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			To my boys, Michael and Benjamin

		

	
		
			One minute I held the key

			Next the walls were closed on me

			And I discovered that my castles stand

			Upon pillars of salt and pillars of sand

			—COLDPLAY, “VIVA LA VIDA”

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			1

			You’re wrong, Aaron.”

			Sam Rosenthal’s tone suggests he’s talking about much more than the topic at hand. It’s as if he’s addressing something innate about Aaron Littman himself.

			Aaron smiles, and in that gesture, he belies Rosenthal’s claim. In fact, if anyone seems completely right, it is Aaron Littman. A year past fifty, he’s six foot two and not more than ten pounds heavier than when he was an All-American swimmer at Harvard. A strong jaw, piercing blue eyes, and thick, jet-black hair dusted with gray around the temples in exactly the spots you’d place gray hairs, if given the choice, complete the package.

			Samuel Rosenthal is almost comically the opposite. He’s more than a half foot shorter than Aaron, he doesn’t have a single hair on his head, and his right side droops slightly, the last vestige of the accident that nearly killed him a decade ago. Yet Rosenthal is the personification of the expression that you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. At seventy-one, he’s still a wartime consigliere of the first order. The type of lawyer who takes no prisoners and leaves no earth unscorched.

			They met a quarter century before, the year Aaron clerked on the United States Supreme Court. Rosenthal had argued a case—it embarrasses Aaron that he can never remember which one, only that it wasn’t a case that Justice Rellington had assigned to him to work on—and after the argument, Rosenthal came back to chambers.

			“This is the young man I’ve been telling you about, Sam,” Justice Rellington said. “Aaron Littman, meet Sam Rosenthal.”

			Aaron had heard of Rosenthal, of course. Back then, you couldn’t be a law student without having heard of the great Samuel Rosenthal. Protector of the First Amendment. Confidant to power. Mr. Fix-it. A lot of other nicknames too. Before speed dial existed, those at the top of their field, any field, knew Rosenthal’s phone number by heart.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Rosenthal,” Aaron said, looking down at the top of Rosenthal’s bald head. Little did Aaron know that he’d revisit that view a million times in the years to come.

			“I suspect you two have a lot to talk about,” Justice Rellington said. “I’ll catch up with you later, Sam. And, Aaron, listen to what this man has to say—because the president does.”

			As soon as the door closed, Rosenthal said, “One of the things you learn when people pay you three hundred bucks an hour is that you need to get right to the point. So that’s what I’m going to do. I’m here because I want you to come work with me at Cromwell Altman Rosenthal and White.”

			At the time, Aaron had more than three dozen job offers. Probably the only people more coveted professionally than Supreme Court clerks are Heisman Trophy winners. Virtually every major law firm, think tank, law school, and government agency had already contacted him.

			“Thank you, Mr. Rosenthal—”

			“Sam,” he said, interrupting.

			“I’m flattered . . . but I’ve already accepted a position at Yale. And please, Mr.— Sam, don’t take this the wrong way, but I just don’t see myself devoting my life to representing huge corporations and criminals.”

			Rosenthal laughed. “Is that what you think being a partner at Cromwell Altman Rosenthal and White is all about?”

			Aaron didn’t respond, making his answer quite clear. He most certainly did.

			“Because I respect you, Aaron, I’m not going to tell you that we don’t represent our fair share of giant corporations and criminals, but being a partner at Cromwell Altman is about much more than that. It’s . . . let me put it this way. You wouldn’t say that Justice Rellington’s job is to interpret statutes, correct? His job is to shape the law in ways that will stand twenty, fifty, a hundred years or more from now. That’s what being a partner at Cromwell Altman is about too. In a word: power.” Rosenthal’s expression turned even more serious. “The simple truth of the matter, Aaron, is that while I have little doubt that you would be great as a professor of law, the question you need to ask yourself is whether you want to make a difference in the law . . . or merely teach about others who make that difference.”

			The rest, as they say, is history.

			In the years that followed, Aaron climbed the ranks at Cromwell Altman. At first that meant learning the trade at Rosenthal’s side, then as a partner ready to assume the mantle of leadership. That transition happened earlier than either of them had expected, when Rosenthal was nearly killed in a car accident from which he emerged broken on his right side. It was in that crisis, however, that Aaron showed he was a worthy successor to the throne. When Rosenthal had returned to the firm after a six months’ absence, Aaron offered to step aside, but Rosenthal wouldn’t hear of it.

			“The whole point, Aaron,” Rosenthal told him at the time, “is that we’re building something here that’s bigger than any one person. Cromwell Altman is the monument to our time on earth.”

			Today, that monument comprises more than six hundred lawyers, who occupy seventeen contiguous floors at the top of a fifty-seven-story tower sheathed entirely in glass. On sixteen of those floors, there are seven offices on the northern exposure—two partner offices on the corners (each with six coveted windows), three associate offices on either side of them (two windows), and then a smaller partner office in the middle of the hall (three windows). On the northern exposure of the fifty-seventh floor, however, it’s just Aaron and Rosenthal, their offices separated by a conference room, which is not accessible to anyone but them.

			They meet in that conference room most mornings before eight. The space is dominated by a long, white marble table, around which sit twenty-two high-backed, black leather chairs, ten on each side and one at each head. The northern exposure is all windows, looking out onto Central Park, with a view stretching well past the park’s northernmost point.

			When it’s just the two of them, they always sit catty-corner on one end, Aaron at the head and Rosenthal beside him. Usually they engage in the kind of breakfast chatter most men share with their wives before heading off to work—something of note that was in the morning news or the outcome of last night’s game.

			Today’s topic is far more serious, however. It’s about control of the firm that Sam Rosenthal and Aaron Littman have ruled since the Reagan administration.

			“Sam, there’s just no way Pierce gets four votes,” Aaron says with confidence, even though Rosenthal has just told him that assessment is wrong.

			Donald Pierce, the head of the firm’s corporate department, fancies himself as the man who would be king. To achieve his coup, Pierce needs the support of four out of seven members of the firm’s management committee—the Orwellian-named Committee on Committees.

			Rosenthal shakes his head. “Say what you want about Pierce, but he’s not stupid. He wouldn’t be so open in the challenge if he didn’t already have four votes.”

			“From who? Maybe Goldman is with him . . . but that’s it. Abby, you, and me are solid. Jane thinks Pierce is a pompous ass, and Elliot Dalton is going to do whatever causes the least disruption. I mean, at his age, a civil war is the last thing Dalton wants.”

			Aaron’s confidence does nothing to assuage Rosenthal’s concern. His expression—a furrowed brow and tight jawline—doesn’t relax in the least; if anything, Rosenthal appears even more alarmed that Aaron does not recognize the seriousness of the situation.

