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For everyone who spent their formative years reading until the early hours of the morning, waiting for the ‘oh’ to turn into an ‘oh.’



I wouldn’t be here without you.










  
  Chapter one

“We, the jury, find the defendant guilty on all charges of theft of intellectual property and breach of contract.” 
Baz fought the upward pull at the corner of his mouth until the judge banged her gavel and awarded his client fifteen million dollars in damages. Only then did he let his smirk spread freely.
Moments like these made all the years of slaving through law school, the long hours, and the sleepless nights worth it. Nothing compared to the hot, tantalizing rush of victory coursing through his body.
The erupting murmurs from spectators exchanging their thoughts drowned out the steady whoosh of the air conditioner that had tried to distract him throughout the trial. The court reporter jumped up. Baz tilted his chin to a perfect angle seconds before the camera flash sent dots dancing in his vision.
Every picture could be the one—the one accompanying the future headline: Sebastian Hadley Made Youngest Partner In Dunkeld Wilson’s History.
He had been working toward that goal since his first day at UChicago Law, hell, since the day he’d decided to become a lawyer. He had two more years to beat the current record of thirty-one. He would.
His client, a short guy named Carter whose enormous glasses refused to stay on the bridge of his nose, shook Baz’s hand frantically while muttering a stream of thank-yous. Damn right. Fifteen million dollars was life-changing money for a start-up like TechNova. Just because they were up-and-coming did not mean a bigger company could get away with bullying them.
“My pleasure.”
It truly had been. At its best, a court of law was a stage, and lawyers were the lead actors delivering a show to enthrall the jury. Baz’s performance the past four days had been nothing short of Oscar-worthy.
Not that the opposition appreciated the spectacle they’d been allowed to witness.
The defendant made a face so sour it was bound to spoil the milk in every overpriced coffee shop within a three-mile radius. That was nothing new, but Baz expected better from the guy’s attorney than the constipated scowl he wore. Although, it did beat the patronizing grin he’d been wearing during every settlement negotiation. Baz winked at Mr. A-Ten-Million-Dollar-Compensation-Is-Insane. One day, everyone in the Chicago law scene would know that when Baz Hadley offered a settlement, it was an act of kindness, an out for the opposition to save themselves from the embarrassment of losing. Until then, he was happy to keep teaching that lesson.
The long, high-ceilinged hallway outside the courtroom bustled with reporters coming alive when the door opened. Camera flashes went off like a sea of lightning that would make any thunderstorm insecure. Baz tensed to keep from flinching at the onslaught of brightness.
“Follow my lead,” he instructed Carter and braved his way through the reporters, searching for a way out.
“Are you happy with the outcome?” A man shoved an ABC-branded mic right under Baz’s nose. What kind of question was that? Did they expect Baz to say he’d rather have lost? Instead of responding, Baz mustered his best polite smile.
“Mr. Carter, any words for the defendant?” a woman in an MSNBC rain jacket asked.
So many—if Carter’s past rants had been any indication—none of which Baz could let him repeat to the press or else Aya would kick his butt. One of the first lessons she’d taught him was not letting a client ruin a victory by running their mouth, and Baz knew better than to ignore her wisdom. After all, she wore heels every day, and she wasn’t the kind of person who shied away from throwing them. Baz was too attached to his eyes to risk it for a cocky moment in the limelight.
He kept maneuvering Carter through the crowd.
The reporters followed.
“What’s next for TechNova?” the ABC guy asked.
Carter stopped. Four microphones darted toward his face. So much for following Baz’s lead.
Baz stood by his side, ready to cut in the second Carter’s answers strayed from professionalism.
“We’ll continue to stay true to our mission and innovate accessible technology to make people’s lives easier, thanks to the justice brought to us by the jury, and this guy right here.” He patted Baz’s shoulder.
Weightlessness expanded through Baz’s chest; he felt as though he were floating on clouds. What a magnificent view from up here. Shame to cut the praise short but being a spoilsport was a lawyer’s privilege.
“My client does not have time for further questions. We will release a statement to the press soon. Thank you.” He placed a hand between Carter’s shoulder blades and nudged him to walk.
Even the pushiest reporters hung back and allowed them to turn the corner, go past the security line and into the entrance hall.
“Seriously, Hadley, I can’t thank you enough.” Carter offered his hand out, sweaty and uncomfortably warm. Baz fought to keep the smile plastered on his face.
“You got it.”
He waited until Carter disappeared into the restroom before wiping his hand on his soft cotton pants. He sighed out a long breath, willed the tension to bleed out of his shoulders. Another case done, another client happy, another win in the books. If Baz kept up the momentum—and he would—there was no way he’d be denied a promotion much longer.
Now, where was the disinfectant to rub his skin free from that lingering moistness…
A weight cannonballed against his back and sent him stumbling forward. Two arms slung around his neck, squeezing him tight.
“You did so well, superstar!”
Oh, the good things kept on coming.
He freed himself from the chokehold and was met by Eevee’s beaming face. Beneath the eyebrow-length bangs, laugh lines crinkled the warm, coffee-brown eyes she had inherited from their mother. Rude, given that Baz got stuck with their father’s mud-brown ones.
“Hey.” He pulled her into a proper hug and drew a deep breath of her sweet vanilla perfume. The smell of home. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have work?”
Eevee and her husband, Joel, ran a café in the South Loop. Between that and her part-time job at UChicago’s Student Services, she rarely had an afternoon off.
“You said today is important, of course I’m here. I’m so proud of you!”
