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Chapter 1: The Ice Queen
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KATHERINE

The deposition starts in fifty-three minutes.

I know this because I've checked my watch four times in the last two minutes, and because my entire nervous system has been functioning as a very expensive, very anxious atomic clock since approximately 4:47 this morning. Fifty-three minutes to get upstairs, review the Calloway merger notes, brief Marcus on the Hendricks precedent, and—most critically—not visibly sweat through four hundred dollars' worth of Italian wool before I've even opened my mouth.

You've prepared for this. You've prepared for everything.

The elevator at 1 Park Avenue smells like recycled air and someone's aggressively applied body spray, and I am sandwiched between a hedge fund associate who keeps sighing at his phone and a woman in a puffy coat who appears to be eating a breakfast sandwich in a way that should be illegal before 8 a.m. I have my back to the mirrored wall because I don't need to see the particular shade of controlled panic my face has decided to wear this morning. I have my tablet open. I have my notes pulled up. I have exactly—

Forty-seven critical data points. The Calloway acquisition hinges on tax liability exposure in Q3 of—

The elevator doors begin to close.

A hand shoots through the gap.

The doors shudder. Protest. Reopen.

And in steps the single most aggressively unhurried human being I have ever seen in my professional life.

He's tall—I register that first, because it means he takes up space I haven't allocated for anyone. Flannel shirt, open at the collar, shoved up at the sleeves like the concept of winter is something that happens to other people. Dark curls that haven't seen a comb this decade. And in each hand, a paper cup from the coffee cart on the corner—the one that only takes cash and has a handwritten chalkboard menu that changes every day and makes people ten minutes late because they stand there deliberating.

He's holding two coffees like he ordered them, got distracted, ordered a second one, and has not yet resolved the philosophical question of what to do about that.

The elevator doors close behind him.

He turns, finds the only remaining space—directly to my left—and inserts himself into it with an absolute absence of urgency that I find physically offensive.

Do not engage. Eyes on the tablet. Fifty-one minutes.

I return to the Calloway notes. The tax liability clause in section 7(b) is still a problem. It was a problem at midnight when I last reviewed it, and it is a problem now, and I have a solution if I can just—

The elevator lurches.

Not a dramatic lurch. Not a mechanical failure. The quiet, mundane shudder of an aging building's elevator doing something it does every single morning, something that everyone who has ever ridden it more than twice is already braced for.

I've ridden it four hundred and thirty-something times.

I was not braced for it today because I was reading.

The coffee hits me before I fully understand what's happening—a cascade of warmth against my chest, soaking through the silk blouse beneath my blazer in one devastating, immediate second. I hear the cup hit the floor. I hear the hedge fund associate make a sharp, involuntary sound. I feel the specific, horrible sensation of expensive fabric going cold against my sternum.

Everything in my body goes very still.

Then very, very loud.

"I'm so sorry—" he starts.

"Don't." The word comes out with a precision I'm almost proud of, clipped and clean as a scalpel. I'm already looking down, assessing. Dark blouse. Dark blazer. The spread is—extensive. "Don't."

"Here, I can—"

"You've done enough." I take one breath through my nose. The coffee is still hot against my skin. There are grounds—actual grounds—on the lapel of a blazer that I dry-cleaned on Tuesday. "Do you make a habit of this?"

He blinks at me. He has the audacity to look calm. Like he is watching something mildly interesting unfold rather than standing inside the wreckage of my morning. "The spilling, or the—"

"The general recklessness," I say. "Entering a crowded elevator with open-top containers. Do they not have lids where you come from?"

Something flickers in his expression. Not guilt. Not quite amusement. Something in the neighborhood of both, with a bit of oh, this should be interesting mixed in, which makes me angrier than the coffee did. He has dark eyes—brown, almost black in the elevator lighting—and they are currently performing an assessment of me that I haven't authorized and find deeply irritating.

"The cart doesn't have lids on Thursdays," he says.

I stare at him.

"They ran out," he adds, helpfully.

