she used.

He thought about what she had said when he asked her a question back: the directness of it, no hesitation, no performance, just the answer. Most people, when a powerful person questioned them, shifted in some way—recalibrated, softened, tried to find what the powerful person wanted to hear. Mara Ellis had answered him the same way she would have answered anyone.

He found that more interesting than almost anything that had happened to him in recent memory.

His phone buzzed. Marcus, his COO.

"Board call in twenty," Marcus said when he picked up. "Chen wants to revisit the infrastructure timeline."

"I'll call in," Caden said.

"You alright? You sound—"

"I'm fine. Twenty minutes."

He set the phone down. He looked at the notebook on his desk, the one that sat open to the same page it had been on for three weeks, the one he had not allowed his assistant to move or his cleaning service to close. The handwriting covered most of the page: impressions, observations, details accumulated the way a scientist accumulated data, systematically, without judgment.

Her coffee order. The specific way she frowned when she was thinking. The twelve seconds she had paused outside his building this morning before pushing through the revolving door, and how he had watched from forty-seven floors up and wanted, with a specificity that surprised even him, to know what she had been thinking in those twelve seconds.

He closed the notebook.

He had forty-five minutes, and now he would have more. He had made sure of that.

He did not tell himself there was no reason for it. He did not construct a justification. He simply accepted the fact of what he wanted with the same calm he brought to every decision he had ever made: clearly, without apology, and without any intention of stopping.

What he wanted was more time with Mara Ellis.

He would arrange it.

He was very good at arranging things.
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Second Session
────────────────────

Her editor, Dev Anand, had reacted to the news of a second session the way a man reacts to discovering a parking ticket was actually a lottery win.

"He asked for it?" Dev had said.

"His team reached out this morning."

"Caden Wolfe's team reached out to extend the profile interview."

"That's what I said."

There had been a pause on the line and then Dev had said, in a tone she had never heard from him, something that was almost reverence, "Mara. This could be the piece. This could be the one that gets picked up."

"I know."

"Don't mess it up."

"Thank you, Dev. Very helpful."

She had hung up and sat at her kitchen table and looked at the email from Wolfe Corp's communications director, which was cordial and brief and scheduled the second session for Thursday at ten. She read it several times, looking for something she could not name. The communications director's name was Harriet Cole, and her emails, in the three weeks Mara had spent trying to get the original interview, had been polished and impersonal, the kind of email produced by someone whose job is to give as little as possible in writing.

This one was warmer. A small thing. Probably nothing.

Mara noted it anyway.

✦

She spent Tuesday and Wednesday preparing differently than she had prepared for the first session.

For the first session she had prepared questions: a ranked list of thirty, starting with the ones she knew he would answer and ending with the ones she suspected he would not. For the second session she prepared differently. She went back through everything she had observed in those forty-five minutes and she made a different kind of list: the things he had not said, the questions he had deflected and how, the one moment—just the one—when something had moved in his face that was not composed.

That moment had come when she asked about the early years. Not the founding myth, the garage in Cleveland, the salvaged parts, the version he had told so many times it had become smooth with use. She had asked about the years just before that, the years before he had any of it, and for approximately four seconds Caden Wolfe had looked at her as if she had reached through a wall he did not know was made of glass.

Then it was gone. He had answered smoothly, nothing in the answer that wasn't already in the record.

She circled those four seconds in her notes three times.

✦

Thursday was colder than Tuesday had been.

She wore a different coat, dark green, and she had gotten better coffee this time, from the place on her block that heated the milk properly. She arrived at the Wolfe Corp building at nine fifty-five and the same young man in the charcoal suit was already in the lobby waiting for her, which meant he had been watching for her arrival rather than being summoned when she checked in.

She noted that too.

The private lift. The forty-seventh floor. The corridor that absorbed sound.

This time the door opened before she reached it, and Caden Wolfe was not standing in it. He was at his desk, writing in the notebook, and he did not look up immediately. She had just enough time to notice that the page had changed since Tuesday—this was a new page, also covered in handwriting—before he closed it and stood.

"Ms. Ellis."

"Mr. Wolfe."

She sat in the same chair. He sat across from her. She placed the recorder on the edge of his desk as she had before, and this time he looked at it for a moment before looking back at her.

"You changed your coffee," he said.

She looked down at the cup in her hand. "I usually go to the cart on 47th. My usual place was closer today."

"The one on your block in Astoria. On 34th Avenue."

The words arrived with the quiet precision of a key turning in a lock. She looked at him.

He looked back, completely still, showing nothing.

"How do you know where I live?" she said.

"Background research. I conduct it on everyone I agree to speak with."

"Most people don't include the subject's street address in their background research for a magazine profile."

"Most people aren't me."

It was not a boast. It was simply a statement of fact, delivered in the same unhurried voice, and she was aware that she should have found this unsettling, that any reasonable person would find it unsettling, and she was also aware that what she actually felt, beneath the professional assessment, beneath the journalist's habit of cataloguing, was something more complicated than unsettled.

She pressed record.

"All right," she said. "Let's continue."

They worked for an hour. He gave her more this time—not much more, but enough to feel the difference, like a window opened by exactly one inch. He talked about the early infrastructure decisions, the ones that had locked in Wolfe Corp's market position before anyone else understood what the market was going to become. He was precise and occasionally, very occasionally, something like dry humor surfaced in a word choice, and each time she caught it she noted the question that had produced it.

"You're mapping me," he said, midway through.

She looked up from her notebook.

"The questions you mark versus the ones you don't. You mark the ones that produce a different response."

"That's what reporting is," she said.

"Yes," he said. "I know." He paused, and she had the sensation again of something moving in his face that he was not quite fast enough to stop. "I find it interesting."

"Most people find it intrusive."

"Most people are hiding something they don't want found."

She let the silence sit for a moment. Then she said, "Are you?"

The corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile exactly. The architecture of one.

"Isn't everyone?"

She wrote that down. She wrote the non-smile down. She wrote down the quality of the silence that followed, the way he watched her write without any of the usual discomfort subjects showed when they realized they'd said something quotable.

He didn't look uncomfortable. He looked satisfied.

She did not write that down. She thought it was the kind of detail that would make her sound like something other than a journalist, and she was a journalist, that was the only thing she was in this room, and the room was exactly what it appeared to be: an office, an interview, forty-five minutes extended to an hour.

When she stood to leave, he said, "My communications director will be in touch about a third session."

She held her recorder and her notebook and her coffee cup. She looked at him.

"How many sessions are you planning for?" she said.

He met her eyes with that gray, steady gaze. "As many as it takes," he said.

She thought about that on the train home. She thought about it while she made dinner and while she transcribed her notes and while she lay in the dark waiting for sleep.

As many as it takes.

Takes to what, she thought.

She did not sleep well.
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