Important was an understatement. This had been his biggest solo case so far, and it had gone much better than he had hoped for. The whole trial, he had been on fire, filled with a righteous passion that spread to the jury, the judge even.
A giggle threatened to bubble out of him; he stifled it before it could embarrass him.
“Thanks, Eve.”
The door to the Daley Plaza separating the courthouse from the street opened at their approach, revealing the back end of the Chicago Picasso sculpture. Somewhere nearby, a car honked. The gray clouds swallowed the top of the downtown skyscrapers, pushed there by the same wind that threw Eevee’s long, chestnut hair into his face.
Baz buttoned his black, double-breasted coat tighter with one hand; the other, hooked around his briefcase handle, was doomed to suffer the cold. As always, the weather had not gotten the memo that today was meant to be a happy day. At least the snow had mostly vanished.
“Right, let’s go to lunch!” Eevee chirped. “I texted Joel, he’s making your favorite sandwich as we speak.”
Baz’s stomach growled at the memory. Hummus with coleslaw, some arugula, mango, cucumber, all on rye bread, all homemade… He swallowed lest he drooled. Not fair that she dangled her husband’s culinary skills in front of his face when she knew Baz couldn’t just take a break in the middle of the workday. This was a critical phase in his career. To get ahead, he had to be seen working harder than anyone else.
“I wish, but I gotta get back to the office.”
“I don’t care. Post-trial traditions ought to be honored.”
That would have been a good argument, except that their tradition was to meet on the day his trials ended, not immediately after he stepped out of the courtroom. It was barely two pm.
“I’ll come by tonight instead.”
“He’s already making it! I’ll text Aya myself.”
“Aya’s not my boss.” Not technically. She was only one of the most successful partners at the firm. Baz had all but begged her to polish him to her level of excellence on the first day of his summer associateship six years ago. Her mentorship was an honor he took seriously. He wouldn’t jeopardize it by frolicking to lunch just because he had done well at trial.
“See, that’s the spirit! Come on. You worked hard. You deserve to celebrate.” She pulled him south, the opposite direction of where he needed to go.
One day, when he had gotten his promotion and free rein over his schedule, he would give in to his sister’s whims. Now, Baz had to pull his arm free. Saying no to Eevee was never easy, courtesy of that wholesome puppy dog expression. Her pout might have swayed his mind if it weren’t for the stubbornness gene they both had inherited.
“I’m sorry. But thank you for coming by. It means a lot.”
“I can’t change your mind?”
Baz offered an apologetic smile. She knew him better than that. With a sigh, Eevee hugged him goodbye.

      [image: ]The elevator doors dinged open on the thirty-eighth floor, home to the associate attorneys of Dunkeld Wilson. The floral smell of floor cleaner colored the air. The sun peered past the Tribune Tower through the floor-length windows and glass office walls, creating a catwalk on the polished marble floor.
With squared shoulders, Baz strode toward his corner office, the reward for the last big case he had won. It was a considerable upgrade from the cubicle in the bullpen he had before in terms of privacy, though not in spaciousness. There were parking spaces bigger than his office, but no matter. The associates’ floor was a layover, not the destination.
A dark-brown shelf, bursting with records of Baz’s past cases, covered the glass wall to the neighboring office. Gray, overfilled binders formed a neat pile on the left side of his desk, while his computer was on the right. In between sat a framed photo of Joel, Eevee, and him from a few years ago.
He dumped his briefcase on the office chair and straightened out his navy-blue Brioni suit. The best one he owned. It cost double his rent but, boy, was it worth it.
Aya always said one had to look the part to get the part. Baz refused to let anyone see him as a broke associate figuring out his life, because he wasn’t, and this suit screamed partner material louder than any other.
Lest he got accused of not respecting more post-trial traditions, he headed up to the partners’ floor. He found Aya sitting behind the desk. The words Aya Hadi - Equity Partner were engraved on the glass wall next to the door leading into her office.
The forest green power suit and light pink shirt, the same shade as her hijab, made her tawny skin glow. Everything about her, down to her hijab pin matching her golden watch and thin necklace, screamed meticulous.
Baz knew that to be true. Aya, uncompromisingly, held herself to the same high standard she held him to: always in charge, always in control.
He also knew that outside of work, she cried over old Nancy Meyers movies, but that information was a hard-earned privilege. Yes, he had discovered it by accident when he had come by her apartment unannounced to discuss a case once, but she would have told Baz eventually. Probably.
Her secretary, Tammy, nodded at him to go in, and Baz pushed the door open.
Aya’s focus remained on the keyboard clacking under her fingers. “Court dragged on this long?”
The wryness was ever-present in that Downton Abbey accent, courtesy of the British school her parents had her attend in Cairo. Yet another nugget of information—and not a slip of her tongue no matter what she claimed—Baz had earned.
“Excuse me, I escaped several reporters and an attempted lunch-kidnapping to make it here. Appreciate my sacrifice.”
That got her attention. Even earned him a smile. “Your sister was there?”
They had met once when Eevee showed up at a company networking event to ‘finally put faces to the names,’ and ended up talking for two hours, ignoring Baz the entire time. Since then, they’d been harboring a texting friendship that both insisted was none of Baz’s business.
“Yeah.”
“You should have gone. Would have saved me from having to make sure you remember to feed yourself today.”
She never had to. Baz was a capable adult—one with enough experience to know if he had accepted Eevee’s invitation, Aya wouldn’t have stopped teasing him with comments such as ‘what, one win and you already lost sight of the prize?‘
“I’ll remember.”
“You’d better. Tell me about the verdict.” She leaned back and crossed her legs.
