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CHAPTER ONE: The Worst Possible Opposing Counsel

	

	The Harlow file had been on Mara's desk for exactly four days when she decided it was going to make her a partner.

	She had read it three times. Not because she needed to, but because that was how she worked: once for the facts, once for the gaps, once for the story she was going to tell a jury about why the facts and the gaps meant exactly what she needed them to mean. Harlow Biotech had spent eleven years and somewhere north of forty million dollars developing a peptide sequencing process that a Boston startup called Meridian had allegedly reproduced without licensing it, without acknowledgment, and without the courtesy of even changing the variable names in their internal documentation. The case was clean. The damages were significant. The judge assigned was Margaret Grange, who ran a tight courtroom and had no patience for theatrical lawyering, which suited Mara fine because she had never been theatrical. She had been precise, and precise was better.

	She had also, in four days of preparing this file, allowed herself to think approximately once about what it would mean to win it. A Tuesday evening, standing at her kitchen counter eating leftover rice she had not bothered to transfer to a plate, the math had arranged itself with uncomfortable clarity. Thirty-four years old. Seven years at Holt and Pearce. A record in IP litigation that her supervising partner, Carol Phelps, had described in Mara's last review as "without meaningful comparison in this firm and most others." If she won Harlow v. Meridian, the partnership conversation was not a conversation. It was a formality.

	She had eaten the rest of the rice and gone back to the file and not thought about it again. That was also how she worked.

	

	The Federal Courthouse on Fan Pier sat at the edge of Boston Harbor with the particular architectural confidence of a building that knew it was in charge. Mara had always liked it, which she recognized was a strange thing to like, but she liked the harbor views from the upper floors and she liked the security of the structure and she liked, most of all, that everyone inside it was operating according to rules that had been written down. She did well in environments where the rules had been written down.

	She arrived forty minutes early, which was twenty minutes earlier than her usual early, and reviewed her notes in the third-floor corridor with a coffee from the cart outside that was not good coffee but was reliable coffee, which she had decided years ago was more important. Tom Beaufort arrived eleven minutes later, slightly flushed from the stairs, his tie approximately right.

	"You could use the elevator," she said without looking up.

	"I know." He dropped into the chair beside her. "How are we feeling?"

	"We are feeling prepared."

	"Right." He opened his own folder. "Opposing counsel is someone called Croft, out of Vance and Merrill. I pulled his record. He's good."

	"I know who he is."

	Tom looked up. She had said it in exactly her normal voice, which meant nothing could be inferred from it. She had practiced that particular neutrality for seven years and it held under pressure.

	"Okay," Tom said, and looked back down at his folder.

	

	She heard Eli before she saw him.

	That was not a romantic observation. It was a practical one. He had a voice that carried without being loud, a quality she had first noticed in a moot court prep room when they were both twenty-six and she had been trying to focus on her own argument in the next carrel over and failing. He was talking to his associate, something about the exhibit binders, the tone easy and specific, and Mara kept her eyes on her notes and her breathing even and reminded herself that she had prepared for this case for four days and he was not a variable she needed to account for.

	She looked up when the courtroom doors opened.

	Seven years had done very little to Eli Croft that she could object to. He was taller than she remembered, which was irrational because people did not grow after twenty-nine, but the memory she had been carrying was apparently slightly undersized. He wore a charcoal suit with the ease of someone who had long since stopped thinking about what he was wearing. He was speaking to a younger woman at his side, and he was listening to her answer with the complete quality of attention that Mara had spent seven years occasionally remembering against her will.

	He saw her at the plaintiff's table.

	She watched him not react, which told her everything about how much he had known to expect her. He had known. He had prepared his face. For some reason that was worse than surprise would have been.

	"Ms. Sinclair," he said, crossing the courtroom toward her with his hand extended, and the whole seven years were in the way he said her name, formal and careful and containing, underneath the formality, something that had no business being in a federal courthouse.

	"Mr. Croft." She shook his hand. Firm, brief, professional. "It's been a while."

	"It has." He held eye contact for one beat longer than strictly necessary. "You look well."

	"I'm here to litigate, not to catch up." She said it pleasantly. He almost smiled.

	"Of course." He moved to the defense table. She turned back to her notes.

	Her handwriting for the next four lines was slightly less precise than usual. She doubted anyone else would notice. She noticed.

