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Chapter 1: ​VOSS
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The spreadsheet glowed in the predawn darkness like a digital confession.

Silas Voss didn’t need the light—he’d memorized the projections hours ago. Q4 2024 portfolio summary. Forty-seven acquisitions. Forty-seven companies dismantled and harvested for intellectual property. $2.3 billion in extracted value. His fingers moved across the trackpad with the precision of a surgeon, clicking through growth metrics that other venture capitalists would celebrate at conferences. At Voss Capital, they were merely the entry point.

The Manhattan skyline began to fracture with light as the sun approached. Silas remained still in his ergonomic chair that cost more than a reliable used car—the kind Mara had been saving for but would never afford—watching the city wake up to problems his algorithms could solve. Or rather, exploit.

His penthouse occupied the entire forty-second floor of Obsidian Tower, a building he’d purchased for exactly this vantage point: elevation above the noise and distance from consequence. The apartment was a study in controlled minimalism. A Calder mobile hung above the living room, worth $1.2 million, rotating with the building’s subtle vibrations. Original Rothko prints flanked the sleeping area. A kitchen he never used. Furniture arranged with geometric precision. Nothing personal. Nothing that suggested a person actually inhabited this space rather than merely occupying it.

This was intentional.

Silas had learned long ago that possessions required attachment, and attachment created exposed weakness. His mother had learned this too late. She’d been a legal secretary in Oslo before immigrating to Queens when Silas was six, chasing promises his father made about American opportunity. What she found instead was a cramped two-bedroom walk-up that smelled perpetually of mildew, a husband who disappeared for days at a time, and creditors who called during dinner. Silas remembered her methodical attempts at dignity—the way she’d iron his school uniform every morning despite working double shift and the way she’d save quarters in a coffee tin labeled “university fund” that never accumulated more than forty-seven dollars. 

By the time he was fourteen, the opioid prescription that started as legitimate pain management after a workplace injury had become the architecture of her dissolution. She left behind only a note and the smell of her perfume on a pillowcase he’d thrown away years ago, though he could still recall its scent—jasmine and desperation—when he allowed himself to.

His father had taught him the most valuable lesson, though not intentionally. Erik Voss had been a financial consultant—or claimed to be—moving through schemes with the confidence of someone who believed his own mythology. He’d taught young Silas to read balance sheets before he taught him to ride a bicycle, explaining leverage and arbitrage while other fathers explained baseball. Then he’d vanished when Silas was sixteen, leaving behind nothing but debt collectors and a forwarding address that turned out to be fabricated. 

Silas had learned two things from this: first, that every relationship was a transaction awaiting betrayal, and second, that the only reliable form of security was absolute financial control. By seventeen, he’d been managing his own survival—working nights, lying about his age, and trading his way through community college with money earned from front-running retail investor forums. He’d built Voss Capital from the ruins of his father’s disappearance, and he’d ensured that no one would ever have leverage over him again.

His phone buzzed. 5:47 AM. His assistant, Jessica, confirming the 8 AM board meeting. Already she’d be at Voss Capital headquarters, three blocks south, preparing the conference room, brewing the specific blend of coffee he’d specified in a memo three years ago and never varied: Ethiopian dark roast, ground fresh, 204-degree water.

The meeting would be routine. They always were.

Silas pulled up the first acquisition target—a Series B startup called Nexus Protocol, a promising vertical in encrypted cloud storage. The founders were two former Stanford engineers: Maya Rodriguez, 28, orphaned at sixteen, bootstrapped her way through community college before Stanford, driven by something that resembled hunger. Her partner, David Lin, 26, was from old money, which meant he’d had the luxury of idealism. They’d been pitching Voss Capital for eight months. Patient. Hopeful. They’d sent seventeen emails. Made four in-person presentations. On the last visit, they’d brought prototypes, technical documentation, and their five-year business plan printed on recycled paper that smelled faintly of their desperation.

Silas had listened to their pitch with what he recognized, even internally, as a calculating smile.

“Elegant architecture,” he’d said, turning over the prototype in his hands as though considering something precious. “Your encryption implementation is almost novel.”

Almost. The word contained everything they needed to know and nothing they could act on.