"I have a deposition in fifty minutes." I hear how it sounds—clipped, borderline hysterical, the kind of sentence that makes people on the outside of your internal experience look at you with concern they don't voice because they sense correctly that it will not be welcomed. I don't care. "I don't have time to go home. I don't have a change of clothes. And my silk blouse—" I stop. Close my mouth. Because I'm explaining myself to a man in a flannel shirt who brought two coffees into an elevator on a Thursday, and that is already three exchanges more than this situation merited.

The doors open at the lobby level.

Other people file out.

He's still holding the second cup.

I look at it. My brain, which runs its own separate and frequently treasonous subroutines, performs a rapid calculation: I've been awake since 4:47. I skipped coffee this morning because I didn't want the jitter-risk before a high-stakes proceeding. I am now wearing what was meant to be my coffee, and I have exactly forty-nine minutes before I need to be the most competent person in a room full of people who would like very much to prove that I'm not.

I reach out and take the cup from his hand.

He lets me. Doesn't protest. Doesn't ask. Just watches with that same expression—that cataloguing expression—as I step around him and walk toward the second elevator bank.

"You're welcome," he says behind me.

I don't turn around.

"Have a great deposition, Counselor."

The Calloway deposition goes well.

This is not luck. Luck is a construct invented by people who under-prepare. It goes well because I spent nine days building the argument from four different angles and memorizing the weaknesses in each one before their counsel could find them. It goes well because I know the Hendricks precedent better than the attorney who litigated it. It goes well because I am, whatever else is true about this day, very good at the thing I do.

By 11 a.m., Calloway's lead attorney has agreed to three of our four demands and is pretending he hasn't noticed that my opening position made his initial offer look embarrassing.

By 11:15, Marcus is squeezing my shoulder and saying, that was surgical, Kat, genuinely surgical, and I am nodding and already running the calculus on what the afternoon looks like, what I still need to finish before Thursday becomes Friday.

I don't let myself feel it until I'm alone in the small conference room off the thirty-second floor, door closed, and then—just for a second—I sit down and let my hands shake.

They're doing that more often lately. The hands. I've been pretending not to notice.

Six more months. Make partner in six months and the salary jump covers everything. Covers Mom's situation, covers the loan, covers the gap, and then you stop calculating every single thing against every other thing and you just—breathe.

I pick up the coffee cup.

I haven't touched it yet. I've been carrying it since the lobby—tucked in my bag between my tablet and the extra legal pad I don't need but bring anyway—and I only now look at it properly.

It's from the cart on the corner. The handwritten menu one. The cups have those paper sleeves, and this one has something written on it in black marker—not the usual scrawl of a name or an order, but deliberate. The letters neat and even and a little smug:

Chill Out, Counselor.

With a small, completely unnecessary drawing of a snowflake.

I stare at it.

I should be annoyed. I am annoyed. I am annoyed at the presumptuousness of it, at the implication that I am someone who requires chilling, at the fact that whoever writes their coffee commentary in the handwriting of someone who paid attention in school clearly has too much—

It's good handwriting.

I turn the cup. There's no name. No phone number. No further explanation. Just the snowflake, and the four words, and the ghost of espresso that I can smell even through my own irritation.

I take a sip.

It's good coffee.

Dark, clean, a touch of something—cardamom, maybe. Like someone made it knowing the person drinking it was running on nothing and needed something real rather than something sweet.

That's ridiculous. He didn't make it for you. You stole it from him.

I take another sip.

My hands have stopped shaking.

I'm not thinking about that. I'm not thinking about the handwriting, or the cardamom, or the way he watched me walk away like I was something he'd already decided was interesting and was content to wait on. I'm thinking about the afternoon. The Whitmore brief. The 3 p.m. call with the Singapore office.

I set the cup down.

I pick up my tablet.

Chill Out, Counselor.

I will find out which cart vendor writes on his cups like that, and I will file a very reasonable complaint, and that will be the end of it.

I take the cup with me when I leave.
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Chapter 2: The Observer
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JOSH

She walks like someone who's late to her own execution and has decided to make excellent time anyway.

I watch the elevator doors close behind her and I'm still holding—nothing. Just air, where two cups used to be. The second one she took without asking, without waiting for my answer, without a single backward glance, and I find I don't have a single coherent objection to any of that.