“It went great. Satisfied client, huge award.” He dropped himself into his usual spot, the gray cushioned guest chair opposite her desk, and grinned. “Remind me, did you catch any fifteen-million-dollar fish when you were an associate, or…?”
The question was rhetorical—Baz had read all the significant cases of her career. He knew for a fact she had not.
She had come close, of course. Aya was brilliant. She had set plenty of records in her time and wowed everyone with how quickly she climbed through the ranks, just like Baz was determined to do now. Not that he had set a record here—rare as it was that associates were trusted with cases of this caliber, larger amounts had been won. Just not by Aya.
Such a rare opportunity to tease her ought to be exploited.
Aya raised one eyebrow. Amusement tugged at her lips. “You think it’s smart to get cocky with me?”
Not usually, no. But some cockiness, she couldn’t deny him on his victory day.
“Weren’t you the one telling me to pause and reflect on my achievements once in a while?”
“All right. Let’s reflect. Tell me three things you’ve done wrong.”
There it was, the humbling. Baz wasn’t ready for it yet; there was so much gloating to do still. He pursed his lips, made a show out of thinking hard. “Hmm… I was too charming?”
Aya’s dark eyes narrowed. “Uh huh.”
“I only made the jury laugh three times when it could have been four?”
“Baz.”
Fine, since she insisted. He sighed. “I stumbled in my opening statement and nearly forgot to ask a witness about something in the discovery. But I didn’t! Obviously. Carter was thrilled with the result, and that’s what matters, right?”
“That’s really it?”
“Yes. You would have been proud.” She was more than welcome to be proud of him now, too.
“That might explain why the big boss wants to see you in her office.”
Wait. What?
Baz sat up so quickly, the chair gave way under him. He held onto Aya’s white lacquer desk. He didn’t even care to check if anyone caught him slipping.
Erika wanted to see him. Five hundred employees under her belt, and she’d singled out Baz?
His pulse drummed in his ears. “Now?”
“She said to send you as soon as you’re back.”
“And you waited until now to tell me?”
What if he had gone to lunch and left Erika hanging for another hour? How would that have looked? Sloppy, lazy, and lacking the drive he prided himself on!
“I didn’t want you to freak out. The way you are doing right now.”
Baz settled back in the chair. His hands cramped into a tight knot on his lap.
“I don’t freak out.“ And Erika didn’t do friendly chitchat with associates for no reason. This could be it, his shot to prove to her he deserved to be made partner!
“Sure, you don’t,” Aya said in her you’re-full-of-shit tone Baz was too familiar with. He let that jab against his character slide without a retort only because there were more important things to focus on.
“Do you think she heard about the verdict already?” How fast did news travel around here these days? If this were a scandalous piece of gossip, everyone would know, but just another won case out of the thousands they handled?
“No. I’m sure the firm’s managing partner calls you in for a meeting after scoring a huge win to discuss what color her new curtains should be.”
A breathless chuckle escaped Baz. “Finally. And you said taking art history in college was a waste of time.”
“Didn’t even know you when you were in college.”
“You so would have said that, though.”
“Are you gonna keep talking or are you gonna go fix your hair?”
What was wrong with his hair? Baz patted the top of his head in search of rogue strands. He would sue the hair gel manufacturer for not keeping their promise to withstand all weather conditions—the hint of a smile broke through Aya’s poker face. Right. Just a joke, then.
Or was it? This was Erika they were talking about. Perfection was the standard. It wouldn’t hurt to check that the wind hadn’t caused any lasting damage.
Baz barely heard the “Good luck!” Aya shouted after him; he had already bolted to the nearest bathroom.






  
  Chapter two

The white ceramic of the sink cooled Baz’s palms. He stared at himself in the mirror as he released an exhale. One… two… three… four. 
He got this.
He smothered the one runaway strand of brown hair back into place. He needed a haircut before it got too long to be tamed. His cheeks remained smooth, no sign of pesky stubble. His suit still looked pristine. This was as good as it would get.
Baz rolled his shoulders back, tightened the Windsor knot on his tie.
Whatever Erika wanted to discuss had to be good. No one ever got into trouble for a too successful trial. Right?
Erika’s office was on the top floor. A black-tiled path guided visitors from the stairs and elevator to her door, past the glass palaces of the firm’s most successful partners. Only the crème de la crème got a seat up here. Now that was the destination.
Erika stood with her arms crossed in front of the window, peering at the Chicago River below. Her black, chin-long twists framed her high cheekbones. Her rich, umber skin glowed in the sun, highlighted by the ivory pencil dress tailored to her curves. The very picture of elegance and grace.
Her secretary said to go right in. Still, Baz knocked before he pushed the door open.
Erika didn’t move a muscle. All right.
Baz swallowed. “You wanted to see me?” It came out steadier than he had dreaded. Thank you, body.
“Sebastian. Have a seat.” Her voice was a low melody, commanding despite its warmth.
He eyed up the cozy seating area that made up the other half of her office: a white leather couch, fuzzy carpet, her own coffee machine. One day, she’d invite him to sit there, and they’d raise a glass to his promotion. Until then, he settled on the black chair facing her. His fingertips clawed into his thigh.
Erika’s three-inch heels clacked on the floor with every slow step toward her seat. Baz forced himself to meet her brown eyes, counted to five in his head before averting his gaze—confident, but not aggressive. Yet another lesson from Aya’s school of how to be a kickass lawyer.
Her hands intertwined on the table. The crimson nails stuck out like claws.
“Have you heard of the case against Captain Green?”