They’d left that meeting thinking they had a shot. They didn’t. Silas’s data analysts had already deconstructed their technology, identified the vulnerabilities, and flagged the exact IP that would be valuable once Voss Capital acquired the company, merged it with three similar firms, stripped out the innovative elements, and sold the consolidated entity to a larger tech firm as a “premium vertical.” Maya Rodriguez and David Lin would receive their exit packages—roughly 20% of what the company would eventually be worth—and would be contractually prohibited from working in competitive fields for five years.

It was elegant. It was legal. It was the venture capital business.

​The sun cleared the Hudson River, and Silas finally looked away from the screens. In the reflection of the floor-to-ceiling windows, he could see himself—tall and lean in a way that suggested controlled discipline rather than natural metabolism. Dark hair graying at the temples framed a face constructed of sharp angles: prominent cheekbones, a narrow nose, and a jawline that suggested Scandinavian ancestry. His eyes—pale gray, almost colorless in certain light—had been described in Forbes as “intimidating” (a word he appreciated). His skin carried the pallor of someone who hadn’t seen significant sun in two years, making the contrast with his dark hair more pronounced. Forty years old, six foot two, and one hundred seventy-five pounds maintained through calculated caloric restriction rather than exercise. Unmarried. No children. No close relationships beyond the transactional. Described in news articles as “the most ruthless venture capitalist of the decade.”

He did not disagree with this assessment.

His reflection fractured as he stood, and he moved to the window proper, pressing his palm against the glass. The city below was waking up with tremendous purpose. All those people with their small ambitions, their startup dreams, and their conviction that they could change things. They’d either succeed and become like him, or they’d fail and disappear.

There was no redemptive third option.

His phone buzzed again. Different notification. Different tone. His security chief, Marcus Chen (no relation to the woman who would become important to him, though the universe had its small jokes), was requesting an urgent call. Security chiefs didn’t request urgent calls unless something had shifted.

Silas called immediately. No pleasantries.

“We’ve got a threat,” Marcus said. His voice carried the flatness of someone delivering bad news that he’d already made peace with. “Anonymous collective. They’ve been releasing documents about our algorithmic practices. Started circulating this morning on dark web forums. Claims we’re engaging in extractive data harvesting targeting susceptible startup founders.”

“Are they accurate?” Silas asked. His tone suggested the answer didn’t matter.

“Yes. But the documentation is incomplete. They’re missing the really damaging material—the proof of the targeted algorithmic targeting of specific founders based on personal vulnerability profiles. They’ve got enough to start a regulatory investigation, but not enough to guarantee prosecution.”

“And?”

“And we’re recommending standard protocol. Lawyers on standby. Media response team prepared. We’ll need to issue a statement positioning this as activist overreach, cherry-picked data, and context-free allegations.”

Silas moved back to his desk and pulled up the leaked documents. The Anonymous collective wasn’t subtle, but they were competent. They’d managed to extract his company’s internal memos about targeting criteria: founders with significant personal debt, recent divorces, health issues, and family obligations. Founders, in other words, who were desperate enough to accept terms that other founders would refuse. The data was presented simply, without editorial flourish. Here is how we hunt. Here is what we extract.

It was, Silas thought dispassionately, quite beautifully compiled.

“Who leaked it?” he asked.

“Unknown. We’re investigating. Could be internal, could be external. Security is reviewing access logs.”

Someone on his team had turned. Silas filed this information away with the same emotional energy one might file a utility bill. In any large organization, there was always someone who developed ethics like a minor infection. They usually healed quickly with the proper financial treatment.

“Continue standard protocol,” Silas said. “But also commission a more aggressive counter-narrative. I want op-eds from industry figures defending algorithmic matching. Position this as pioneers being attacked by luddites. And Marcus—find me the leaker. I don’t care how you do it. Just find them.”

He ended the call and returned to the window. The city was fully awake now, millions of people executing their daily pursuits, their small transactions, and their temporary attachments. Most of them would never know his name. Of those who did, most would despise him. The remaining fraction—the investors, the board members, the people in his immediate orbit—would fear him.

He’d never been able to decide which felt better.

His personal assistant, Jessica, called at 6:15 AM, earlier than scheduled.

“Mr. Voss, I’m sending you a link. You should see this.”