			Rosenthal walks unsteadily to the window. He usually relies on a cane—a dark hickory stick with a mother-of-pearl handle—to provide balance, but when he meets with Aaron, which he does two or three times a day, for some reason he always prefers to limp.

			Rosenthal takes a few moments to bask in the expanse of Central Park fifty-seven stories below him. At this height, it’s easy to feel like a god, capable of controlling the world below as if it were actually composed of things as small as they appear. It’s also easy to assume that being this high up makes you invulnerable to attack.

			When Rosenthal turns around, his expression conveys greater worry than words ever could. It’s apparent that he sees danger fast approaching.

			Like most litigators of the first order, Rosenthal is predisposed ­toward pessimism. When your professional life is defined by trying to protect people from bad things, you realize how easily things can go bad. But Aaron knows better than to dismiss Rosenthal’s concerns, because in those rare instances when Aaron and his mentor haven’t seen eye to eye, Rosenthal has usually been right.

			And so, despite Aaron’s outward optimism that the COC still supports him, he is acutely aware that if Samuel Rosenthal believes Donald Pierce has four votes, he very well may have them.
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			The Honorable Faith Nichols knows what’s happened solely from the Cheshire cat grin on Sara Meyers’s face.

			Sara is one of Faith’s two law clerks this year. A judicial clerkship with Faith is a prized commodity among the law school graduates who can afford to spend a year by a judge’s side at roughly the same pay as a public school teacher, rather than take one of the $175,000-a-year jobs offered by the large Wall Street firms. The very best students usually go to the appellate courts, but after that, as a young female judge sitting in Manhattan, Faith gets her pick of the litter.

			Faith’s other clerk this year is Kenneth Sadinoff. Sara and Kenneth have been working in Faith’s chambers for nearly six months now, but it didn’t take her six weeks to realize that Kenneth is smarter than Sara yet not as hardworking. He knows that a judicial clerkship is akin to taking a course pass-fail, and so he sees no reason to get an A. Sara, on the other hand, always wants to be top of her class.

			Among Sara’s other law clerk responsibilities, it’s her job to alert Faith to new case assignments. Good news for clerks almost always heralds a hot new case. And today, that can mean only one thing.

			Even though she already knows, Faith still has to ask.

			“So, what do you have for me, Sara?”

			“We got Garkov.” Sara’s voice is even more excited than her expression. “Can I have it? Please?”

			Faith pauses a moment before replying: “We’ll see.”

			It’s an occupational hazard for a jurist to judge, and so here’s Faith’s assessment of how the next decade will unfold for Sara: After her clerkship, she’ll join a top-tier law firm and put in the one-hundred-hour workweeks demanded, so that soon enough it’ll seem normal to her never to see the sun, and she’ll consider going to work at noon on Saturday as a mini-vacation. Maybe she’ll go on dates, but more likely she’ll think of a social life as something she’ll have after, although that particular goalpost will be in constant motion—after she’s established herself as a good associate, after she makes partner, after she gets a corner office. Then one day, she’ll be sitting in that corner office wondering when exactly she made the decision for her life to turn out quite the way it has.

			In short, she’ll likely take the same path that Faith traveled. And while Faith knows that she’s hardly a cautionary tale—forty-two years old and a federal district court judge—a part of her is still envious of Sara’s ability to change course while she can, even as Faith strongly suspects Sara never will.

			Faith’s failure to immediately assign Sara to the Garkov case causes her clerk’s smile to recede. But then, as if an invisible life coach has whispered in her ear to avoid pouting at work, Sara reclaims it and says, “It hit the docket last night at midnight. I came in early today and got the bench memo from one of Judge Mendelsohn’s clerks. I also asked him to send us the complete file ASAP.”

			Brian Mendelsohn was the original judge assigned to preside over the trial of Nicolai Garkov. He’s a dying breed of jurist, a card-­carrying member of the ACLU who never met a criminal right he didn’t go out of his way to enforce. Garkov certainly must have thanked his personal god when he saw Mendelsohn’s name come out of the assignment wheel.

			And then that deity had the last laugh. A week ago, in the middle of reading an opinion from the bench, Mendelsohn began speaking in Yiddish, and went on like that for more than two minutes before one of his clerks stopped him. Alzheimer’s, which Mendelsohn had apparently believed he could hide for another year or so.

			The Garkov case went back into the wheel for reassignment. The odds were forty-one-to-one that Faith’s name wouldn’t roll out.

			That’s why I never gamble, Faith tells herself.

			“And it’s a bench trial,” Sara says, her excitement rising once more.

			Garkov waived his right to trial by a jury of his peers, in favor of Judge Mendelsohn’s rendering the verdict. It’s a strategic decision that few defendants make, given that the likelihood of getting one out of twelve people to believe you is usually far better than convincing a judge of your innocence. Practically the only time that calculus shifted was when that judge was the Honorable Brian Mendelsohn. Going from Mendelsohn to Faith was the bait-and-switch of all time, however.

			“Who’s counsel of record?” Faith asks.

			Sara looks down at the manila file folder in her hand. “Roy Sabato Jr.”

			Faith rolls her eyes, making her low regard for Garkov’s counsel painfully obvious. “God knows that Roy Sabato certainly isn’t the leading light of the criminal bar, but even he’s smart enough to know that he should withdraw the jury waiver now that I’m presiding,” Faith says.

			“I’ve already done some quick research on that,” Sara says brightly. “Garkov doesn’t have an absolute right to a jury once he’s waived it. It depends on how much going back to a jury trial would prejudice the prosecution.”

			That seems wrong to Faith. Simply as a matter of fairness, a defendant who waives a jury in favor of one judge should be allowed to withdraw that waiver when a different judge is appointed. But Faith learned long ago that the law is not always fair.

			“Okay. So when’s the trial scheduled to begin?” Faith asks.

			“April fourteen.”

			That’s less than a month away. Faith can already hear the prosecution screaming bloody murder if Garkov tries to withdraw the jury waiver. Whether true or not, they’ll claim they’ve been preparing for a bench trial and don’t have sufficient time to refocus their case so it’s presentable to a jury.

			“Also, there’s a pretrial on for tomorrow,” Sara says.

			Of course there is, Faith thinks.

			Everything could well come to a head then. It would have been nice if Faith had some time to think before being thrown into the lion’s den. But, like the law, life isn’t always fair, either.

			“Is that the bench memo?” Faith asks, pointing at the manila folder.

			Sara hesitates, as if she’s reluctant to part with her prize for fear she’ll never get it back. But when Faith opens her hand, palm up, Sara has little choice but to give up the folder.