“Yes?” The news that the firm was representing a group of forty-or-so cancer patients suing the most popular herbicide manufacturer in the country had been the topic of every hushed conversation when it broke.
“Then you also know that Travis Grash is the partner in charge of it.”
Baz nodded. The why was what puzzled him.
Grash, much as he had a reputation for being a shark in the old days, seemed to have mentally retired since before Baz had started working here. These days, his work was lackluster at best. The one time Baz had been supposed to assist him on a case, he had ended up running the show by himself. He assumed Grash still being on the payroll at all was an act of courtesy to commemorate his past achievements; how that entitled him to the fun cases remained a mystery.
“What you don’t know is that, as of this morning, Travis has decided his life will be more fulfilling on a farm in Oklahoma.” Her tone made clear how little she thought of that. Baz failed to suppress a snort. Sounded about right. May Grash find his happiness there and clear the way for someone younger, sharper, still motivated.
Someone like Baz.
“Which leaves this case open and ready to settle,” Erika carried on. “It is my understanding that Travis and the opposing counsel struck a preliminary agreement already. All that’s left to do is to finalize it and get it signed. Are you the right person for the job?”
Baz’s spine snapped upright. He got to be in charge of a case that big?
“Yes!”
Erika lifted a perfect eyebrow.
Calm now, play it cool. Anything Grash could do, Baz could do better.
“Yes,” he repeated, calmer. “I’d be happy to get right to that.”
“I appreciate the enthusiasm, but I need you to understand that this is no small endeavor. There are forty livelihoods at stake, and the press will be all over it.”
Exactly. This was the kind of case only partners got their hands on. If she trusted him with bringing this settlement home, she must at least be considering bestowing that title on him.
“I understand. I will handle this with the care and professionalism you’re leading with.”
“Kissing ass. Nice touch,” Erika said, stone-faced. Sarcasm, or was she sincere? He’d have to ask Aya which was more likely. “Then it’s settled. I’ll have all of Travis’s files transferred to you.”
Just like that?
The rush of adrenaline turned his blood to honey. Today really was his lucky day. He should buy a lottery ticket on his way home.
“I promise, you won’t regret—”
“Dismissed.”
Leaving. Yes. Of course. Baz jumped to his feet.
“Thank you for this opportunity. Have the best day.” He hurried out and let the door fall shut behind him.
His face was on fire. Have the best day? He sounded like a right idiot. What a great impression to leave her with.
But—he got the case. Close to the finishing line as it might be, it had managing partner interest. Baz pressed his lips together to keep all the embarrassing happy noises locked inside. He floated down the stairs to the partners’ floor.
Tammy knew better than to stop him when he was on a mission. He crashed into Aya’s office. “Did you know she was gonna give me the case against Captain Green?”
Aya, still planted in her chair, closed a binder before she met his eyes with a smirk. “Who do you think suggested you?”
Oh, this was… she was… breathe. He needed to manage his expectations. At the end of the day, it was just a settlement he had to get signed. Not a big deal.
Not unless he could make it one.
“You’re the best. Thank you so much.”
“I know. Just don’t lose your head over this. If you need advice, ask.”
The scoff escaped before Baz could catch it, but he stood by it. “When have I ever lost my head?”
“Shafak’s client event springs to mind.”
Baz winced at the memory. Not his finest moment, he could admit that. It was supposed to be a networking event—hors d’oeuvres, live jazz, civilized conversation. The usual sucking up to rich people. Instead, Shafak had kicked professionalism out at nine pm and turned the whole thing into a disco.
Too many attendees had tried to talk to Baz over the disgustingly thunderous bass drowning out every thought. One particularly intoxicated woman had been so determined to feel him up, it took Aya ‘accidentally’ spilling her drink all over the woman’s dress for her to back off.
A horrible night.
“That was different. And you dragged me there.”
“Yes, to network, not to be glued to my side all night.”
It wasn’t his fault that they had reverted to barbarism.
“I promise I got this.” The law, cases, winning, those were his specialty. Not stupid parties.
When he got back to his office, the link to Grash’s discovery files were waiting in his inbox. The computer insisted it required twenty minutes to download the contents. Oh, come on. The firm needed to upgrade its internet provider because that was ridiculous—
His door swung open. Baz’s head yanked up just as Collin walked in, his lanky arms stretched out in greeting as if he owned the place. He looked like the king of White frat boys in his dark chinos and pastel blue shirt and, Jesus Christ, were those boat shoes? Was this a law firm or a party on a private yacht?
“Bazzy-boy!” he shouted. Baz flinched at the volume. It was too early in the day for the headache Collin never failed to give him.
Giving Collin the office next to his had been a cruel joke. It was a joke to give Collin a private office at all. Baz had worked his ass off for years, meanwhile all Collin had done was spend one weekend with a partner in Las Vegas to ‘consult with a client.’ The Monday after, a disheveled Collin, still reeking of booze, was standing in Baz’s doorframe with a grin and calling him neighbor.
A dark day in his life.
“What do you want, Collin?”
“How’d your big trial go? You win?”
That was Baz’s favorite question today.
“Yes. If you consider a fifteen-million-dollar award when my client was willing to settle for ten a win.”
Collin’s eyebrows shot up to his receding, dark blond hairline. He let out an appreciative whistle. “Damn, bro. Not bad, not bad. I bet there’s gonna be a lot of buzz around you now.” His open-mouthed grin awaited a laugh.
“Uh huh,” Baz deadpanned. He cracked his jaw to loosen it.
“Listen, now that you got that off your plate, mind helping me out with a little something? An old lady had her window broken. She’s got a date at Small Claims Court next week. Sullivan gave it to me, but I got my hands full, so… Are you my guy?”
