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      Lawyer Danny Bakersfield doesn’t want his secret out. He’s worked hard to keep his private life private, but one write-up in the paper exposes everything he has ever tried to hide. When thugs break into his home and threaten his life, police officer Allen Williamson is assigned to protect Danny.

      

      Butting heads wasn’t how Allen wanted to start this assignment, but Danny has a chip on his shoulder a mile wide. During a mega-storm, Danny and Allen end up trapped together, sharing more than just bread.

      

      Will the light of day be too much for their relationship, or can they hold it together when it seems everyone is against them?
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      Danny Bakersfield locked his office door and glanced around, making sure no one stood outside waiting for him. The first threat had come in at nine this morning. He’d ignored it. Then a second threat was followed closely by more threats pouring in like water through a sieve.

      His secret was out. Not that he’d been hiding his past, but he hadn’t walked the truth out and paraded it around for all to examine. He just wanted to live in peace. He guessed he shouldn’t have become a lawyer who represented clients who’d been taken advantage of. Everything had been great for a while, and then all hell broke loose.

      Today’s revelation printed in the papers about him being trans scared the bigots, giving them someone to hate. He’d dealt with hate before, and he could do this, but he’d have to be careful. Memories of being beaten played through his mind.

      He forced the memories away, glanced at the area surrounding his office building, then took the first step off his porch and paused, looking at the growing shadows across the street.

      Like many offices in Charleston, he was in an old house he’d converted. He was situated on the peninsula, but not in the crowded tourist area. About fifteen houses were scattered down the block, most of them occupied. Across from him were two parking lots that used to be residential in the early nineteen twenties, but those houses hadn’t survived one of the many hurricanes. He could see a strip of stores across the half-empty lots. The convenience store didn’t have coffee, but they had batteries and a few other items his receptionist picked up when they were in a bind.

      His gaze swung from the left to the right. The street seemed clear, and he didn’t see anyone beside his car. There were six cars left in the lot, one right beside him. His gaze stayed on the car next to his, searching for movement.

      He nervously clicked the unlock button then the lock button, repeating the sequence as he made his way to his car. He should stop the nervous habit because he knew it wore down the battery but clicking calmed him for some reason.

      He’d just stepped off the curb in front of his office when he clicked the button on his remote and heard a whoosh. The explosion knocked him on his ass. Confusion clouded everything—the sound, his sight, his thoughts. Then he snapped back to reality as he stared at the inferno that used to be his car. Panic set in.

      He crab-crawled back a few feet before turning over to all fours. His arm gave out, and he went face-first into the dirt.

      “Run!” he cried out, trying to force his body into motion.

      His arms didn’t want to work, and his legs didn’t want to cooperate as he clawed his way to standing, using the tree in front of his office to pull himself up. The first step almost had him on his knees again.

      The pounding of his heart was all he could hear as he stumbled from the tree to the front porch. His legs gave out when he tried to get up the steps to the front door of his office. He crawled up the final three steps, one arm crumpling underneath him as pain flared.

      The fuzzy roar in his head that had started at the explosion began to fade. Car alarms beeped and squealed, making it hard to hear anything else. He should call for help.

      After way too long of a time, it might have only been thirty seconds, but it felt like an hour, he made it to his office door. His hands shook as he picked through the four keys on the ring. Before he found the one to open his office door, he dropped the keyring.

      “Shit!”

      Danny scooped up the keys, gasping as pain hit again. He leaned against the building, finding the key he needed. Carefully, he held the key up with one hand, but he was shaking too much. He lifted his other arm and gasped as pain filled him. The shaking intensified and pain shot up his arm to his shoulder. He had to use one hand to guide the other to get the key close to the door, even then it was nearly impossible.

      “Stop shaking.” He tried to command his body to obey, but he had little control over his movements and worried he wouldn’t make it inside.

      He had to slide the key into the hole so he leaned against the door and braced his head against the doorjamb. It took him a few tries, but finally, he got the key in and turned the lock. He would have been an easy shot if anyone had been waiting for him. They could have killed him, and he wouldn’t have even seen it coming.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the lot where smoke still rose from his car. He hadn’t seen that coming. If he’d waited until he was close to his car to click that remote, he would be dead right now.

      A shiver raced through him like a runaway train. A squeak escaped his lips and his eyes stung, but he couldn’t break down yet. He had to get inside, and he had to call the police. With the door open, he stumbled in and turned to slam the door. He got another look at the street, fear filling him as he swore he saw movement.

      He fumbled with the lock as he tried to secure the building and noticed red streaks on the door. His stomach pitched at the sight of blood.