			For a moment, it looks as if Sara is going to ask for the case again, but she’s smart enough to know that groveling will only hurt her cause. Nevertheless, as she leaves, Sara looks back at Faith with hopeful eyes.

			“The case is yours, Sara,” Faith says. “I appreciate the initiative. Please tell Kenny, and if you need to push a case or two on him to free up some of your time, that’s fine. Just don’t give him your worst ones, okay?”

			“Thanks so much, Judge,” Sara says through a beaming smile as she closes the door behind her.

			Alone, Faith opens the folder. Inside is a one-page bench memo. The law clerks for all the judges rotate through the bench-memo assignment, and there’s a special format that they follow: name of the case; the attorneys for the defendant; the bail disposition. Below that is a one-line description of the charges in the indictment, which liberally uses a preapproved set of abbreviations. For Garkov it reads: “Sec. Fr., ML, Obstr. Coll. SEC. SI possible.”

			Faith does the translation in her head. The indictment charges counts of securities fraud, money laundering, and obstruction of justice. There is a collateral proceeding being brought by the Securities and Exchange Commission. And the prosecutor must have mentioned something to Judge Mendelsohn about a superseding indictment coming down, which means that additional criminal charges may be forthcoming.

			The case-management synopsis is a bit like describing Moby-Dick as a book about a whale, however. Nicolai Garkov is the most reviled figure in America at the moment. The story everyone knows is that Garkov’s hedge fund was laundering money for the Russian Mafia. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the same hedge fund money had been traced to the accounts of the terrorists who claimed responsibility for the Red Square bombing that killed twenty-six people last New Year’s Eve, including three American students.

			Faith’s been in the criminal justice arena for long enough to know how to read between the lines. The fact that Garkov hasn’t been charged with anything having to do with the bombing means that there’s likely no evidence of his involvement in that crime, and the threat of a superseding indictment for murder suggests that the prosecution’s case on the charges they did file is shaky. In other words, the government is bluffing—trying to leverage Garkov into pleading guilty to the filed charges with the promise of giving him a pass on the Red Square murders, even though they seemingly don’t have enough evidence to convict him of anything.

			The fact that the trial is less than a month away tells her something else: Garkov’s not falling for it. He’s going to put the squeeze on the government to prove his guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.

			Faith closes the folder and places it back on her desk. She can’t help but smile at the irony. Perhaps this, too, is God having the last laugh.

			Presiding over the Garkov trial is the kind of thing that can make a career. A year ago—hell, three weeks ago—Faith would have been no less excited than Sara to get it.

			But now? It’s the very last thing in the world she wants.
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			The Colburn Group is a multibillion-dollar conglomerate that pays Cromwell Altman upwards of one hundred million dollars annually. It operates in a dozen different industries, with a hand in everything from military defense to petrochemical manufacturing to operating fast-food restaurants.

			And for the last ten minutes, Aaron has been getting an earful from Colburn’s general counsel—a stern-looking man named Douglas Harrold—about how if Cromwell Altman wants to keep that plum business, it’s going to have to offer a 20 percent discount.

			“Aaron, it’s not personal,” Harrold says. “Your work on the tanker case was . . . what can I say, we reserved for a two-billion-dollar loss, and we thought that was too optimistic, and then you got us a resolution at less than half of that. But our board has given us a mandate to cut company-wide, and that’s got to include outside legal, too.”

			Aaron’s used to playing chicken over fees, but Colburn is Cromwell Altman’s third-largest client, and their matters keep at least fifty lawyers fully subscribed. Losing that much business in one fell swoop would necessitate a round of layoffs, and profits per partner, the yardstick by which the firm’s success is measured, would definitely take a hit.

			Still, Cromwell Altman isn’t JC Penney, and Aaron prides himself on never putting his services on sale. More to the point, he’s not going to forgo $20 million in fees without a fight.

			“Doug, belt tightening around legal fees is the very last thing Colburn should be doing,” Aaron says. “The regulatory inquiry on the tanker ended well, but there’s still the class action to worry about, and those plaintiffs’ lawyers smell blood in the water. Besides, it’s also a matter of principle for me. I don’t reduce my rates for any client. That way, every client is assured that they’re getting the rock-bottom best deal.”

			“Rock-bottom?” Harrold laughs. “C’mon, Aaron, you guys charge us a fortune.”

			“We charge you what the market will bear. Every one of our clients pays exactly the same rate that you do.”

			Harrold now looks like a man who’s grown tired of this little dance. “All right. I don’t want to play hardball here, but I guess I’m going to have to in order to make my point. You should know that I’ve already spoken to Steve Weitzen over at Martin Quinn. He’s willing to offer us a twenty percent discount, and their rates are already lower than yours. So net-net, by switching our work to them, we’ll save at least thirty million a year. That’s real money.”

			“No, Doug, you have it wrong. We saved you a billion on the tanker case. Now that, my friend, is real money.”

			Harrold shakes his head. “Aaron, I’m sorry, but you gotta give me something here. Otherwise, I’m going to have to make the move.”

			Aaron looks squarely at Harrold. As the top legal officer of a Fortune 100 company, Doug Harrold normally gets his way, and he certainly gives every outward manifestation that he means what he just said.

			“I hope you don’t mind,” Aaron says, “but while I’m still your lawyer, allow me to give you some advice. And because you’re on an austerity program, I’m not even going to charge you for it.” Aaron smiles but then quickly resumes a more serious demeanor. “I think you’re looking at the relationship with Cromwell Altman in the wrong way. We’re not just lawyers for your company. We’re a personal insurance policy for you. Now, I know you’ll take some heat from your board if you stay with us at our rates, rather than bargain-hunt with Martin Quinn, but you and I both know that you’re not going to get fired over it. On the other hand, there’s no way you’re going to keep your job if the class action ends with a multi-billion-dollar verdict and you’re left explaining to the board of directors that it was your call to switch lawyers.”

			The knock on the conference room door punctuates Aaron’s point. It’s Diane Pimentel, one of Aaron’s two assistants. Aaron’s other assistant serves as his legal secretary, but Diane is the gatekeeper. She controls his schedule and handles the emergencies that demand his time on an almost hourly basis.

			“I’m so sorry to bother you, Mr. Littman,” Diane says, “but Ms. London just called. She and Mr. Hahn are with a client and she asked that you come by as soon as possible.”

			“I have to deal with this other matter,” Aaron says to Harrold as he comes to his feet. “So if your position is still the last word on this, I’ll have your files sent over to Martin Quinn by the end of the week.”

			There’s a momentary standoff. Having represented Doug Harrold for years now, Aaron knows he’s the kind of man who’s unwilling to go all-in when there’s any chance of losing. Aaron’s just waiting for Harrold to reach that conclusion, too.