The lobby empties around me. The hedge fund associate has already forgotten we exist. The woman in the puffy coat is gone. It's just me and the faint, rapidly cooling memory of four hundred dollars' worth of Italian wool drenched in medium roast, and the very specific image of her face when she decided I was a problem she didn't have time to properly solve.

Interesting.

I pull out my phone. Open the app. Cancel the notification that's been blinking since 7:43 a.m.—the one from my father's assistant, which reads, in its entirety: Board expects preliminary assessment by end of Q3. Sterling Sr. requests update call. Please advise on availability. I close it without responding, the way I've been closing variations of the same message for three months, and drop the phone back in my pocket.

I look at my hand again. The one that's empty.

She took my coffee.

She didn't ask. She didn't apologize, exactly—more like she performed a rapid utilitarian calculation, determined that the cup was owed to her as compensation for the one that had, admittedly, ended up on her shirt, and executed accordingly. No hesitation. No softness. Just—acquisition.

She looked like she needed it.

That's the thing I can't stop landing on, walking back through the revolving door and behind the counter of the cart—not a cart, technically, a shop, though I've been letting people call it a cart because it seems to annoy the associates upstairs when they realize they've been getting their morning routine from somewhere that doesn't have a Michelin mention. She looked like a person running on reserves she'd already spent, dressed in armor that cost more than most people's rent, about to walk into something that she had decided, somewhere around age fourteen, she would be the best in the room at or die trying.

I've been watching the people who come through the lobby of 1 Park for four months now. You learn the architecture of a person pretty fast when you see them before they've had caffeine—before the professional mask is fully seated. The partners arrive smooth and practiced, their dominance already ambient. The junior associates arrive pale and slightly feral, operating on a combination of ambition and cortisol. The paralegals arrive with the particular thousand-yard stare of people who have processed more paper than is survivable.

She doesn't fit any of those categories.

She arrives precise. Wound like a watch. And today, standing in that elevator with coffee soaking through her shirt, running the math on whether she had time to do anything about it and concluding that she did not—there was something underneath the cold. Something that looked a lot like someone holding a very large, very heavy thing up with both hands, and refusing to put it down.

That's not your business, Sterling.

No. It's not.

My business—technically, legally, in the very tedious sense that my father and three of his attorneys would like to discuss with me at length—is whether Sterling & Co. Legal is a viable ongoing concern or a legacy asset that should be dissolved and restructured before it becomes a liability. Four months of espresso and observation. Four months of watching the firm from its own foundation, which is where the real information lives. Not in the P&L statements my father's people send me. Not in the quarterly reports. Down here, where the people who actually do the work come to get caffeinated and occasionally, if they think no one is watching, breathe.

I pull the chalk from my apron pocket and start updating the board.

Thursday menu. Let's see.

The thing about running a specialty coffee operation—even a temporary one, even one that is technically a performance, a charade, an extended act of what my father would call "willful eccentricity" and what I would call due diligence—is that you can't actually fake caring about the coffee. You either care or the coffee tells on you. I care. I have, inconveniently, cared about coffee since I was nineteen and spent a summer in a roastery in Antwerp instead of the internship at Deutsche Bank that was supposed to be happening. My father has never fully recovered from the Antwerp summer. I've never fully recovered from the coffee.

I write Thursday Special: Ethiopian Yirgacheffe, pour-over, cardamom finish on the board.

Then I think about the way she looked at the cup just before she walked away.

I write it and then I pick up a marker—a different one, the black one I keep for notes—and I pull a clean cup from the stack, and I write, in the handwriting that the nuns at my elementary school spent six years trying to beat out of me:

Chill Out, Counselor.

I draw the snowflake. Small. Unnecessary. I'm aware it's unnecessary.

You're not here to be charming, Joshua.

I'm also aware I just gave myself a talking-to using my full name, which is what my mother does when she's genuinely concerned, and she would be, if she could see me standing behind a counter drawing snowflakes on coffee cups for a woman who doesn't know who I am.

Nobody in this building knows who I am. That's the entire point.