      It seemed like the explosion had happened minutes ago, but his alarm hadn’t ended its ninety-second countdown from when he’d set it before leaving the building. He breathed out, then sucked in another breath as the alarm beeped fast, then stated it was armed. Maybe he should turn it off, but he decided to leave it on just in case someone broke in.

      His phone was in his hands, but he was shaking so much he couldn’t get the numbers on the screen pressed correctly, so he asked Siri to dial the police.

      Before the call connected, he swiped up and moved to his contacts, finding his personal lawyer. He didn’t need a lawyer for much, but no way would he talk to the police without having a lawyer present.

      He quickly typed the word help and need you at my office.

      The 911 operator answered, asking what he needed. He hated how his voice shook as he spoke.

      “Yes, sir, we’re aware of the bomb. Police are on their way.” The woman sounded bored out of her mind. Of course, she wasn’t close to the bomb, so why would she be upset?

      “The bomb was in my car.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Did you say you set off the bomb?”

      “No!” Danny rolled his eyes. “I went out to leave work, and I clicked the remote. The bomb went off.” Had she accused him of setting off the bomb? Fuck, he really needed his lawyer.

      “Oh, let me have your name.”

      “Danny Bakersfield. My office is across from the lot.”

      “What office is that?”

      Danny blew out a breath, forcing his annoyance down. “Bakersfield Attorney at Law.”

      “Okay, Mr. Bakersfield, is anyone else in the office with you?”

      “No. I’m the last one out tonight.”

      “Are you inside your office?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are your doors and windows locked?”

      “As far as I know. I haven’t checked after coming back in. The alarm is on, so if someone is in here with me, at least the alarm will go off if they try to leave.”

      The woman was silent for a beat after he said that. “Okay, I’ll have one of the officers come to you. Don’t leave.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      He ended the call and leaned back against the desk. “Shit,” he whispered to himself. He guessed the haters knew where he worked. What would be next? Did they know where he lived? His house wasn’t huge because he wanted to live close to downtown, so he’d picked an older home with character instead of size. Could they have set a bomb there? He hated being afraid of going home.

      The sound of sirens filled the area. The bomb had probably destroyed more than his car. He prayed no one was sitting in their car when the bomb had gone off. There were homes, and people hung out outside, sometimes their only transportation was walking or riding bikes. If someone had been close to the lot, they would have been hurt.

      Guilt swept over him. He hadn’t caused this, but the hatred directed at him sometimes spilled over. The zealots who acted out didn’t care how many people they hurt.

      “Shit, this is bad.”

      He closed his eyes and pulled his knees close, hugging them with the one arm that wasn’t injured. After a moment, he blew out a breath. He couldn’t just sit on the floor.

      Danny stood and moved to the window, parting the blinds with his fingers. Fire and police had arrived. An ambulance had parked up the block. So far, no one had come to his office.

      When his phone buzzed in his hand, he might have let out a yelp. He turned it over and saw his lawyer’s name. He didn’t hesitate to answer.

      “Scott, thank you for calling.”

      “I’m as close as I can get. The police have set up a perimeter. Where are you?”

      “My office,” Danny said.

      “Don’t talk to the police until I’m there.”

      “I had nothing to do with this.”

      “I don’t think you did. But you have a few strikes against you. You’re trans, so there’s nothing more some bigoted cop would love to do than to take you downtown and force you into a strip search. You know they’d be watching to see what surgeries you’ve had. And two, you were outed today. They’ll twist that into whatever direction they think will make a point. They just want to claim a conviction and get it off the books. They don’t care if they’ve got the wrong person, as long as they’ve secured a conviction.”

      “Shit, Scott, I hate thinking that way.”

      “That’s why I’m here. I won’t let them screw you over. I’m going to work my way to you. Don’t have a chat with the police until I’m there.”

      The call ended, and Danny closed his eyes, wishing he could go back and stop the story from being printed. How far back would he have to go? He’d taken on a case that put multiple judges, lawyers, and politicians in the state on notice, bringing on the hate. But he’d dealt with bigots before, and he could do it again. This felt different, though, more sinister.

      A knock sounded at his door, and he parted the blinds again to look out. Two officers stood about five feet back from his porch. The hair on the back of his neck rose and he wondered if he should wait. They were here, and he didn’t want them breaking down the door. Danny blew out a breath before moving to the door and turning the lock. He remembered the alarm and reached over, punching in the code to turn it off.