	

	Judge Grange ran the scheduling conference the way she ran everything: efficiently and without sentiment. The trial date was set for eight weeks out. Mara had expected ten and had secretly hoped for twelve. Eight was aggressive. Eight was, she decided before the judge had finished speaking, actually fine. Eight weeks was enough time if she worked the way she always worked, which was without interruption and without distraction and without allowing variables she had not anticipated to occupy space that belonged to the case.

	She did not look at the defense table during the conference. This was professional practice, not avoidance. There was nothing to see at the defense table that was relevant to her preparation.

	Once, when Judge Grange asked a question that produced a pause in the room, Mara heard Eli's pen tap twice against his legal pad in the specific rhythm of someone thinking, and recognized it without wanting to, and moved on.

	

	Outside on Fan Pier the October harbor was the cold pewter color that Boston produced in autumn as a kind of ambient warning about what was coming. Mara stood at the railing for the forty seconds it took Tom to get his coat on and join her, looking at the water and performing, for her own benefit, the exercise of finding the trial schedule manageable.

	Eight weeks. Twelve depositions minimum. Three expert witnesses to prepare. A damages case that needed tightening. She could see the architecture of it clearly, which meant she could build it, which meant she was fine.

	"Mara."

	She turned. Eli was behind her, alone, his associate apparently dispatched. He had his hands in his coat pockets and the wind off the harbor was doing something to his hair that he appeared not to notice.

	"I wanted to say, before this gets complicated." He paused. "It's good to see you."

	Mara looked at him for a moment. She was aware of Tom hovering at a diplomatic distance.

	"We're opposing counsel on an active case, Eli."

	"I know what we are."

	"Then you know that's all we are."

	Something moved across his face that she could not name and did not try to. "Sure," he said. "I know that."

	"Good." She picked up her bag. "I'll see you at the first deposition."

	She walked toward the parking structure without looking back. She knew, with the particular certainty of someone who had spent seven years being precise about things she would rather not know, that he watched her go.

	In the elevator Tom said nothing for two floors.

	"You know him," he said finally.

	"We were in law school together."

	"Ah."

	"It was a long time ago."

	"Right." A pause. "He's still watching the elevator doors."

	"Tom."

	"Sorry. Sorry. Depositions. Yes. Where do you want to start?"

	She told him where she wanted to start. Her voice was steady. Her handwriting, later that evening at her desk with the Harlow file open in front of her and the city going quiet outside, was back to its usual precision.

	She worked until midnight. The case was clean. The damages were significant. Eight weeks was enough time.

	She was fine.

	 




CHAPTER TWO: Someone He Used to Almost Know

	

	Eli had known for two days.

	That was the part he kept returning to, sitting in the back of a rideshare on the way to the courthouse at six-forty in the morning, the harbor visible in thin grey strips between the buildings. Two days since Graham had dropped the Harlow file on his desk with the particular satisfaction of a man delivering good news he knew was complicated. Two days since Eli had seen the name Holt and Pearce on the opposing counsel line and understood, with the specific clarity of someone who had spent seven years not quite putting something down, exactly what that was likely to mean.

	He had prepared his face. He was aware of having done this and was not entirely proud of it, but he was a practical person and preparation was better than the alternative, which was letting Mara Sinclair walk into a federal courtroom and produce a visible reaction in him, which was not something he was willing to provide.

	It had not entirely worked.

	She had been at the plaintiff's table when he came through the doors, head down over her notes, a coffee from the harbor cart beside her that she held without drinking the way she always had, for the warmth rather than the caffeine. He had known that about her at twenty-six. He apparently still knew it at thirty-six, which told him something he was going to set aside for now.

	She had looked up. He had said her name. She had shaken his hand and told him they were here to litigate and not to catch up, and the whole exchange had lasted approximately ninety seconds and had taken up considerably more space than that.

	

	Vance and Merrill occupied the fourteenth floor of a building on State Street that was six blocks and a parking garage away from Holt and Pearce, a geographic proximity that Eli had not thought about until two days ago and was now thinking about more than was useful. His office faced northwest, which meant on clear days he could see a thin slice of the harbor between two taller buildings, and on mornings like this one he stood at the window for a few minutes with his own coffee, the good kind from the place on Congress Street, and ran through the day.