Helping Collin with anything was low on his list of priorities, especially since his plate just got filled to the brim again.
Although… an easy billable and a chance to impress a partner that wasn’t Aya with his flexibility and camaraderie? Sullivan had been here forever. He was well-connected. Gaining his approval would go a long way toward his promotion.
“Sure.”
“Thanks, man! I appreciate you. I’ll email you the deets. Oh, and by the way, your girl Aya was looking for you earlier. In case you wanna get on that.” Collin winked and, after pointing a ridiculous finger gun at him, left.
If Aya heard him or anyone refer to her as Baz’s girl, she would verbally eviscerate them until they were nothing but a pile of ash. She had not been made equity partner at the young age of thirty-nine—four years ago now—to be considered a senior associate’s girl. Especially not the way Collin meant it.
No one in their right mind would ever think something romantic was going on between Baz and Aya, which said a lot about Collin. Actually, Baz suspected Aya was queer too, not that she discussed her dating life in the office. Neither did Baz. Only Aya knew he was gay, and he hadn’t exactly told her either.
A few months into their partnership, when working for an exceptionally handsome client, she had asked if he was Baz’s type because why else was he drooling—and met his surprised “You know?” with a dry “You really think I’d let you into my house when I’m by myself if I thought you were straight?”
And sure, that made sense. All but the part where she had figured him out when no one else did. Such an impeccable gaydar required membership to the community, he was sure of it.
Admittedly, keeping his sexuality under wraps was a decision he questioned more with every one of Collin’s ‘jokes’ whenever Baz so much as talked to a woman. He still wouldn’t come out, obviously, before that became the talk of the town too and held him back in his career. Still, why anyone cared to make assumptions about Baz’s sex life—or current lack thereof—he would never understand.
With a sigh, Baz focused back on the screen. The download still had seventeen minutes and thirty seconds to go. Screw this. There had to be physical copies in Grash’s office.
A paralegal was already in there, stacking folders. Short, copper hair in a messy bun. What was it, Catherine? Caitlin?
“Oh, hi. I was about to drop them off at your office,” she—Karen?—said.
“Might as well save you a trip,” Baz said, looking around Grash’s old office.
Nice, big space, this. An appropriate amount of storage, unlike his office. There’d even be room for a couch in front of the low windows, offering a great view over Michigan Avenue. If this case proved to be his golden ticket, why should the work be the only thing he took over from Grash?
With that goal in mind, Baz dove right into his freshly uncovered treasure.
Forty-two plaintiffs, all diagnosed with some form of cancer, mostly with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. They had all been members of a youth sports club out in Dixmoor six years ago, one that used Captain Green’s herbicide to keep the multi-purpose pitch in shape. Throughout the summer season, a lot of the then-teenagers as well as some members of the staff had complained about skin lesions. By Christmas time, the first person received the damning diagnosis. Different schools, different neighborhoods, different sports, even—all they had in common was the club. That seemed pretty cut and dry.
Baz flicked through the pages, and, oh boy. Grash had clearly consulted an expert for the chemistry of it all.
The illustrations of molecules had the gates guarding Baz’s brain slam shut with a hearty no thank you. Dreaming about how he would furnish Grash’s office was much nicer—Focus. Something legible must be hidden between the insanely long names of chemicals and paragraphs explaining their reactions… Oh, screw this.
He skipped ahead to the conclusion: extremely high levels of Tetrachlorodibenzodioxin—TCDD for short—had been found in the ground. A toxic dioxin that the International Agency for Research on Cancer labeled a known human carcinogen.
Low-level exposure was considered harmless, unavoidable even, but the contamination was so bad, the local groundwater was deemed unsafe for consumption. Baz vaguely remembered hearing that on the news a few years ago.
He skipped to the next page, to the part that explained that TCDD could emerge as a byproduct if too much heat was applied during the herbicide’s manufacturing process. And only then. Meaning, there was zero room for the opposition to argue the club was at fault for improper storage.
Why, hello, smoking gun, how nice to meet you.
No wonder Captain Green was intent on settling; the mere accusation of such an oversight must have cost them millions in business already. They must be willing to pay a pretty penny to absolve themselves from responsibility—
No way.
He frowned at the unsigned settlement agreement. Five hundred thousand dollars per plaintiff? That was nothing, considering Captain Green’s negligence had given a bunch of kids cancer, the youngest having been twelve at the time of diagnosis. Of course Captain Green would agree to this!
Grash had dropped the ball, massively. A company owned by Breme, the biggest bio-industry complex on the planet, could easily afford to hand out more than mere peanuts.
Well. Erika had only said to settle the case—she hadn’t said anything about settling for this. Baz could get a better deal. He would.
For the sake of the clients, of course.






  
  Chapter three

Waves of lukewarm coffee crashed against the insides of the mug in Baz’s jittery grip. At some point, his phone had stopped buzzing with messages from Eevee asking when— if—he was coming, and the rising sun had swallowed the artificial white light in his office. He ignored the pounding in his head as he reread the last note on his steadily growing list; the one about the average cost of cancer treatments.
After going through forty-two claims—the plaintiffs’ individual grievances, their diagnoses, their exposure—two things were obvious.
One, they needed to demand at least a million dollars per person.
Take Vanessa Martinez, lead plaintiff and prior up-and-coming track star who played soccer in the club. Her unusual cancer progression had cost her all the toes on her left foot along with her running career. That alone deserved more than a measly five hundred thousand dollars, which, frankly, was a spit in the face in this economy.