			Aaron extends his hand. “No hard feelings, Doug, and I wish you the best of luck with Weitzen.”

			That’s enough to do the trick. Harrold takes Aaron’s hand and Aaron can feel the yielding in Harrold’s grip.

			“You win, Aaron,” Harrold says as they shake hands. “Let me talk to my board. I’ll tell them that . . . I don’t know what the hell I’m going to tell them, to be honest with you, but I guess I’ll have to think of something. We really do need you on the class action . . . and whatever comes down the pike after that.”

			“Thanks, Doug,” Aaron says. “You’re making the right call. For you and the company both.”

			RACHEL LONDON HATES IT when supposedly grown men act like little boys, but that’s exactly what Peter Hahn and Joe Malone are doing at the moment. She’s voiced her disagreement with them, and in response they’ve actually retreated into opposite corners of the room. Malone has turned his back on her, while Hahn stands with his arms crossed.

			She catches Hahn’s glare, which is somewhere between icy and contemptuous. Hahn’s the kind of senior partner who expects blind obedience from his subordinates, even if they’re partners too, like Rachel.

			Rachel was only recently assigned to the Malone matter. It was one of those unlucky convergences that define the big law firm life: on the day after Rachel’s major trial concluded, Hahn demanded a junior partner to handle some of the witnesses for his own messed-up case.

			Although she’s not yet fully up to speed on the facts of Joe Malone’s case, Rachel understands enough to know that, despite Malone’s protestations of innocence, the odds of his conviction are, in her humble opinion, more than 70 percent. Conviction at trial means a long prison term, so the smart play would be to try to cut a favorable plea deal. But every time she’s dared broach the subject of Malone pleading guilty in exchange for a shorter sentence, Hahn and Malone have shut her down.

			Her latest effort is similarly falling on deaf ears.

			“In any plea deal, the government is going to demand that Joe admit, under oath, that he stole those paintings,” Hahn says, as if Rachel doesn’t know this. “And Joe can’t truthfully say that because he’s not guilty. That pretty much rules out a plea, no matter what the government ends up offering us.”

			Rachel can’t really believe that this is Hahn’s actual basis for refusing a plea deal. There isn’t a client who walks through Cromwell Altman’s doors that doesn’t profess their innocence, sometimes in the most extreme ways—on their children’s souls, offering to take lie detector tests, you name it. I didn’t do it. You have to believe me might just be the most commonly uttered phrase by Cromwell Altman clients. Probably in all of criminal defense. Yet nearly all of them ultimately plead guilty and admit everything . . . and the few who end up going to trial, in Rachel’s mind at least, aren’t any more innocent; they just have a greater risk tolerance, or are in denial.

			Rachel is quite sure that the real reason behind Hahn’s position has nothing to do with believing Joe Malone is innocent and everything to do with envisioning his picture on the cover of the American Lawyer, complete with some pun-heavy headline: WORK OF ART. Or maybe DEFENSE OF ARTISTRY. They don’t write articles touting your legal genius when your client takes a plea. Even losing at trial will likely be a boon for Hahn’s career—it’ll add a few hundred thousand dollars to his billable-hours column and increase his stature just by keeping his name in the media. After all, Clarence Darrow lost the Scopes Monkey Trial and yet he’s famous ninety years later.

			“This is your call, Joe,” Hahn continues. “No one can make it for you. If you’re ready to stand up in open court and admit your guilt, then we’ll call the prosecutor right now and see what kind of deal we can get. But if you want to prove your innocence, there’s only one way to do that, and that’s by winning at trial.”

			Joe Malone turns back to the conversation. Rachel thinks she sees uncertainty in his face about what to do, but then he says, “I told you guys from the very beginning, I’m innocent.” And then, as if to convince himself, he adds, “I swear that I am.”

			I didn’t do it. You have to believe me.

			That’s enough for Peter Hahn to declare victory. He nods at Malone and flashes Rachel a self-satisfied smirk before saying, “I guess that settles it, then.”

			Nothing is settled for Rachel, though. She’s not going to let Hahn’s ego be the reason that Joe Malone rots in jail for the next ten years. At least not while she has one more card to play.

			“I’m going to get my witness folders,” Rachel says, and scurries out of the room. Once in her office, she calls Aaron Littman.

			Rachel knows that calling Aaron to come to her rescue will only add to the gossip about them, even if she is actually asking Aaron to rescue the client and not her. Still . . . every so often, someone, usually a guy who’s been flirting with her, will lean in and whisper conspiratorially that people say she’s sleeping with Aaron. The guy will make it seem as if he’s imparting some top-secret information she needs to know in order to avoid embarrassment. Sort of like telling her that there’s a stain on her blouse.

			Years ago, she heard Kevin Bacon mention on a talk show that it never ceases to amaze him when people come up to him and say, “Do you know there’s a game called Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon?” She feels just like that. Of course she knows. How could she not?

			She tells herself that it’s not her fault, and the gossip stems from the fact that she doesn’t look the part of a big-firm law partner. Most people who ventured a guess at Rachel’s profession would guess model, given that she’s five foot ten with a slender figure and golden-blond hair that falls to the middle of her back. But she knows that’s not the only reason. She brings some of it on herself. The way she looks at Aaron, as if he’s the only man on earth.

			Aaron’s assistant, Diane, tells Rachel that he’s behind closed doors with a client.

			“Can you tell him that I need his help as soon as possible?” Rachel says. “I’m with Peter Hahn in conference room B on fifty-six, and we’re meeting with Joe Malone. Peter’s pressing to go to trial, but I think that will end badly, and there’s a chance we can still get a sweetheart plea deal out of this.”

			Rachel returns to the conference room clutching the witness folders that were the pretext for her absence. Hahn and Malone barely ­acknowledge her return, and she sits quietly, waiting for the cavalry to arrive.

			Within a few minutes, there’s a knock on the door.

			“Hi, I’m sorry to interrupt,” Aaron says, entering the room. “I understand that you’re on the verge of trial, and so I wanted to stop in and see if I can lend some support.”

			Rachel doesn’t have to look at Hahn to know he’s absolutely furious. She can’t blame him; nobody likes being undermined. But her primary duty is to the client, and Hahn was clearly giving Malone some bad advice. Besides, Malone’s smile tells her that he’s more than happy to have an audience with the firm’s chairman. Joe Malone originally came to Cromwell Altman for Aaron, but he was farmed out to Peter Hahn when the one-million-dollar retainer Aaron requires proved beyond reach.