	The Meridian defense. That was what mattered today. That was what mattered for the next eight weeks.

	His associate, Priya Kapoor, was already at her desk when he came through, which was normal. Priya was twenty-eight and had the organizational capacity of someone who had been thirty-eight since adolescence. He was glad to have her on this.

	"Sasha Park confirmed for eleven," Priya said without looking up. "And Graham wants five minutes before."

	Graham's five minutes were never five minutes. "Tell him I have a hard stop at ten-fifty."

	"You don't have a hard stop at ten-fifty."

	"I do now."

	Priya made a note with the expression of someone who had learned not to argue with certain categories of statement. Eli took his coffee to his office and opened the Meridian file and started, for the third time, at the beginning.

	

	The thing about Sasha Park was that she was right.

	Eli had represented clients who were right before. He had also represented clients who were not right, which was the nature of the work, and he had made his peace with that over time in the way that most litigators did, through a combination of professional distance and the genuine belief that the adversarial system, functioning as designed, produced better outcomes than the alternatives. You represented your client. The other side represented theirs. The truth, to the extent it existed in a legal dispute, emerged from the collision.

	He believed this. He mostly still believed this.

	He read Sasha Park's technical documentation for the third time and found the same thing he had found the first two times: a researcher who had developed her peptide sequencing approach independently, in a different direction from Harlow's process, arriving at a superficially similar result through a genuinely different path. The variable names in Meridian's internal files that Harlow's complaint found so damning were, in Sasha's explanation, coincidental standardization, the kind of parallel nomenclature that emerged in any specialized technical field where the vocabulary was finite. It was a defensible position. Eli thought it was more than defensible. He thought it was true.

	He also thought that Harlow had forty million dollars and eleven years and a very good lawyer at their plaintiff's table, and that true and winning were not always the same thing.

	The Dana Garner memory arrived the way it always did, without invitation. The night of the verdict. The specific quality of relief and satisfaction and the call from his client that evening, the warmth in the man's voice. Six months later, the trade piece. Garner Biomedical, a twelve-person company in Cambridge, had folded within a quarter of his client's IP victory, unable to compete once the licensing terms shifted. Dana Garner had given a single interview. She had been precise and controlled and had not said anything that was not strictly factual, and every factual sentence had landed like a verdict of its own.

	He had won the case cleanly. He had done his job. He had made partner on the strength of it and accepted the partnership because not accepting it would not have given Dana Garner her company back, which remained the most lawyer-brained rationalization of his adult life.

	He closed the file and opened it again. Sasha Park was right. He was going to make sure that mattered.

	

	Graham Vance appeared in the doorway at ten forty-three, which meant he had ignored Priya's message entirely. He was sixty-one, silver-haired, and had the bearing of someone who had never once been uncertain about a bill he was about to submit. Eli liked him without entirely trusting him, which was a combination he had found workable for four years.

	"How was Grange's courtroom?"

	"Efficient." Eli leaned back. "Eight weeks to trial."

	"Aggressive."

	"Yes."

	Graham settled into the chair across from him with the ease of a man who considered all chairs to be his chairs. "And opposing counsel."

	"Holt and Pearce have Mara Sinclair on it."

	A pause. Graham had been practicing long enough to have a file on most significant Boston litigators. "She's very good."

	"I know."

	"You were at BU Law with her."

	"Yes."

	Graham looked at him for a moment with the particular attention of someone deciding how much to say. He decided on very little, which was unlike him, and which Eli noted. "The client's priority is still resolution. Grange will push for settlement before she lets this go to trial."

	"Sasha Park's position doesn't have room for the settlement Harlow wants."

	"Everyone has room when the alternative is a jury."

	Eli looked at him steadily. "I'll represent my client's interests, Graham."

	Another pause. Then Graham stood, adjusted his jacket, and produced the expression of a man filing something away for later. "Of course you will. That's why I gave it to you." He moved toward the door. "Eleven o'clock. Don't keep her waiting."

	

	Sasha Park arrived seven minutes early, which Eli had already learned to expect. She was thirty-one, compact and precise in her movements, with the particular quality of attention that belonged to researchers: she listened to everything, including the silences between things. She had founded Meridian four years ago with a postdoctoral fellowship, a rented lab space in Somerville, and a specific idea about peptide sequencing that had taken her two years to prove and another two years to begin commercializing. She wore the expression of someone who had been in rooms like this enough times in the past several months to have stopped being intimidated by them, which Eli respected.