He opened the message. A live stream. A press conference. The camera focused on a young woman—late twenties, perhaps thirty—with black hair pulled into a practical bun that exposed the sharp line of her jaw and the length of her neck. Her face was angular, with high cheekbones and a straight nose that suggested East Asian heritage. Dark brown eyes—nearly black in the press conference lighting—carried an intensity that suggested she’d never experienced comfortable certainty. She was small-framed, perhaps five foot four, with narrow shoulders accentuated by a blazer that looked borrowed from someone slightly larger. Her hands, visible as she gestured, were slender with long fingers—the hands of someone who spent significant time at keyboards. She wore no jewelry. No makeup beyond what might have been minimally applied that morning and forgotten by afternoon.

“—and what concerns me most,” the woman was saying, “is not that this technology exists, but that it’s being weaponized against people in moments of fragility. These aren’t abstract privacy violations. They’re calculated exploitation strategies. Venture capital has always relied on information asymmetry, but algorithmic targeting takes this to a new level. It’s not just unfair. It’s designed to be unfair. And until we acknowledge that, until we actually regulate these practices instead of pretending the market will self-correct, we’re complicit in a system that preys on innovation and grinds it into extraction.”

She was young—late twenties or early thirties—with the appearance of someone who’d dressed in the dark and wouldn’t have noticed. But her hands were steady. Her argument was precise. She’d done her research.

Silas felt something unfamiliar move through him. Not concern. Not fear. But a kind of attention that felt almost like hunger.

“Who is this?” he asked.

“Mara Chen. Cybersecurity researcher. Former employee at Benchmark Tech—you remember, the firm we consulted on before the acquisition. She’s been giving talks on algorithmic ethics for the past year. This is the first time she’s specifically named companies. She hasn’t mentioned Voss Capital by name, but she’s referencing our targeting methodologies specifically.”

“Find everything on her,” Silas said. “Background, family, financial status, personal associates. Everything.”

“Already started, sir. But you should know—she’s not a typical activist. She’s credible. She has technical expertise. People listen to her.”

Silas ended the call and watched the rest of the livestream. Mara Chen answered questions with a precision that suggested she’d anticipated them. She acknowledged the complexity of venture capital and didn’t demonize individual investors as cartoon villains but instead presented the system as mathematically, logically, and systematically extractive. She made it boring and technical and therefore far more damaging than if she’d been emotional.

She also made eye contact with the camera in a way that suggested she was speaking directly to someone.

He wondered if she was.

By the time Silas arrived at Voss Capital headquarters at 7:45 AM, he’d received forty-two articles discussing the Anonymous leak, seventeen news alerts about Mara Chen’s press conference, and twelve requests from board members asking what the fuck was happening. He’d also reviewed Mara’s complete background: the sexual harassment complaint she’d filed at Benchmark Tech that had never been adequately addressed, her subsequent firing (reframed as “restructuring”), her financial precariousness, her sister with cerebral palsy and substantial medical debt, and her underground network of activist associates.

She was, he noted, exactly the kind of person who could be dangerous or manageable, depending on how one approached her.

Silas’s corner office occupied another top floor, though not the penthouse. That would have been too ostentatious even for him. The office was appointed with the same minimalist precision as his apartment: a desk facing the door (never let anyone approach from your blind side), one uncomfortable chair for visitors (discouraging long meetings), a small library of business books he’d read twice, and nothing else. No personal photographs. No children’s drawings. No evidence of a life outside these walls.

His team assembled in the conference room at 7:55 AM. Eleven senior staff members. Marcus from security. Sarah from legal. Jennifer from communications. Gregory from algorithmic development. Each of them understood, on some cellular level, that this meeting would determine what story they’d tell themselves about the day.

Silas entered precisely at 8:00 AM and sat without greeting anyone.

“The leak is incomplete,” he began. “And the activist response, while technically coherent, lacks substantive regulatory foundation. We proceed as if this is a minor hiccup. Lawyers, prepare the standard defense—algorithmic matching is not predatory; it’s merely efficient. Communications, I want op-eds from three major industry figures by EOD, all defending our practices. Gregory, I want to know if there are any actual vulnerabilities in our code that could be exploited. If there are, we patch them. Not because it’s ethical, but because it’s smart.”

He paused, making eye contact with each person in turn.