			Before Hahn can leap in, Rachel says: “Aaron, you’ll recall the fifty-thousand-foot overview. Joe was until recently the studio assistant to Robert Attias, who I’m sure you know is, in many people’s opinion, the greatest living American abstract expressionist master. The position of studio assistant is an extremely close one with the artist. Basically, Joe handled not only Attias’s professional life but his entire life, for the last ten years. During the course of that relationship, Attias made eight gifts to Joe of his artwork. None were the serious types of paintings that sell at auction for tens of millions. These were more like sketches . . . but each still has considerable value because it’s virtually impossible to buy an original Attias unless it’s a fifty-million-dollar painting. There’s a dispute about the value of these gifts, but we peg the sketches as worth somewhere between three million and five million. That’s a lot of money for Joe, so he wanted to sell some of them, but Attias is the kind of guy who expects blind loyalty, and he would have fired Joe if he got wind that Joe had sold off the sketches.”

			“And just so you know, Bob once gave a painting to Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie,” Malone says. “And they donated it to some charity, and Bob was just livid. I swear. He couldn’t see the big picture about how that canvas probably built a school somewhere in Africa. All he kept ranting about was what complete ingrates Brad and Angelina were.”

			“So to protect himself against Attias’s finding out that Joe was selling the gifts,” Rachel continues, “Joe sold them in private sales and required the buyers to execute confidentiality agreements and agree not to resell the works until after Attias’s death. The buyers naturally demanded a cut in the price in exchange for agreeing to those restrictions, and so the works were sold at what we think was a thirty percent discount. The government is claiming it was more like fifty percent. And of course, somehow Attias found out about the sales. He got so pissed off that he called the FBI and claimed he never made any gifts to Joe and that Joe had stolen them. The prosecutor thinks that they have a winning hand here because Joe’s selling the works at a discount, and in a private sale with confidentiality restrictions, and that could be deemed to indicate Joe was trying to avoid anyone knowing that these works were on the market, which is the typical MO for stolen art.”

			Hahn is now finally about to say something, but Aaron waves him off. Rachel wonders if Hahn’s head is going to explode right here in the conference room. He’s spent a thousand hours on the Malone defense, but Aaron’s content to rely upon the two-minute recap he’s just heard from the recently assigned junior partner on the case.

			“What’s the bid and the ask regarding plea negotiations?” Aaron asks.

			“Um . . . we haven’t really had any, but I figure that conviction on all counts likely means ten years, give or take,” Hahn says. “The Assistant U.S. Attorney on the case is a woman named Stephanie Kessler and she’s a . . .” He looks at Rachel and must decide not to use the term bitch, but says, “. . . tough one. I don’t have a real feel for where she’s going to land on this. Maybe three years is doable. I doubt we’d end up doing much better, though. The main issue is that there’s no way Joe can allocute his guilt because . . . because it’s not true.”

			Rachel’s eyes meet Aaron’s in a tacit See what I’m dealing with moment. Aaron’s response is an almost imperceptible nod, reinforcing in Rachel’s mind that she and Aaron share telepathy.

			“I didn’t do it, Mr. Littman,” Malone says. “I know you must hear that all the time, but I swear, I’m innocent.”

			“Yes, I do hear that all the time,” Aaron says. “And this may surprise you, but it’s been my long-held view that when you’re contemplating whether to take a plea, guilt and innocence are largely beside the point.”

			Malone looks as if he’s just heard the Pope deny the existence of God, but Rachel knows exactly where Aaron is heading. She’s seen him perform this particular bit of magic before: getting a man who has heretofore shouted his innocence from the mountaintop to do a one-eighty-degree turn and consider pleading guilty—for the right price, of course.

			“Mr. Malone, are you married?” Aaron asks.

			“Yeah.”

			“Kids?”

			“Two kids. A nine-year-old girl and an eleven-year-old boy.”

			Aaron nods. “So, in three years, they’ll be twelve and fourteen. I’m not saying that the next three years don’t matter, because every day matters . . . but you need to think about not seeing your son again until he’s twenty-one. And you need to think about the possibility that the worst case here isn’t ten years, but say you get sentenced to fifteen. Or twenty. Now you’re in territory of not seeing your grandchildren being born. What a plea does for you is, in many ways, more important than vindication. It assures you a future. Peter here thinks three years is doable . . . but what if he can get you two? So now you’re looking at the certainty of being back at home before your daughter is interested in boys. On top of that, you’ve got to consider the financial cost of a trial. Conservatively, you’re looking at two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and more if you lose, what with post-trial briefing and appeals. That’s college tuition for your kids, security for your wife. And while we win our fair share of cases, and Peter’s as damn good a trial lawyer as there is, the sad truth is that the prosecution wins many more than they lose. I’m talking something like a ninety percent conviction rate. Those odds should give even the most innocent man something to think about.”

			Faced with the likelihood that he might well be convicted and sentenced to serious jail time—something that Peter Hahn has been soft-selling—Malone’s barely keeping it together, which is exactly what Rachel had hoped this tête-à-tête with Aaron Littman would produce: abject fear. When Rachel previously tried to articulate the risk Malone faced by going to trial, Hahn belittled her concerns, at one point actually calling her a nervous Nelly. But when Aaron Litt­man tells you there’s a very real possibility of conviction and a long prison term, that means in no uncertain terms that you have every right to be afraid. Very afraid.

			“Now I’m going to tell you something else, which hits home for me,” Aaron continues. “I’m sure you’ve heard, I just lost a very big trial for Eric Matthews, and he’s now serving fourteen years. That was twice the sentence we thought he’d get. And I’m telling you that so you can see that no one has a crystal ball on these sorts of things. But to me, when it comes right down to it, this decision that you have to make—whether to plead guilty or go to trial—is likely the most important decision you’ll ever make. For you and your family. And like any decision of that magnitude, you need to have all the available information. And part of that information is whether a guilty plea means five years or three years or, maybe, something less. That’s just plain common sense, Joe.”

			Two knocks on the door and Diane steps inside. “Mr. Littman,” she says, “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but there’s someone here to see you.”

			“I’m very sorry that I have to go,” Aaron says, “but let me make one last point. There’s one thing I never say to my clients: that I’m with them all the way. The reason I don’t is that I know it’s just not true. The truth is that I’m with them until the verdict. If after that they go to prison . . . that’s something they have to do on their own. Which is why only you can make this decision. But I’ll tell you this—if someone offered me three years in jail to eliminate the risk of serving ten or fifteen, I’d think very hard about it. And whether or not I was innocent or guilty wouldn’t be the only consideration, because the sad truth is that innocent men do get convicted.” Aaron smiles at Malone and extends his hand. “It was very nice seeing you again, Joe. I know you’ll make the right choice.”

			Malone shakes Aaron’s hand and then puts his other hand on top, forming a handshake sandwich. “Thank you so much, Mr. Littman,” he says.