Sterling & Co. Legal was my grandfather's firm—started with four attorneys and a borrowed office in 1962, built into one of the five most powerful corporate litigation practices in the country by the time he died in 2003. My father inherited the holding company. I inherited, theoretically, the expectation. What I actually inherited was the very strong suspicion that an institution this old, this calcified, this reliant on the mythology of its own prestige, might be due for a reckoning.

Which is why I'm here. Why I've been here. Why I have, for four months, been grinding beans and pulling shots and listening to the things people say when they think they're just talking to the guy behind the counter.

And what I've heard, mostly, is fear.

Not incompetence. The firm is staffed with some of the sharpest litigators I've encountered anywhere, and I've done this assessment exercise in six countries and twelve industries. The work is good. The billable hours are impressive. The fear is coming from somewhere else—from a management structure that rewards compliance over initiative, that promotes based on a set of unspoken rules nobody's written down, that has, somewhere in the last decade, stopped being a meritocracy and started being a closed system.

I have thoughts about who's running that closed system.

I have a name, actually. Two names. But I'm still building the file.

The morning rush starts at 7:55 and ends at 8:40, and by 9:15 I'm in the back, cup in hand, pulling up the secure dashboard on my phone—the one that doesn't exist on any network my father's people can access—and reviewing the morning's notes.

She's a senior associate. I knew that already—I'd noticed her in the second week, because she arrives first and leaves last and there's a particular quality of attention she brings to whatever she's reading that suggests someone who is not performing diligence but actually experiencing it. Her name I got from the building directory the same day: K. Pierce, Senior Associate, 32nd floor.

What I didn't know, until this morning, was the texture of her.

She gets angry in complete sentences. She insulted me with the precise diction of someone who has spent years crafting arguments for people who are paid to dismantle them, and somehow it was still specific—she wasn't performing contempt, she was feeling it, which is a distinction most people can't manage, especially before 8 a.m. And then underneath it, for just a moment, before the elevator doors closed—she looked at my remaining cup and the calculation moved across her face like weather, and she made a choice that was purely practical and somehow also the most honest thing I'd seen a person do all week.

She needed the coffee. She took the coffee.

She looked like she could ruin a man's entire life.

I set my own cup down on the counter and stare at that thought for a second, because I'm an adult with intact executive function and I don't say things like that, even inside my own head, about women I've exchanged approximately forty words with.

And I'm already thinking about letting her.

I close the dashboard.

I pick up my chalk.

There's a thing my grandfather used to say, back when I was twelve and trailing him through this building trying to understand what all of it meant: The work will tell you what it needs, Joshua. You just have to be willing to be somewhere inconvenient long enough to hear it.

He meant the law. I think he meant the law.

I write Chill Out, Counselor on the second cup and slide it to the edge of the counter, for no reason, because she's not coming back down today, because this is an absurd thing to be doing.

I leave it there anyway.

At 6:47 p.m., I take the service elevator to the forty-second floor.

This is the other part of the performance—the part that runs parallel to the espresso machine and the chalk menu and the flannel, the part that nobody in this building has connected to the guy downstairs, because nobody thinks to look. The forty-second floor doesn't appear on the building directory. It requires a separate access card that I keep in the back pocket of whatever I'm wearing, behind the card that operates the shop's inventory system.

The elevator opens onto a space that looks nothing like the thirty-two floors below it. Clean lines. Minimal furniture. A floor-to-ceiling window that faces south, toward the harbor, which my grandfather chose for this reason and this reason only, because he said you couldn't think clearly about the future while looking at the past.

My father has never used this office. He runs the holding company from the Midtown tower and leaves this one for what he calls my "theatrical phase."

I stand at the window.

Forty-two floors below me, the lobby is emptying out. The day shift finishing. The diehards beginning their second wind. Somewhere on the thirty-second floor, the lights in the senior associates' corridor are almost certainly still on, because she arrived first and she leaves last and she is, I have no doubt, somewhere in that building right now with a legal pad covered in notes and a cold cup of whatever she switched to after she finished mine.

She finished mine.