“Regarding Ms. Chen,” he said, and everyone seemed to quiet slightly. “She’s a credible voice, which makes her a credible threat. We monitor her activities, her associations, and her financial situation. I want to know who funds her work, where she gets her platform, and what her actual capabilities are. I don’t want to know this information to damage her reputation, but to understand her intentions. Does everyone understand the distinction?”

They understood. Understanding this distinction was how you remained employed at Voss Capital.

“Additionally,” Silas continued, “I want to know if she’s still looking for employment. If she is, we offer her a position.”

“Sir?” Jennifer looked confused. “You want to hire the activist criticizing our practices?”

“I want to hire the person making those criticisms,” Silas corrected. “Because someone who understands the system deeply enough to critique it effectively is someone who could also help us strengthen our position within that system. Or, more importantly, she’s someone I want close enough to understand exactly what she intends to do next.”

It was a logical strategy, and his team recognized it as such. Hire the threat. Compromise the threat’s independence. Render the threat manageable through proximity and necessity.

It was what Silas did best.

The meeting ended at 8:47 AM. As the team dispersed, Marcus approached him.

“That play with Chen,” Marcus said quietly. “That’s assuming she’d accept the position.”

“She will,” Silas said with absolute certainty. “She has medical debt. Her sister needs care. She’s been blacklisted from her previous firm. She’s desperate. And desperation, in my experience, is the most honest form of currency.”

“And if she’s actually here to infiltrate us?”

Silas smiled. It was not an expression that reached his eyes.

“Then at least I’ll know where she is.”

That evening, Silas stood in his penthouse as the city lights fractured across the windows, creating a kaleidoscope of fractured stars. He’d watched the rest of Mara Chen’s livestream three times, listening not to the words but to the subtext: her conviction, her technical knowledge, and her fundamental belief that systems could be changed through information exposure and public pressure.

She was naive. Or perhaps she was simply young enough to still believe in the possibility of change, which was another way of describing naivety.

Silas pulled up her photograph from the internet. Unremarkable features. An intensity to her expression that suggested she’d never quite relaxed into comfort. She looked like someone who’d learned early that the world wasn’t safe, that safety required vigilance, and that vigilance required constant calculation.

He recognized this in her because he saw it every time he looked in the mirror.

He turned from the window and walked to his bedroom, but sleep felt distant, theoretical. Instead, he sat on his bed—carefully made with Italian linens that cost as much as Lee’s monthly physical therapy sessions without insurance—and allowed himself an unusual indulgence: imagining what it would feel like to believe things could change.

The thought disturbed him enough that he abandoned it.

By midnight, he’d composed and deleted four different emails to his hiring team. By 1 AM, he’d finalized a job posting for a data analyst position in the executive analytics division, written with criteria so specific that only Mara Chen could fill them. By 2 AM, he’d arranged for the posting to be personally delivered to every activist network contact she maintained.

He was, he recognized in some distant, observational way, already obsessed with her. Not with her body, though he was certain that would follow. Not with her intellect, though that was clearly substantial. But with the question of what would happen if he got close enough to understand her entirely. If he could see exactly where her conviction came from and whether that conviction could survive proximity to a man like him.

It was an experiment. Nothing more. The kind of experiment that venture capitalists ran on startup founders every day.

The fact that he was aware it was an experiment didn’t make it less destructive.

Silas fell asleep at 3:17 AM with his phone in his hand, the cursor blinking in an unsent email to Jessica: When she applies, move her through the process immediately.

He dreamed of the city below, of millions of people executing their daily transactions, of Mara Chen moving through that crowd with her precise hands and her unflinching eyes, never knowing that he was already tracking her trajectory.

In the morning, when the sun fractured across his windows, he wouldn’t remember the dream. But he would remember the feeling: that his careful, controlled life was about to become irrevocably complicated.

And he wouldn’t do anything to stop it.
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​Chapter 2: ​INFILTRATION
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Mara Chen’s apartment was a masterclass in making poverty look intentional.

It was November 2024 and the studio in Williamsburg was 380 square feet of carefully curated minimalism—not minimalism as an aesthetic choice, but minimalism as the default state of someone who’d never had enough money to accumulate excess. She’d painted the walls a soft gray herself, standing on a stepladder she’d borrowed from her sister’s physical therapist and never returned. The few pieces of furniture had been sourced from Facebook Marketplace or thrift stores and refinished with methodical attention. A second-hand IKEA bookshelf held technical manuals, philosophy books, and a worn copy of Simulacra and Simulation that she’d read so many times the spine had given up.