Two, this case had potential to turn into one hell of a class action lawsuit. One people would talk about for years to come. To be the one to get justice for these people who’d been robbed of so much quality of life before most of them had even graduated college would be huge.
Promotion-worthy huge.
The thought sustained him, banished the fog of exhaustion to the edges of his mind. Driving this home required razor-sharp focus, which meant no distractions, no—
“Hello.”
Baz flinched upright, searching for the source of that low purr—and found the hazel depths of a stranger’s eyes, sparkling like diamonds in the sun. His short, dark curls shimmered brown. His nose was an arrow pointing to a toothy smile, revealing a slightly crooked incisor.
Baz’s breath hitched. Holy shit.
His thighs banged against his desk as he jumped up, rattling the stationery on top. A sharp pain chased down his stiff, unsteady legs. He cleared his throat, drawing the stranger’s attention back to his face.
“Hi! Hello.”
“Are you Sebastian Hadley?” The stranger’s dark, velvety voice was deeper than his soft features let on. His tongue darted over his plump lips. Baz gave into the urge to wet his own. Dry, chapped. Shit, did he look like a mess?
Subtly as he could, he straightened out his suit. Why didn’t he have a mirror in his office? And why did this gorgeous guy have to show up after an all-nighter?
Breathe.
He got this. He could charm a jury; he could make a good impression on a handsome man too. Just so long as he didn’t think about his stale, coffee-ridden breath.
He summoned a smile as he crossed around the desk and, breathing strictly through his nose, offered his hand. “Call me Baz.”
The stranger’s palm slipped into his, soft yet solid. His bronze complexion glowed against Baz’s pale skin.
“Hi. Sami.”
Sami. With its broad ‘a’, it sounded melodic, like the start of a beautiful poem Baz couldn’t wait to hear more of.
Sami was easily four inches shorter than him, glancing up through hooded eyes.
Baz mourned the loss of connection the moment it ended. His arms buzzed from the touch. God, he needed to get laid. Soon. He didn’t care to do the math on how long it had been.
“How can I help you, Sami?” It rolled off his tongue as naturally as breathing.
“Is it true you’ve taken over the case against Captain Green?”
Well, well, well. The grapevine proved to be Baz’s friend these days, bringing exciting cases and handsome men to his doorstep.
“It is.”
“Oh, good.” Sami beamed so radiantly, he put the sun to shame.
It was good, wasn’t it? But what was it to Sami? He seemed too old to have been part of a youth club six years ago. Could he be an older brother, or a staff member?
“Give me one second.” Sami held up his index finger. With a behind like that, he could have as many as he liked…
Except that he walked away from Baz—the wrong direction—and into the hallway. Whatever happened to ‘it was good that Baz was handling the case’?
“You were right, Ian. They really were that stupid.”
Baz’s head jerked back. Something in his core froze. Who the hell was Ian and what was he right about?
Had Sami just called him stupid?
A charcoal-gray suit strutted past the glass wall. Baz followed the trail of white pinstripes up past the ridiculous shoulder pads to the smirking face of—oh, hell no. Ian Terell. The biggest dick to ever make partner at Hoffman & Cobb, nay, in the whole city of Chicago, and the competition was not sparse.
The lines on his White, aged face had turned to trenches since the last time their paths had crossed. His mud-colored hair had gained the odd gray streak, but it was him all right. Baz’s nails bit into his palm.
“Sebastian! My old friend,” Ian proclaimed, his arms wide in greeting. As if they were old drinking buddies. As if he hadn’t tried to humiliate Baz at court.
“Ian.” Go to hell. Baz managed to cut himself off before that slipped out too. He squared his shoulders, crossed his arms in front of his chest. He had easily two inches on Ian, a height advantage he would not relinquish by offering him a seat.
“Congratulations on the gig. I was hoping for a challenge, but you’ll do too.” Ian buried his hands in his pockets. Some stubble shimmered on his chin where he had failed to shave. Cute, playing hardball when he couldn’t perform the easiest of tasks.
“You’re not representing Captain Green.” His law firm did, but Baz hadn’t recognized the opposing counsel’s name on the paperwork.
“I am now. When I heard that good old Grash is finally retiring, I figured it’s worth taking a look to make sure everything’s in order. Imagine my surprise when I heard who’s taking over.”
Bullshit. This was personal.
The last—and only—time they had gone toe to toe, on Baz’s first solo case no less, Ian might have successfully distracted him with a barely legal red herring but Baz (well, Aya, but Ian didn’t need to know that) had caught onto it just in time to cut his losses and settle on acceptable terms.
Not his finest hour, but neither had it been Ian’s. Baz had the excuse of having been a rookie finding his feet in big law; Ian and his twenty years of experience didn’t have that luxury. This had payback written all over it.
“So, how’ve you been? Lost any cases recently?” Ian asked.
“Like the Harrison case three months ago,” Sami supplied, migrating to Ian’s side, one step behind. The muscle in Baz’s forearm grew taut. A shame that someone with such a pretty face was so full of shit.
“And who are you, his lapdog?”
“You have no idea,” Ian said. “We’re gonna have fun together. Isn’t that right, Sammy?”
Sami’s right nostril twitched when Ian butchered the, on second thought, barely passable melody of his name with a short, nasal ‘a.’
“I can barely hold onto myself.” Sami’s tone was dryer than the Sahara desert. “And here I was thinking we were past amateur hour.”
Who the hell was he calling an amateur? Oh, Baz hoped they really were Captain Green’s new rep so he could wipe the arrogance off their faces with his impending victory.
“This double act is cute and all, but I have important work to attend to. So. Go away.”