I press two fingers against the cold glass and look at my city—my grandfather's city, technically, the one he built something in from nothing, the one that I've been circling for four months trying to decide if I'm capable of the same—

My phone rings.

The caller ID reads Dad.

I let it ring twice. Three times. I pick up on the fourth.

"Josh." His voice has the particular quality of someone who has decided to be patient while actively finding patience inconvenient. "The board meeting is in six weeks."

"I know."

"I need your assessment before then. Restructure, divest, or maintain—that's all I need, Josh, that's—"

"I know what you need."

A pause. The kind that means he's deciding which version of this conversation to have. "Have you found anything? Any reason to—"

"I've found plenty of reasons," I say. "I'm still finding them."

Another pause, longer. "And the firm? The people?"

I turn back to the window. Forty-two floors down, the lobby lights are warm against the dark.

"Some of them," I say, "are worth keeping."

I hang up before he can ask me which ones.
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Chapter 3: The Demotion
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KATHERINE

I have been in this conference room forty-seven times.

I know this because I am the kind of person who tracks these things—not obsessively, not pathologically, just practically, the way you track anything that matters. Forty-seven meetings. Eleven depositions prepped. Six settlement negotiations that I walked into at a disadvantage and walked out of having moved the number. This room, with its north-facing windows and its mahogany table that's older than most of the associates who sit around it, has been the site of more of my professional wins than anywhere else in this building.

Today it is going to be the site of something else entirely.

I can feel it in the way Richard Holt is standing.

He's at the head of the table—his head, he always takes the chair closest to the door, a power play so transparent I catalogued it in my second week and filed it under things that reveal more about a person than they intend. He's got his hands in his pockets, which means he's already decided how this goes and is enjoying the gap between what he knows and what I don't yet. He's sixty-one years old and he has the particular satisfaction of a man who has spent four decades ensuring that the system runs exactly the way it runs, which is to say: in his favor.

I sit down. Cross my ankles. Fold my hands on the legal pad I've brought because I always bring a legal pad, because showing up without one sends a signal I'm not willing to send.

Marcus is across from me, not meeting my eyes. That's the first data point that makes my stomach tighten.

It's fine. Whatever this is, it's manageable.

"Katherine." Holt doesn't sit. He's one of those. "Good work on the Calloway deposition this morning."

"Thank you."

"Really sharp thinking on the tax liability angle. Marcus was telling me—"

"You're giving the Calloway case to someone else." I say it flat, clean, before he can finish the compliment, because I've learned that Richard Holt delivers compliments the way other people deliver anesthesia: right before they do something you wouldn't consent to awake.

The room temperature drops two degrees. Marcus finally looks up, and the expression on his face is the specific one I've learned to dread—sympathetic, apologetic, and utterly, completely useless.

Holt smiles. It doesn't reach anything above his cheekbones. "The client requested additional senior oversight. Given the scale of the acquisition, we've decided to bring in David Chen from the M&A group to—"

"David Chen billed four hundred hours on the Hartwell deal and delivered a memo with a citation error." My voice is still level. It is costing me something, keeping it level, and I am paying that cost with the same grim efficiency I apply to everything that costs me something. "I prepped the Calloway case for nine days. I built the liability argument that their lead counsel couldn't touch this morning. I ran that deposition."

"And you did beautifully." Still smiling. "Which is why I have something even more significant for you."

Oh, this is going to be bad.

He opens the folder in front of him.

He slides it across the mahogany table, and it crosses the distance between us with the slow inevitability of something being served, and I look at the tab on the top document and—

Voss v. Sterling Media & Publishing.

I know this case. Everyone in this firm knows this case, the way you know about a house fire on your street—not because you were in it, but because you watched the aftermath from a safe distance and thought, privately, thank God that wasn't mine. Voss is a content licensing dispute that has been in litigation for seven years, handed off four times, hemorrhaging billable hours and generating exactly zero movement because the central IP question is genuinely, structurally nightmarish and the opposing counsel is a seventy-year-old former federal judge named Eleanor Carr who is widely regarded as either a genius or a force of nature, depending on your tolerance for the distinction.

It is not a case that wins. It is a case that continues.