On her desk—a door she’d balanced across two filing cabinets—sat three monitors, a custom-built computer tower, and the documentation of her life’s work: the blueprints for Phantom Protocol, an encryption framework so robust it could render algorithmic targeting functionally useless. The code lived in encrypted drives, air-gapped from the internet, existing in a state of half-finished brilliance that might never see completion.

Mara and Lee had raised themselves, essentially. Their parents—both software engineers from Taiwan who’d immigrated to Brooklyn in the late nineties—had died in a car accident when Mara was nineteen and Lee was sixteen, leaving behind modest life insurance that covered exactly one semester of Mara’s CUNY tuition and three years of Lee’s physical therapy before it ran out. Their mother had been the pragmatist, teaching both daughters Mandarin on weekends and coding basics before dinner. Their father had been the dreamer, encouraging Mara’s interest in cryptography and buying her books about Alan Turing and information theory that she’d devoured in middle school. 

Lee’s cerebral palsy had shaped the family architecture—everyone oriented around her needs, her medical appointments, and her adaptive equipment. After the accident, Mara had become Lee’s legal guardian at nineteen, managing the impossible calculus of finishing college while ensuring her sister had consistent care. She’d learned that every decision was a resource allocation problem: rent versus medication, groceries versus physical therapy sessions, her education versus Lee’s survival. It was this training in impossible choices that made her excellent at systems thinking and vulnerable to anyone who promised to solve the resource problem permanently. That vulnerability was about to be tested.

*****
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MARA HADN’T SLEPT IN thirty-one hours.

She’d spent the night monitoring the response to her press conference, tracking how news outlets were covering the Anonymous leak about Voss Capital. Some outlets were skeptical of the allegations; others had picked up the story with enthusiasm. One particularly thorough piece in The Intercept had expanded her critique into a broader investigation of venture capital predation, interviewing twelve former founders about their experiences with exploitative funding practices. The article quoted her directly, gave her name prominence, and positioned her as the emerging voice in algorithmic ethics.

It also, inevitably, brought attention to her.

Her email inbox had exploded with opportunities: speaking engagements, consulting offers, interview requests, and—most importantly—job postings. Dozens of them. Recruiters from major tech firms, from nonprofits, and from policy organizations. Each one carefully vetted, each one offering exactly the kind of position that someone with her specific skill set would want.

One, however, stood out.

The job posting had arrived at 3 AM, forwarded by Marcus (not his real name—no one in her activist network used their real names), the contact who’d orchestrated her infiltration mission. The position was for a Data Analyst in the Executive Analytics Division at Voss Capital. The description was generic, the salary was substantial, and the reporting structure was deliberately vague. But the requirements—custom algorithmic development, privacy-resistant data architecture, expertise in vulnerability assessment of financial systems—were written with such precision that they could describe only one person.

Mara read the posting six times.

“No,” she’d said immediately when Marcus called to discuss it. “Absolutely not. That’s too obvious. He’ll know it’s a setup.”

“He probably already suspects something,” Marcus had replied with the flatness of someone who’d learned not to sugarcoat strategic reality. “The leak yesterday mentioned him specifically. He knows there’s someone with technical knowledge inside or close to his organization. This posting is bait. It’s letting him think he’s the predator.”

“And if it’s a trap?”

“Then we abort. But Mara—we need someone inside his systems. Someone with your specific skill set. Someone he’ll believe he’s hired before you’ve even walked in the door. The leak is incomplete. We need the internal documentation he’s keeping hidden. We need the algorithmic targeting protocols. We need proof of opportunistic intent, not just evidence of exploitation.”

Mara had ended the call without agreeing or refusing. Instead, she’d spent the night researching Silas Voss.

What she found was simultaneously fascinating and nauseating.

Silas had built Voss Capital from nothing, which was the part of his story that the Fortune profiles emphasized. The reality was more complicated. He’d started as a trader and made his first million by front-running his firm’s algorithmic recommendations (technically illegal but functionally unprosecutable due to the opacity of high-frequency trading). He’d then used that capital to fund his first venture fund, and from there, he’d systematized the exploitation of desperation.