“Actually,” droplets of spit flew from Ian’s mouth, “we’re here on business.”
“Then you should have made an appointment.”
Ian stepped closer. Not leaving. Dick.
“You see, I’ve been reviewing the evidence, and I think this agreement our colleagues struck overstates the gravity of the damage done.”
Baz scoffed. “By ‘damage,’ do you mean your client’s product giving forty people cancer and putting two in an early grave?”
“Did it? Because last time I checked, there’s no research that definitively proves my client’s product could even cause this tragic epidemic. What’s to say it wasn’t the asbestos in the walls?”
“The club house was built in 1947. Very common back then,” Sami added.
“Or the toxic paint they used on the remodel five years ago. That might have something to do with it.”
Sami nodded. “Trichloroethylene takes forever to break down. So difficult to air out.”
“Uh huh,” Baz said. “And how exactly does asbestos or paint pollute the groundwater?”
“Who’s to say it wasn’t polluted before? No one checked until these dramatized allegations surfaced. So hard to prove these things beyond reasonable doubt.” Ian shook his head with a what-to-do sigh.
Of course he would say that. Ian Terell was the literal, biblical devil. He would snatch candy from a baby if it got him ahead. In fact, he would take the baby’s blanket too and leave it to die of hypothermia just to see the heartbreak on the parents’ faces. Well, not on Baz’s watch.
“I won’t let you screw people with cancer out of the money they deserve.”
“You won’t let me?” A mocking laugh colored Ian’s words as he tugged at the lapels of Baz’s suit. Baz swatted his hands away. “I don’t think you understand how this works. You’re a child, Sebastian. And I’m looking forward to embarrassing you again.” Ian’s wink made bile rise into Baz’s throat.
Ian turned on his heel. “Sammy. We’re leaving.” He released a high-pitch whistle that rang in Baz’s ear.
Sami didn’t move. His smile was a blossom of oleander—beautiful to look at, but Baz felt the itch of its toxic sting. “It was so fun meeting you.”
“Be a good boy. Run after your master.”
“Now there’s something I’ve never been called before.” Sami pumped his eyebrows. Easy to believe no one had ever called him good. How could he be, when he worked for the devil?
“See you soon, Baz.”
Sami’s suit puckered around his thighs when he left. Cheap. Exactly like this whole attack.
They wanted a fight? Great. Baz wasn’t the same idiot he had been four years ago. He’d make Ian and his sidekick regret taking a swing at him.
Aya caught the door before it closed, looking after Ian as she came in. Baz hadn’t noticed her approach.
Her eyebrows drew together on her rudely well-rested face, framed by a sky-blue hijab. “Was that Ian Terell? What was that all about?”
“That,” Baz popped the t, “was a declaration of war.”
“Come again?”
Baz pinched the bridge of his nose—and felt gunk sitting in the corner of his eye that he swiftly wiped away. Had that been there the whole time? Shit.
He should have just gone home. He could have ensnared gourmet food from Eevee and Joel and been spared this pathetic sideshow. Or at least looked more attractive during it.
Not that he had wasted an opportunity here. Sami’s alliance was clear, and touch starved as Baz might be, he would not sink that low.
Aya nodded along to his recap. “And here I was thinking the biggest challenge would be to keep you from blowing this out of proportion.”
She thought—hey! “I would never do that.”
Her cut-the-crap glare silenced him. Fine. But his intentions were pure, unlike theirs.
None of this made a difference, anyway. He had been determined to bring his A-game, regardless of who the opposition was. He said as much to Aya.
“If you think Ian jumped on this opportunity to spite you, then it does change things. We know he plays dirty.”
“I don’t think that,” Baz lied. “Why would he be hung up on a draw from years ago?”
“Because Ian Terell has the emotional bandwidth and impulse control of a toddler?”
Well, yes, there was that. Paired with an unfortunately bright mind, it had turned him into one of the most aggressive, successful attorneys in the city. But that didn’t mean he would best Baz. Ian’s tricks couldn’t change the facts, no matter how many straws he and Sami clutched at.
“I can handle him,” Baz declared. Both of them.
“Not like this, you can’t. Freshen up, get something to eat. I’ll look into this.”






  
  Chapter four

Looking into it apparently meant setting up another meeting with Erika. 
“She needs to know the circumstances have changed,” Aya insisted.
Baz begged to differ. Companies constantly changed representation. If Erika were made to sign off on that every single time, she wouldn’t get around to doing anything else.
One day, Baz’s opinion would matter. Today, Aya’s decision to “keep Erika on our side because it’s dumb to go behind her back on a case this public” was final. The implication that he had only been entrusted with the case under certain, easier conditions stung.
Bzzz bzzz bzzz.
Eevee’s photo popped up on his screen. Fuck. He had been meaning to call her back, but so much had happened in the last twenty-four hours. He shot Aya a pleading look.
“You have two minutes,” she said and stepped out of his office. Baz turned toward the windows and watched the buildings reaching for the crisp blue sky as he pressed the green icon.
“Hey, Eve.”
“Finally! I’ve been calling you all night.”
Baz’s chest tightened. Yeah, he deserved that. Though, technically, he hadn’t broken his promise to come by after work, given that he hadn’t clocked out yet.
“I’m sorry. I got this huge case yesterday, and I never went home and… Sorry.”
“I know. Nothing gets between you and your work.” Her sigh was loaded with something Baz’s brain didn’t have the capacity to question. “Are you free to talk now?”
“Actually, I need to go to a meeting. But I’ll call you later, okay?”
“Baz.”