It is what this firm does with associates it wants to punish without the paperwork of actually punishing them.

He's burying me.

"The Voss case needs fresh eyes," Holt says, and the warmth in his voice is the worst part—it's the warmth of someone who's done this enough times to enjoy it. "You're the sharpest associate I've seen tackle an IP angle in years, Katherine. This is an opportunity."

"It's a graveyard."

The word comes out before I can stop it. Quiet. Precise. And the room does something interesting—Marcus makes a small, involuntary sound, and Holt's smile shifts into something that has more teeth in it, and I realize I've just confirmed that I know exactly what this is, which means I've lost the ability to pretend I don't, which means I've handed him something.

Walk it back. Right now.

"What I mean," I say, with the smoothness of someone who has been walking things back since she was twenty-two years old, "is that it's a complex case that deserves significant resources. If I'm leading, I'll need a full team."

"Of course." Holt gestures toward the door—a theatrical little wave, because he's been waiting for this part. "In fact, I've already arranged some additional support."

The door opens.

And there he is.

The flannel has been exchanged for a slightly less flannel flannel—dark green today, pushed up at the forearms, carrying a tray with three coffees on it with the same energy of a man who has decided gravity is a suggestion. His curls are doing something architectural. He has, I notice with the detached clarity of someone whose entire professional future is collapsing around her, a small coffee stain on his left cuff that he either hasn't noticed or has decided is not worth addressing.

He sees me. Something crosses his face—quick, contained, and absolutely illegible—before it settles back into that expression I already hate, the one that says oh, this is interesting with the infuriating confidence of someone who has never once catastrophized.

He sets the tray down on the side table without being asked.

"Joshua has been incredibly helpful to several of our teams over the past few months," Holt says. He's enjoying himself. He is a man who is visibly enjoying himself, and I am storing this, cataloguing it, filing it in the section of my brain labeled debts I will collect with interest. "He's got a surprisingly good head for research. Given that you'll be, ah, working with a lean team on Voss, I thought he'd be a useful addition."

He's giving me the coffee boy.

I look at Josh.

He looks back at me with his dark, too-calm eyes and a mouth that is doing something on the left side that I refuse to call a dimple.

He thinks this is funny.

"I appreciate the support," I say, to Holt, in a voice that could etch glass. "I'll make it work."

"I know you will." Holt picks up the folder and holds it out to me across the table, and I stand up and cross the room and take it from his hand, because I have been taking hard things from people's hands my entire life and I know how to do it without flinching. "Oh—" He says it like an afterthought. He's practiced the afterthought. "David will be taking over the Calloway account effective Monday. He'll want a briefing from you. Thorough one."

I smile. It is the most expensive thing I own.

"Of course," I say. "I'll have the file ready."

I walk out of that conference room with the Voss folder under my arm and the smile still on my face, and I keep the smile on until I reach the corridor that bends toward the east-side stairwell, which is never used by anyone senior enough to matter, and then I stop walking and I press my back against the wall and I close my eyes for exactly four seconds.

Four seconds. That's all you get.

The folder is heavy. That's probably just paper. It feels heavier than paper.

Seven years. Four attorneys. Eleanor Carr. An IP question that three different judges have declined to rule definitively on because the precedent is a tangle that nobody wants to be responsible for unraveling. No clear client win condition. Billing that eats hours and produces nothing that looks good in a partnership review.

And I have six months.

Six months before the partnership decision. Six months before I either become the thing I've been building toward for eight years or I become a lesson that junior associates learn about in whispered tones: remember Pierce? Brilliant. Burned out on a case Holt gave her when she got too close to the top.

No.

I open my eyes.

I open the folder.

The first three pages are procedural history and I read them standing in the stairwell corridor, because the habit of reading is the one thing that has never failed to steady me, even when everything else is pitching. By page seven I've found the thing that everyone who's touched this case has apparently walked past without clocking: an unpublished arbitration ruling from 2019, cited in a footnote, from a parallel licensing dispute in the Netherlands, that has an interesting implication for the cross-jurisdictional IP framework that Eleanor Carr has been using as a cornerstone of her argument.

Interesting.