Every startup he’d acquired, Mara discovered, fell into one of three categories: founders with personal trauma, founders with financial pressure, or founders with visible emotional volatility. He’d built an algorithm—Voss probably called it something neutral like “founder compatibility assessment” or “strategic targeting matrix”—that identified these vulnerabilities and systematized their extraction.

It was genius. It was monstrous. It was completely legal.

She was sitting at her desk reviewing Silas’s biographical materials when her sister Lee called.

“You should sleep,” Lee said without preamble. Lee had a way of knowing things without being told—a function partly of her disability (which meant she spent a lot of time observing people) and partly of her intelligence.

“I will,” Mara replied, which was a lie, and they both knew it.

“Is this about the job thing?”

Mara was quiet for a moment. “How did you—”

“Marcus texted. I’m in his group chat. He wanted my opinion on whether you’d do something this dangerous.” Lee paused. “I told him you would. Because you always do. Because you think the world owes you redemption for surviving it.”

The statement was accurate enough to hurt. Mara had spent the last five years—since Thomas Ashford at Benchmark Tech had cornered her in the server room during a late-night maintenance shift, since he’d pressed his body against hers while explaining that ambitious women understood the “informal mentorship structure,” since she’d reported him and watched HR conduct a three-week investigation that concluded with “insufficient corroborating evidence” despite her documented emails and testimony from two other women who’d experienced similar treatment. She’d been terminated three weeks later during “organizational restructuring,” offered $40,000 to sign an NDA, and discovered that Ashford’s network extended through every major tech firm in New York. Her references were quietly poisoned. Her applications disappeared into voids. She’d been systematically erased, not for lack of talent but for refusing to accept that her body was part of the transaction required for professional advancement. So she’d turned to activism, to the careful construction of alternative power through exposure and documentation, working with Marcus and the collective to build cases against men like Ashford and systems like Voss Capital. She’d been working as if her exposure of corruption could somehow retroactively justify the system that had broken her.

“I haven’t decided,” Mara said.

“Yes, you have. You decided when you read the posting. Now you’re just going through the psychological motions of pretending you have agency.”

Lee was right, of course. Mara had decided the moment she saw the posting was written specifically for her. She’d decided when she recognized that this was the closest she could get to Silas Voss’s actual systems. She’d decided because her student loans were crushing her, because Lee’s medical bills were astronomical, and because the experimental treatment Lee might benefit from wasn’t covered by insurance and would require $60,000 that Mara didn’t have.

Mara had decided because she was desperate, and desperation made people do things they wouldn’t ordinarily consider.

“When are you seeing him?” Lee asked.

“I’m applying tomorrow.”

“And he’ll hire you.”

“Probably.”

“And then?”

“And then I infiltrate his systems, extract the evidence we need, and we burn him down.”

Lee was silent for a long moment. “Do you understand what you’re actually doing, Mara?”

“Exactly what I’ve planned to do since Marcus approached me.”

“No. I mean; do you understand that you’re going to have to get close to him? That you’re going to have to be in his presence regularly? That the kind of person who builds what he’s built is the kind of person who knows how to manipulate people like you?”

“Like me meaning what?”

“Meaning smart. Meaning desperate. Meaning someone who thinks that exposure and evidence and the righteous arc of justice actually matter. He’ll recognize that. He’ll use that.”

Mara felt something crystallize in her chest—fear or recognition or both simultaneously. “Then I’ll be careful.”

“That’s not careful, Mara. That’s optimism masquerading as strategy.”

After Lee hung up, Mara sat at her makeshift desk and pulled up an old photograph on her phone—the last family picture before the accident. Lee at thirteen, already managing her disability with the pragmatic intelligence that would define her adulthood. Their parents smiling with the particular contentment of immigrants who’d achieved modest stability. Mara at sixteen, already serious, already calculating probabilities. She remembered the specific moment she’d understood that Lee’s survival would become her responsibility: three days after the funeral, sitting in a social worker’s office, watching bureaucrats discuss “placement options” and “institutional care facilities” as if Lee were a logistics problem rather than a person. Mara had said no. She’d taken legal guardianship. She’d structured her entire adult life around ensuring Lee had agency, dignity, and the medical care that insurance routinely denied. Every decision since then—every job, every compromise, every calculated risk—had been made through the filter of Lee’s needs. This was why Marcus’s infiltration proposal had worked. This was why Silas’s job posting was irresistible. Because Mara’s vulnerability wasn’t abstract—it was Lee. And anyone who understood this understood exactly how to control her.