What was he supposed to do, stop time? Quit his job to make small talk with his sister? They could celebrate after he had convinced Erika he was still the best person for the job.
“Later. I promise.”
“Yeah. You really need to learn to take breaks, you know that?”
Big words from someone who had been working a minimum of two jobs since her junior year in high school. Neither of them was experienced in taking breaks.
“I know,” he said anyway and checked his watch. Thirty seconds left of that two-minute deadline.
“I still got your sandwich from yesterday. You better get over here today before it gets soggy and disgusting.”
Baz smiled. As if Joel the Master Chef would ever let him eat a day-old sandwich, but message received. “Thank you. I promise we’ll talk.”
“We better. Love you, you workaholic.”
“You too.”
He hung up. The moment he turned, Aya started walking toward the stairs. He jogged to catch up with her.
Aya looked him up and down. “Okay?”
“I got bribed with one of Joel’s sandwiches to come visit.”
“Wish I got bribed with sandwiches.”
“Find yourself in-laws who can cook.”
Apparently, her ex-husband had been a real disappointment in that matter and Aya, despite insisting she made excellent koshari, had expressed her hatred for cooking on multiple occasions. However, being an only child, and with her many cousins scattered across Egypt, and, really, the entire world, she couldn’t outsource that task to family like Baz did.
“Can I just adopt your sister instead?”
“Sure. If you adopt me too.”
About time they had a parental figure of actual worth in their lives.
“Eh.” She scoffed as if that caveat was the deal-breaker.
“Hey! I’m a dream.”
“Sure. A nightmare.”
Please. They both knew Aya would have pawned him off on another partner years ago if she meant that.
“Hilarious.”
“When aren’t I?” Smirking in that too-pleased-with-herself way, she turned onto the black marble path toward the lion’s den.
Baz braced himself for impact.
All he had to do was convince Erika nothing had changed. He was still the associate who had scored a fifteen-million-dollar win yesterday. He had dealt with Ian before and had come out on the other side with nothing more than a black eye, and his skillset had advanced considerably since then. There was no reason to rip his big chance away from him mere moments after he got it.
His hope was in Aya. She had never let him down, and she and Erika were friends. Sort of. It was hard to tell. One moment, they were laughing over coffee, the other, the piercing glares they exchanged would kill anyone caught in the crossfire. But Baz had overheard Aya being invited to dinner with Erika and her husband, an assistant to the Cook County State’s Attorney. That classed as a friendship in his books.
Erika greeted them with the same cool demeanor as last time—had that only been yesterday?—and motioned for them to sit. She crossed her legs as she leaned back in her chair.
“I hear Captain Green got new representation.”
A so what? burned on the tip of Baz’s tongue. He swallowed it in favor of his best smile. “Nothing out of the norm. Nothing I can’t handle.”
“I understand you have a tense history with Ian Terell. That won’t get in the way, will it?”
Everyone had a tense history with Ian Terell. That guy sucked. Baz didn’t need a reason to take this case seriously, but if he did, there was none better than defeating Ian.
“Of course not. This will only drive me harder.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. I will not have a dick measuring contest in my firm.” Razorblades stuck to her every word. Baz straightened in his seat.
“That won’t happen.”
No one wanted to see Ian’s junk, least of all him. It might ruin dicks for him altogether, and that was a risk he wouldn’t take.
Sami, on the other hand… must be every bit as heartless to buddy up with Ian, and that, too, made him utterly unattractive.
“Are you on track to settle?”
“Uh, actually.” He twirled his wrists. “Ian revoked their current offer.”
And Baz couldn’t possibly be blamed for Ian being an immature, petty assface who got a kick out of bullying others to appease the tumor that was his despicable ego.
“I see.” Erika swiveled her chair toward Aya. “This is your case now.”
“What?“ Baz slid to the edge of his seat. She couldn’t do that! When was the last time Erika had familiarized herself with forty-two clients overnight? “No! I’ve only just started! Give me a chance to prove myself.”
“The circumstances have changed. Ian Terell is a bloodhound.”
“So am I. I didn’t lose to him last time. I won’t now.”
Erika sighed. “Sebastian. I cannot, in good faith, let an associate take the lead on a case with this much public interest when the opposition is out to get you. You’ll be Aya’s second chair.”
“No!” This wasn’t his fault! He had done nothing to deserve the demotion!
Aya’s side-eye was a bucket of cold water hitting him square in the face. What was he doing, throwing a tantrum in the managing partner’s office?
He drew a steadying breath. “I meant, you can still trust me with this. I worked on the cosmetic class action two years ago, with more plaintiffs. And the cat food one, while I was still in law school.”
“Assisting isn’t the same as leading. This is bigger than anything you have done before.”
“So was the TechNova case until I won that. I can do this justice too, I guarantee it.”
Erika rested her forearms on the desk as she leaned forward. “It would be unheard of for an associate to lead a potential class action of this size.”
“Maybe that’s a sign that I’ve outgrown that title.” He didn’t shy away from meeting her piercing gaze. He was the best person for the job, he knew it. A chance like this was all he had wanted for years.
“Aya. Do you think Sebastian can handle this?”
He caught Aya’s eye and issued a hundred silent pleas, praying Aya would read his mind as she so often did. Everything he knew about running a case, he had learned from her. That had to count for something. She must trust her own teachings. Right?
“If any associate can do it, it’s him,” Aya said. Okay. Not exactly the glowing endorsement Baz needed here, but she wasn’t one for grand displays.
“And you’d be fine second-chairing him?” Erika’s tone suggested she didn’t think so, for good reason. Aya was every bit as competitive as he was.
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