	She sat across from him and Priya and said, "Tell me honestly how it looks."

	"The technical defense is strong," Eli said. "The documentation supports independent development. The challenge is that Harlow has damages numbers that will impress a jury before the science does."

	"So we have to make the jury understand the science."

	"We have to make the science feel true before the damages feel outrageous. Yes."

	She looked at him for a moment. "Can you do that?"

	He met her eyes. "That's what I'm here for."

	She nodded once, as though she had asked a question and received an answer she was going to hold him to. He appreciated the clarity of it.

	After she left, Priya said, without looking up from her notes, "She's going to be a good witness."

	"Yes," Eli said.

	"She reminds me a little of opposing counsel, actually."

	Eli looked at her.

	"The precision," Priya said. "Just the precision."

	He looked back at his notes and said nothing, which Priya, wisely, accepted as the end of the subject.

	

	He thought about the fan pier for the rest of the afternoon.

	Not the courthouse. The pier itself, after, the specific thirty seconds in which he had said it was good to see her and she had looked at him with those careful eyes and told him they were opposing counsel and that was all they were. He had said sure, he knew that. He had meant it as a concession. He was not sure it had been received that way.

	He had watched the elevator doors close behind her.

	Then he had stood there for approximately four seconds longer than he needed to before turning back to the harbor, which was grey and cold and entirely indifferent to whatever he was working through, and that had been appropriate.

	He opened a new document on his screen and started his trial preparation outline. Eight weeks. The case was defensible. Sasha Park was right.

	He wrote for two hours without stopping. The work was, as it had always been, the most reliable way he knew to be in only one place at a time.

	It was, as it had always been, not entirely enough.

	 




CHAPTER THREE: Rules of Engagement

	

	The thing Nadia Larsen had understood about Mara Sinclair for fifteen years was that she processed things by not processing them. She would receive a piece of information, a difficult one, the kind that required something of her, and she would put it in a box and put the box on a shelf and return to the shelf approximately three weeks later when the thing in the box had either resolved itself or grown large enough that the shelf was bending.

	Nadia had learned not to wait for the shelf to bend. She had learned to ask the right question early and often and to accept that she would receive the wrong answer several times before she received a real one. It was the friendship equivalent of a long game, and she had decided at twenty-two that Mara Sinclair was worth the long game, and she had not revised that position in the fifteen years since.

	She called on Thursday evening, six days after the scheduling conference, when she calculated that Mara had had enough time to decide she was fine.

	"How's the new case?" she said when Mara picked up.

	"Clean. Strong facts, clear damages, a judge who won't tolerate delay."

	"And opposing counsel?"

	A pause of approximately one second, which was one second longer than Mara's pauses usually were. "Experienced. Good record."

	"That's not what I asked."

	"It's what I answered."

	Nadia settled deeper into her couch. She was still in her scrubs from a twelve-hour cardiology shift and she had a glass of wine and the patience of someone who had spent the day keeping people alive and had perspective. "Mara."

	"It's Eli Croft."

	There it was. Nadia had spent fifteen years learning what Mara sounded like when she said something she had been not-saying, and it sounded like that: flat and precise and moving slightly too fast.

	"Okay," Nadia said carefully.

	"It's fine. We're opposing counsel. It's a professional situation with a clear ethical structure and an eight-week timeline and then it's over."

	"Sure."

	"I'm not doing the thing you think I'm doing."

	"I haven't said what I think you're doing."

	"You're doing the face."

	"You can't see my face."

	"I know your phone face." Mara's voice shifted into something slightly less controlled, which meant she was tired enough for the edges to show. "It was one conversation. Outside the courthouse. Thirty seconds. He said it was good to see me. I told him we were opposing counsel. That was it."

	Nadia took a careful sip of wine. She had heard about Eli Croft exactly twice in fifteen years: once when Mara was twenty-six and had mentioned him with the excessive casualness of someone mentioning a thing they were thinking about, and once when she was twenty-eight and had mentioned him with the excessive finality of someone closing a door they had not technically opened. Both times Nadia had understood that she was receiving about thirty percent of the available information and that the rest was on the shelf.
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