She stared at her three monitors. On one screen, Silas Voss stared back at her from a Forbes photo shoot. He was sitting in his office, looking out a window with an expression that suggested he could see further than other people, see the future possibilities that ordinary individuals couldn't access. He looked lonely. He looked in control. He looked like someone who'd learned that intimacy was just another system to be exploited.

She spent three hours crafting her application. She padded her resume with carefully selected accomplishments and strategic omissions. She wrote a cover letter that positioned her as someone seeking opportunities to leverage her technical skills in a fast-paced environment—corporate speak designed to suggest ambition without idealism. She included references from former colleagues at Benchmark Tech (carefully selected ones who wouldn’t know about her harassment complaint), and she submitted it at 4 PM on Wednesday.

The response came at 7 AM on Thursday.

Not an interview request. Not a scheduling email from HR. A personal message from Jessica May, Silas Voss’s executive assistant:

Mr. Voss would like to meet with you directly. Thursday, 3 PM, 42nd floor. Please use the private elevator.

Mara read the message seven times, trying to extract meaning from its brevity. It could mean he’d recognized her as a threat and was planning to destroy her preemptively. It could mean he saw what he wanted to see and was already maneuvering her into his orbit. It could mean her application had simply impressed him.

She called Marcus.

“Don’t do it,” he said immediately. “Meeting privately with him before any HR process? That’s not standard. That’s manipulation.”

“Or it’s just how he operates.”

“Exactly. That’s what I’m saying. He operates by establishing control immediately. You meet with him, and every interaction after that is you proving yourself to him rather than you investigating him.”

“We need someone inside his systems.”

“Not if it costs us your safety.”

“My safety was already forfeit when I agreed to this mission,” Mara said quietly. “At least this way, it buys us access.”

She hung up before Marcus could argue further.

Thursday afternoon, Mara took the subway to Obsidian Tower with her heart performing an irregular rhythm. She’d chosen her outfit with tactical precision: a blazer that suggested professional competence without threatening sexuality, pants that moved well (in case she needed to run), and shoes she could operate quickly in. Her hair was in a practical bun. Her makeup was minimal. She looked like someone who’d chosen optimization over presentation.

The private elevator opened directly into a corridor she hadn’t expected—not a corporate space, but something more intimate. Minimalist design. Carefully chosen art. The kind of space that suggested both wealth and a particular emotional emptiness.

Silas Voss’s office was at the corridor’s end.

He was standing when she entered, which was a small gesture but one that suggested the meeting would proceed with a particular formality. He was taller than she’d expected from photographs and his face in person carried details the camera hadn’t captured: a thin scar above his left eyebrow, faint lines around his eyes that suggested either frequent concentration or insufficient sleep, and a mouth that seemed designed for delivering precise statements rather than smiles. His hands, resting on the desk, were long-fingered and still—no nervous gestures, no fidgeting. Everything about his physical presence suggested that control extended to the cellular level. His eyes, which she’d thought were dark in photos, were actually pale gray—the color of overcast winter skies. They analyzed her with a precision that made her feel simultaneously seen and dissected.

“Mara,” he said, and the way he spoke her name suggested they were resuming a conversation they’d already been having. “Jessica said you’d be punctual. I appreciate punctuality. So many people mistake courtesy for flexibility.”

“I was taught that showing up when you say you’ll show up is basic respect,” Mara replied.

“And yet so many people fail at basic respect.” He gestured to a chair. “Please.”

Mara sat in the uncomfortable chair—deliberately uncomfortable, she realized, designed to keep visitors from settling into relaxation. Silas sat behind his desk, not in a way that suggested a power play, but in a way that seemed necessary for maintaining distance between them. The office was almost aggressively bare. Bookshelves. Minimalist art. Nothing personal.

“Your application was impressive,” Silas began. “Your technical background, your work on algorithmic ethics, and your presence at the press conference this morning. You present yourself as someone with principles.”

It wasn’t a compliment. It was an observation.
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