			Over Malone’s shoulder, and out of Hahn’s still-infuriated sight line, Rachel mouths: “Thank you.”
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			When Aaron steps outside the conference room, he says, “Thanks for getting me, Diane. Right on time, too.”

			“You’re welcome,” she replies, “but there really is someone here to see you. Roy Sabato. He doesn’t have an appointment, but he says it’s a matter of some urgency.”

			At its highest echelon, the criminal defense bar in New York is fairly small and divided into factions. Roy Sabato and Aaron Littman are not members of the same clique, not by a long shot. Aaron and his ilk represent multinational corporations and CEOs involved in complex securities crimes, while Sabato’s clients are by and large mobsters, drug dealers, and other allegedly misunderstood, albeit very wealthy, citizens from the lowest strata of society.

			In the same way that owners sometimes end up looking like their dogs, from appearances alone you’d assume Roy Sabato was a client. Everything from his stocky build to his shiny suits to his pinky ring suggests he’s a made man.

			It’s Aaron’s usual practice to hold introductory meetings in the conference room. But something tells him maintaining a power advantage will be to his benefit, and so he directs Sabato into his office.

			Sabato looks around the room. The chairman’s office at Cromwell Altman Rosenthal and White isn’t the Oval Office, but for lawyers it’s a seat of power like no other. Floor-to-ceiling windows frame Central Park on two sides, while the main wall is blanketed with pictures of Aaron with A-list movie stars, national political figures, and corporate chieftains.

			Aaron takes his position behind a desk that costs as much as a Mercedes. It’s more than three feet long, entirely made of stone, and held upright by a single pedestal positioned so far to one end that it creates something of an optical illusion that the structure is about to topple over.

			After they’re both seated, Aaron waits a beat, then two, assuming Sabato will come right out and state the reason for his visit. Sabato seems ill at ease, however; it’s as if he’s not looking forward to saying why he’s here. It’s the demeanor clients have when they fire you, but Aaron hasn’t even been hired yet, and so he’s at a loss as to the reason behind Sabato’s hesitancy.

			Finally, Aaron says, “So, Roy, what can I do for you?”

			“I have a client who wants to retain your services.”

			“And who might that be?”

			Sabato exhales and says: “Nicolai Garkov.”

			Now Sabato’s hesitancy makes more sense. He’s the one being fired.

			Aaron was surprised when he first heard Garkov retained Sabato. He assumed Sabato got the nod because he was one of the few lawyers willing to take on Garkov at all.

			Garkov’s conduct had created a perfect storm of problems for most lawyers. Nearly every bank on Wall Street was a counterparty to his securities trading, which means that those firms are now at least six counselors deep in civil lawsuits. Although that type of conflict of interest didn’t ethically prohibit the representation, it was disastrous for the bottom line. The big banks could be counted on to pull their corporate work from any law firm giving Garkov aid and comfort. Any lawyers of the first rank for whom that wasn’t a problem—because they either were at smaller firms or, like Sabato, practiced alone—would have thought twice about taking on the case when the very-public terrorism angle surfaced.

			“You looking for co-counsel?” Aaron asks.

			“No. Garkov wants a straight substitution.”

			“Pretty late in the game for that. Isn’t the trial coming up?”

			“Next month. April fourteen. But I don’t know if that date will hold. You may not have heard, but Judge Mendelsohn lost his ­marbles. He’s out, and the lovely Judge Faith Nichols is in.”

			Aaron tries to mask his panic. He heard about Mendelsohn’s meltdown, and so he knew that his days on the bench were numbered, but he hadn’t heard that Mendelsohn had officially withdrawn from the Garkov case.

			Things are happening too fast for his liking. He needs to slow it all down, plan some kind of strategy here.

			“Roy, my corporate group does a lot of work for . . . well, for ­everyone on the Street. That’s going to tie my hands.”

			Sabato sighs. “Garkov’s got his heart set on you, Aaron. So much so that he’s willing to pay you a hundred grand just for the initial meeting.”

			Aaron charges fifteen hundred dollars an hour. Clients have flown him around the world for an initial meeting, but no one has ever agreed to pay more than his hourly rate without any strings attached. Bonuses for good results, maybe. But never just for him to grant them an audience.

			“Why the hell would he agree to do that?”

			“Because he knows you won’t meet with him if he doesn’t.”

			“Is that your way of saying that you don’t know why? Or are you just not willing to tell me?”

			“Look, he didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask. But, even if he had, I would have assumed it was a lie. I’ve been representing the guy for months now, and the only thing I know for sure is that it’s never clear if what he’s saying is actually the truth.”

			“That’s hardly a reason for me to take him on as a client, now, is it?”

			“I imagine that’s why he’s offering you the other hundred thousand reasons to meet with him.”

			Aaron wonders if Sabato is being straight with him. Lawyers lying to other lawyers is hardly unprecedented, after all.

			“Even though that’s a lot of money, Roy, I’m still going to decline. Please tell Mr. Garkov that I’m sorry and I wish him the best of luck at trial.”

			Aaron rises, the universal signal that this meeting is now over. Rather than getting to his feet, however, Sabato instead lets out another sigh. A moment later he stands, but his posture leaves no doubt that he’s not going anywhere just yet.

			He presses a piece of paper into Aaron’s hand.

			“Aaron. You need to listen to me,” Sabato quietly says. “My marching orders are to get you to Garkov’s apartment right now.”

			Aaron takes a moment to study what Sabato has given him. As promised, it’s a cashier’s check in his name for one hundred thousand dollars.

			“I’m not sure if you’re bribing me or threatening me at this point, Roy.”

			“Aaron, believe me when I tell you that I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but Garkov told me that . . . if the check wasn’t enough to convince you . . . then I should tell you he has some very damaging information you do not want to find its way to the press . . .”

			Sabato comes to a stop and shakes his head mournfully before continuing. “Please listen to me about this. I’ve represented some real animals in my time, but I’ve never met anybody who comes close to this guy. If I were you, I’d be at his place, pronto. Go tell him to fuck himself if he’s bluffing, but, seriously, it would be a huge mistake to risk that he’s not.”

			Roy Sabato’s usual press conference–slash–courtroom tough-guy swagger is nowhere to be seen. To the contrary, he actually looks frightened.

			Aaron has played this out long enough. He’s known for the last five minutes that he is ultimately going to meet with Nicolai Garkov. Ever since Sabato uttered the name Faith Nichols.
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			Rachel London’s office is one of the small partner ones, sandwiched between two associate offices on the building’s south side. The office décor captures the conflicted nature of its ­occupant—the sleek furniture shows that she’s serious about work, but her niece’s crayoned artwork taped to the walls suggests there’s more she wants out of life than her career.