"The footnote on page seven."

I spin around.

He's leaning against the opposite wall—hands in his pockets, head slightly tilted, like he followed me here and has been reading over my shoulder and found this entirely reasonable. His coffee from the tray is in one hand. He holds it with that same specific looseness, like everything in his hands gets handled with more ease than it deserves.

"How long have you been standing there?"

"Long enough." He nods at the folder. "The Dutch arbitration. You found it already."

I stare at him.

He takes a sip of his coffee, unhurried, watching me with an expression that I am categorizing as dangerous because it looks like intelligence wearing the costume of indifference, and I have been fooled by that costuming before and I cannot afford to be fooled by anything right now.

"It's not enough on its own," I say, despite myself. Despite every instinct that is telling me not to engage, not to give him the satisfaction, not to have a substantive conversation with someone Holt deployed as a prop in my professional humiliation.

"No," he agrees. "But it breaks the cornerstone. Once the cornerstone's cracked—"

"The whole argument is renegotiable." I close the folder. Look at him directly, which I've been mostly avoiding because looking at him directly requires me to deal with the fact that he is entirely too composed for a man who was delivering coffee forty minutes ago. "What exactly is your background? Because Holt said research, which means nothing."

The corner of his mouth moves. "It means I'm good at finding things."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer that's relevant right now."

I study him for three seconds—the habit of a litigator, reading a witness for the thing they're not saying. He doesn't fidget. Doesn't drop the eye contact. Doesn't reach for a qualifier. He just waits, with the specific patience of someone who is not worried about the outcome of being looked at.

Who does that?

"Fine." I tuck the folder tighter under my arm. "If you're assigned to this case, you work on my terms. My hours, my structure, my calls. You show up when I say, you deliver what I ask for, and you don't—" I pause, because I need to be precise about this, "—you don't do that thing you keep doing."

He raises an eyebrow. "What thing?"

"That." I gesture at his face. At the expression. At the whole architecture of him, leaning against a wall in a building where everyone else is actively performing urgency, looking like he's here on his own schedule and finds my fury mildly entertaining. "That thing. It's unprofessional and I won't have it in my workspace."

He looks at me for a moment.

Then, slowly, deliberately, he smiles—and the dimple appears, single, left side, exactly as bad as I knew it would be—and he says: "Yes, Counselor."

In exactly the tone of a man who has agreed to absolutely nothing.

I turn and walk toward the elevator.

I am going to win this case. The thought arrives with the clean, cold certainty of something that has stopped being a wish and become a fact. I am going to find the angle Eleanor Carr hasn't seen, build the argument that four other attorneys missed, and I am going to walk it into a courtroom and I am going to win.

And I am going to do it with a coffee-stained research assistant who thinks my professional catastrophe is interesting.

I stab the elevator button.

From somewhere behind me, unhurried, I hear him say: "You left your coffee. On the counter this morning. I saved it. Didn't want it to go cold."

I do not turn around.

My hand, pressing the elevator button a second time, is completely steady.

He saved it.

The elevator doors open.

I step in.

I don't look back.

The doors close on the sound of him doing absolutely nothing dramatically—just standing there, in a corridor I didn't know he'd followed me into, holding his coffee, watching me go.

This, I think, staring at my own reflection in the elevator's mirrored doors, is going to be a problem.
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Chapter 4: The Unlikely Assistant
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JOSH

The archive room smells like 1987.

Not metaphorically. Literally—there's a specific quality to air that has been trapped with paper for long enough, a dry, faintly acidic smell that sits at the back of your throat and reminds you that information used to be physical, used to have weight, used to require a room this size just to hold seven years of one case. I've been in rooms like this before. Different buildings, different cities, different industries—but the smell is always the same. The smell of things people filed away because they couldn't solve them.

Home sweet home.

I set my coffee on the one clear corner of the folding table and look at the Voss files.

They have been arranged—and I use the word loosely, charitably, in the spirit of generosity toward whoever touched these last—in what appears to be a system based primarily on the principle of chronological despair. Boxes stacked on boxes. Folders inside folders. Post-it notes that have lost their adhesion and now simply rest on top of documents like small yellow surrender flags. There's a box in the corner labeled MISC 2019-2021 that appears to have been taped shut with the specific finality of someone who decided that confronting its contents was a problem for their future self.