			Her office was one of the few things that changed when Rachel made partner. Well, that and her compensation. But the hours continued to be just as crushing and the work was largely the same, second-seating someone more senior, which more often than not amounted to taking notes in the important meetings and supervising the grunt work done by the associates. 

			Rachel joined Cromwell Altman seven years earlier, when she was an idealistic twenty-six-year-old, ready to save the world, which made her just like the fifty-nine other lawyers in the incoming Cromwell Altman class. Back then, the firm distributed a book with head shots of the new attorneys, with a short narrative indicating the department to which they were assigned, where they hailed from, and the schools they’d attended. Picture after picture of fresh-faced overachievers, all of whom graduated at the top of their class at a first-tier law school.

			Fast-forward a decade and she’s the only one left. The big-law equivalent of The Hunger Games.

			To survive, Rachel has worked nonstop, missing more birthday dinners and holidays than she could count. And while the financial rewards are plentiful, she has little on which to spend her mid-six-figure income. Her two-bedroom apartment has one more bedroom than she actually needs, and she wouldn’t know what to do with a home in the Hamptons or a Porsche. She’d like to travel, but putting aside the problem of not having anyone to go with, the partners never take vacations because God forbid a client needs to reach them when they’re not in the office.

			So for better or worse, for the past decade, Cromwell Altman has been her entire life. At least she’s good at it. Her gambit of bringing Aaron in to talk some sense into Joe Malone is a case in point. Sure, Peter Hahn read her the riot act after Aaron left, telling her in no uncertain terms that he’d never work with her again, but to Rachel that was more of a prize than a punishment. Besides, so long as Aaron has her back, she isn’t concerned that Peter Hahn can inflict any damage to her career.

			True to form, Hahn was still being something of a passive-aggressive jerk about it, making her call the prosecutor to discuss the plea, so that he could, in his words, “wash his hands of the whole debacle.” Once again, however, Hahn was actually doing Rachel a favor. At least this way, the negotiations might actually end up getting somewhere.

			“Assistant United States Attorney Stephanie Kessler,” comes the voice on the line.

			“Stephanie, Rachel London here, over at Cromwell Altman. I’m working with Peter Hahn on the Joseph Malone case.”

			“Yes, hi. What can I do for you, Rachel?”

			“Well, I’m a little out on a limb here,” Rachel says, “because the client is adamant about going to trial, but between you and me, I really think that everybody is better off if this ends in a plea, and so I was wondering if we could talk a little about where the floor is on this one.”

			“I already told Peter that we’re willing to be reasonable. Mr. Attias is in his mid-eighties, and we’d rather not put him through the trial if we can get a fair result. But that requires that your guy be reasonable, too.”

			This is the first Rachel’s heard about any flexibility by the prosecutors. Of course, she’s not all that surprised that Peter Hahn kept this nugget to himself.

			“Here’s my problem, Stephanie. Peter’s all gung-ho to try the case, and the client won’t budge on admitting he did anything wrong. So between them, there’s very little interest in our side making an offer . . . but I think I have a way that you and I can break through that.”

			“Go on. I’m listening.”

			So far, so good, Rachel thinks. “I’m not going to argue the merits with you,” Rachel says, “because this is a classic he-said-he-said situation, and so how can anyone know what went on between my guy and Mr. Attias, right?”

			“I thought you just said you weren’t going to argue the merits.”

			“Fair enough. I’m just looking for some middle ground here. What if . . . I can get him to make total restitution? Mr. Attias gets back the art, and the buyers are made whole. Everybody wins. Does that earn my guy a get-out-of-jail-free card?”

			“Sorry, no way. Jail time is a deal-breaker for us. Probation sends the message that if you’re a purse snatcher, you go to jail, but when it’s a few million dollars in art, you get a pass.”

			No surprise there. Rachel knew jail time was going to be non-negotiable. The issue is how long.

			“But in a purse-snatching case, you know there’s a crime,” Rachel counters. “Here, that’s still a very open question. Like you said, Mr. Attias is in his eighties. Who’s to say what he remembers about gifts of relatively insignificant works he made years ago? Not to mention that I hear his health isn’t very good. If he dies before trial, which might still be six months or more away if we try to delay, your case dies with him.”

			“Come on, Rachel. I know you’re repping your client, but jail time is a must for us. Period.”

			“Will six months do it?”

			“Nope. We’re not letting this go for less than a year.”

			Rachel smiles. That’s exactly what she wanted to hear. “Does that mean a year might do it?”

			“A year, plus a complete allocution of guilt, and he makes full restitution.”

			Rachel wants to jump through the phone and shout Yes! but she’s got to play this out. “I don’t want to mislead you, Stephanie, because that is still going to be something of a sell on my end. But, here’s what I want to do. If you’re willing to put that on the table, I’ll go back to my client and tell him that it’s my proposal—so then we’ll make that offer to you, and do it on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. What I’m afraid of is that if you made the offer, he’s going to want to see how much better than that he can do.”

			There’s a pause on the other end. For a second, Rachel fears that she’s overplayed her hand, and now that she’s opened the door to a guilty plea, the prosecutor will demand more jail time. But then she hears, “I’m going to take you at your word on this, Rachel. It’s a year. Not a day less. You understand?”

			“How about if I want a day more?” Rachel says.

			“Hah. Sure,” Kessler says with a chuckle. It’s a quirk of the federal sentencing system that inmates sentenced to more than a year get to serve the last six months in a halfway house. “A year and a day. Final offer.”

			“Thanks, Stephanie,” Rachel says. “I’ll get back to you later today, but I’m going to beat the hell out of Malone on this end so he takes the deal.”
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			There was a time when the tourists lined up in front of Tiffany on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue, muffins in hand, to re-create Audrey Hepburn’s famous pose from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Now they’re much more likely to photograph themselves in front of its neighbor, Trump Tower, pretending to be fired contestants from The Apprentice.

			Judge Mendelsohn had granted Nicolai Garkov’s bail request that he be confined to his home as he awaited trial. There was quite a lot of outrage over that at the time, with every TV news report about the case shot in front of Trump Tower and making repeated references to Garkov’s twenty-thousand-square-foot apartment’s being the only five-star prison in the world. Now there’s speculation in the press that Mendelsohn’s Alzheimer’s had something to do with the tone-deafness of his ruling.

			Trump Tower’s public spaces are clad in Breccia Pernice, a pink, white-veined marble, and mirrors are seemingly everywhere. The five-level atrium has a waterfall, various shops, at least three cafés, and a pedestrian bridge that crosses over the waterfall’s pool. This morning it is also teeming with people, most of whom are speaking a language other than English.

			Aaron walks past the kiosk hawking Donald J. Trump’s signature clothing line to a booth marked CONCIERGE. He tells the white-gloved attendant that he’s here to see Nicolai Garkov.

			“The private elevator is down the end of the hall,” the attendant says. He points to the back of the space. “Go through the doors, and you’ll see it.”

			Through the door, the pink marble stops and is replaced by something much more industrial: a flat-weave, gray carpet. Two uniformed police officers and a man in a dark suit sit behind a metal detector.

			“I’m here to see Nicolai Garkov,” Aaron says. “I believe he’s expecting me.”

			The man in the suit picks up a clipboard. “What’s your name, please?” he asks.

			“Aaron Littman.”

			“Yup. You’re here. Mr. Garkov’s ten o’clock.”

			Aaron grins at the thought. “Does he get many visitors?”

			“You’d be surprised. The terms of his confinement are that he’s only allowed to see immediate family, doctors, and lawyers, but somehow at least two of every type seem to show up each day. Which category do you fit in, Mr. Littman?”

			“I’m a lawyer.”

			“Do you have any identification?” Aaron hands over his driver’s license but immediately knows from Clipboard Man’s frown that that’s not going to suffice. “Anything to indicate you’re a lawyer? A business card will do.”

			Aaron reaches back into his wallet, wondering why a business card is satisfactory proof that he’s a lawyer, when anyone could have one printed up. Clipboard Man studies the card carefully, even though the only information on it is Aaron’s name and the firm’s name, address, and telephone number.

			“Okay,” Clipboard Man finally says, looking back at Aaron. “Please remove your coat, your suit jacket, your shoes, your belt, the contents of your pockets, and anything metal. Also, you’re going to need to leave your phone, laptop, and anything with a camera in it.”

			Aaron doesn’t have a laptop, but he dutifully hands over his phone for inspection. Then he places his belt, shoes, cuff links, and watch in the plastic bin and watches the accessories go through the X-ray machine.

			After Aaron walks through the metal detector, the older of the two uniformed police officers says, “Please follow me, sir. I’ll accompany you to Mr. Garkov’s apartment.”

			Inside the elevator, the cop uses a key, rather than pressing a button. The lights above the doors don’t go on until the fiftieth floor.

			“I thought the Donald lives in the penthouse,” Aaron says.

			“He does. Mr. Garkov has the four floors below that.”

			Sure enough, the elevator doors open at the sixty-fifth floor. Aaron expects the cop to lead him out, but instead he gestures that Aaron should exit alone.

			Two more police officers and another man in a dark suit await him. They sit at a desk with two computer monitors facing them. Even though Aaron doesn’t get a clear look at the screens, he sees enough to know that they are transmitting video from inside the apartment.

			Just like downstairs, the man in the suit has a clipboard. “Identification, please,” he says.

			Aaron mentally sighs and reaches back into his wallet. This time he pulls out his driver’s license and a business card. This clipboard man spends much less time looking at them than his lobby counterpart.

			From over Aaron’s shoulder, one of the police officers says, “Please hold your arms out.” He traces over Aaron’s body with an electric wand, like they use at the airport. It rings at his belt, his cuff links, and his watch, but the cop doesn’t seem to care.

			“Visitor,” he calls out while simultaneously knocking hard on the door with his fist. Without waiting for an answer, the cop opens the door and motions for Aaron to enter.

			NICOLAI GARKOV IS APPROACHING seven feet in height, which makes him the tallest man Aaron’s ever encountered. Garkov’s hair is a straw-colored blond that can only be found on a Russian, and he has clear blue eyes that invoke Caribbean water.

			If it weren’t for the view of midtown Manhattan, Garkov’s home could easily pass for a medieval castle. Tapestries cover the stone walls and all the fixtures are gilded.

			Garkov is one of a growing breed in the financial world: Russian billionaires who made their fortunes in hazy ways and spend them ostentatiously. Latter-day Jay Gatsbys. The purported source of his billions is a hedge fund, although all that really means is that he has amassed a lot of money. Where the money came from, how he invested it, and where it went from there were likely known only to Garkov himself.

			“Thank you for coming, Mr. Littman,” Garkov says with only the subtlest accent.

			“It didn’t sound like I had much of a choice,” Aaron replies coolly. “Here’s my first bit of advice for you, Mr. Garkov: blackmail is not the best way to earn the trust of someone you want to retain as your lawyer.”

			“Ends and means, Mr. Littman. Ends and means. You’ve read The Prince, I assume?”

			“Yes. And you’re not the first person in your situation to recite that line to me. But I have to tell you, I’ve never found it to be a particularly persuasive defense. I’m more of a categorical imperative kind of guy.”

			Garkov smiles. “I’m going to enjoy working with you, Mr. Littman. I consider myself something of a student of political theory—it’s not every day someone invokes Immanuel Kant. I’m impressed.”

			“Don’t get too enamored with me. I doubt very much that I’m going to stay long.”

			“Then we should begin right away,” Garkov says.

			He leads Aaron into the apartment. An enormous fireplace in the shape of a roaring lion is the focal point of the room, with a four-foot-square opening for the lion’s mouth, inside which a fire crackles. They sit on sofas positioned on opposite ends of the fireplace, staring at each other.

			Aaron’s first impression is that Nicolai Garkov is every bit as intimidating as his reputation suggests. Ironically, it’s Garkov’s calmness that’s so disconcerting. It’s as if he could snap your neck without his heart rate changing.

			“Aaron. May I call you Aaron? And please, you need to call me Nicolai. I think we’ve gotten off to such a good start because we chose not to underestimate each other. Please don’t deviate from that now. We both know why you’re here and that you are going to stay.”

			Aaron looks to the ceiling. Garkov must understand what he’s thinking, because he says, “Not to worry. The surveillance is video-only when it’s a lawyer visit. Attorney-client privilege and all that. No one will know what we’re going to discuss, if that’s your concern.”

			Aaron’s tempted to say that he has no concerns, but that would be exactly the type of underestimation Garkov warned him to avoid. Instead he says, “But you could be recording it yourself, for your own use later.”

			Garkov nods, indicating that he understands the point. “Yes. Yes, I could. I could tell you that I’m not, but I appreciate that you’re not inclined to trust me. At least not just yet. So, allow me to prove it.” Garkov waits a beat. “I, Nikolai Garkov, am guilty of the crimes for which I’ve been accused, and of many crimes for which I haven’t. Specifically, I received one hundred million dollars from a Russian named . . . let’s do first names only, because we’re still getting to know each other . . . one hundred million dollars from a Russian named Yuri, and he is quite well-known in certain radical circles. In turn, I sent that money to a myriad of accounts that I control, and after considerable financial machinations, I arranged for those funds to wind up under the control of Arif Chedid.”
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