Their future self appears to be me.

Katherine Pierce drops the last stack of folders onto the table from approximately eight inches higher than necessary, and the resulting impact sends a small cloud of document-dust into the air between us.

"Chronological order," she says. "Cross-referenced against the discovery index. Flag anything that references the Dutch arbitration, the 2017 licensing addendum, or Eleanor Carr's original brief." She pulls a typed sheet from her folder and sets it on top of the stack with the precise placement of a person who has already decided how tonight goes. "That's the priority list. Everything else gets categorized but not analyzed until I say so."

I look at the list. Then at the boxes. Then at the clock on my phone, which reads 6:14 p.m.

"Tonight," she adds, because she can apparently read the direction of my attention. "I need the priority items flagged tonight."

She expects me to argue. I can see it in the set of her shoulders—that particular readiness, the slight forward lean of someone braced for pushback who has already prepared their counter. She handed me an impossible timeline on purpose. She wants to watch me say that's not reasonable so she can say then you're useless and file me neatly under Holt's problem, not mine.

I pull out the chair.

Sit down.

Pick up the first folder.

The sound she makes is small and involuntary—a fractional exhale, the conversational equivalent of oh, recalibrated before it became anything louder. I don't look up. I'm already reading.

The thing about legal documents is that most people read them the way they were written: sequentially, deferentially, following the argument wherever the drafter decided to lead. It's a habit, and it makes sense if you trust the drafter. I don't, as a general principle, trust drafters. I read the way my grandfather taught me to read contracts when I was fifteen, sitting in the corner of his actual office on the forty-second floor with a ham sandwich and a highlighter: find the load-bearing wall, Joshua. Everything else is interior decoration.

Voss v. Sterling Media & Publishing, core licensing agreement, executed 2016.

I find the load-bearing wall in four minutes.

I keep reading for another six, because finding it once is how you think you're smart. Reading another six minutes is how you confirm it, check the exits, make sure you haven't missed a load-bearing wall behind the load-bearing wall.

I haven't.

I set the folder down.

Pick up my pen—the black one, the Rotring I've carried since business school because the weight of it thinks better than I do on bad days—and I start rotating it between my fingers. The habit of it. The rhythm.

Katherine is at the other end of the table, her own stack in front of her, highlighter in hand, not looking at me. She's been not looking at me with an intensity that suggests she is, in fact, extremely aware of exactly where I am in the room at all times, which I find—

Relevant. File that.

"The indemnification clause," I say.

She doesn't look up. "What about it?"

"Section 12(c). Third paragraph. The scope of content coverage is defined by reference to an exhibit—" I flip to the back of the agreement, "—Exhibit F. Which establishes the licensed IP catalogue as of the execution date." I pause. "Exhibit F isn't attached."

Silence.

The highlighter stops moving.

"It's referenced six times in the body of the agreement," I continue, keeping my voice at the same register—conversational, unhurried, like we're discussing the weather or the coffee or anything other than the seven-year litigation bomb I'm currently holding. "Section 12(c), 14(a), 17, the entire indemnification framework, and both arbitration trigger clauses. The whole licensing scope—what's covered, what's excluded, what triggers Carr's client's damages claim—is defined by an exhibit that doesn't exist in the executed contract."

Now she looks up.

Her eyes—sharp, pale, the specific color of winter sky right before it decides to do something decisive—are doing something I haven't seen them do in our limited acquaintance, which is to say: they're uncertain. Not panicked. Not even visibly alarmed. But the calculation that's always running behind them has hit something it didn't expect, and there's a half-second gap in the output, and in that half-second I can see her re-reading Section 12(c) in her head, checking my work, and—

Finding that I'm right.

"That can't be—" She's already reaching for the folder. "Four attorneys reviewed this agreement. The original litigation team, the first associate who handled discovery in 2019, the—" She opens it. Finds 12(c). Reads it. Turns to the exhibit index at the back.

No Exhibit F.

There it
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