      When he opened the door, he noticed the cops had their hands on the butts of their guns. They could easily take him down. What if it was an officer who’d come for him? Shit, he shouldn’t have opened the door until Scott arrived.

      “Are you Danny Bakersfield?”

      He swallowed, stalling for time. “What are your names?”

      The officers didn’t answer because Scott came around the side of the building right then. “Officers, thank you for checking on my client.” Scott moved to the porch where Danny stood.

      Scott was a master at improvising. In the courtroom, Danny did better, but out here, Scott ruled.

      One officer scratched his face as he answered. “We were just making sure everything was okay.”

      “Sure, you were.” Scott’s gaze fell to the officers’ hands resting on their guns, then he glanced up and made a face. “I spoke with Detective McIntyre, and he’s on this way over. I’m sure he would be exceptionally impressed if you two had some evidence gathered.” Scott turned away from the officers, effectively dismissing them. Danny stepped back to move out of the way so Scott could enter the office. But Scott swung back around, facing the officers. “Have you called for an ambulance for Danny?”

      “What?” one of the officers asked.

      “He has a cut on his head, his hands are bloody, and he looks like he’s in shock. I’ll have to tell McIntyre you weren’t even doing your job. Jesus, I thought you two were officers, not cadets.”

      Scott led Danny to a chair and had him sit. The room spun at an odd angle as he drew in a slow breath. He couldn’t pass out, not now. If he wasn’t conscious, who knows what would happen.

      “You look like crap,” Scott said. “What happened?”

      “I was walking out. I stayed late to work—last one here and all. I have this nervous habit of clicking my key fob as I go. I guess I got close enough for it to activate and boom. The whole thing went up.”

      “Shit. I have that habit, too. I was trying to break it because I go through batteries like candy. Now I don’t think I will. I guess that bad habit kept you alive.”

      “Yeah.” Danny rubbed his hand over his face. The rasp of his whiskers made him want to head to the bathroom to shave. The way the officers had their hands on the butts of their guns, paired with the emergency operator accusing him of setting the bomb made him worry. The last thing he wanted was a scraggly looking mugshot in the papers—heck, he shouldn’t even be worried about a mug shot. But he’d learned through years at his law practice that the police didn’t always use logic when working a case.

      The door opened, and two guys came in with a stretcher. Danny shot his gaze to Scott, who flashed a smile and nodded.

      “You look a little banged up,” one of the men pushing the stretcher said.

      “How close were you to the blast?” the other asked.

      “I was at the curb.”

      “Okay.” The first guy moved closer and narrowed his eyes. “Let me get a look at what we’ve got. Laceration on your head, your hands look a little raw. There is a laceration on your arm.” The guy looked down and winced. “Your pants have holes in the knees.”

      Danny glanced down and shook his head. “I guess I won’t be wearing these to court anytime soon.”

      “Let us get a look and take some vitals.”

      The guys went to work checking out his injuries while Scott made a call. The last place Danny wanted to go was the hospital. He’d had enough medical stuff that he hated hospitals.

      “The cut on your head needs to be stitched.”

      Danny frowned. “I’ll get a sewing kit.”

      Both guys chuckled. “You also need at least one stitch in your arm. We’re going to have to take you in.”

      The door opened, and a man in a button-down shirt and tie stepped in. “Scott.” The man waved to Scott, then stepped close to him. “You must be Danny Bakersfield. I’m Detective McIntyre.”

      “We’re taking him to the hospital,” the paramedic said.

      McIntyre nodded. “I’ll follow you in a bit and talk to you there. The officers are gathering statements from local residents. The bomb techs won’t allow me to get close to the car yet. Looks fairly demolished. I hope you didn’t have anything irreplaceable in your car.”

      Danny shrugged. “Just the title, maybe a few reusable grocery bags.”

      McIntyre’s lips thinned and he nodded. “Well, it’s toast now. Someone wanted you gone. You’re lucky.”

      Danny felt like maybe he wasn’t so lucky. His life was turned upside down because some idiot had dug into his past. He could handle it, but he hated that he had to.
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      Allen Williamson had been on the police force for eight years and was on the path to making detective. He had the degree, had enough years on the force, but he just couldn’t break through to get ahead. Soon, he thought, but he wished the soon would happen quickly, and he could get off patrol. Sitting in this car for the whole shift was taking its toll. He had to work out longer now just to keep the pounds off.

      Because his shift was adjusted for better coverage for the city, he worked from one in the afternoon until midnight, which he didn’t really mind too much, but he’d rather be a detective.

      The city streets weren’t busy, and most people working downtown had already left for the night. It wasn’t a weekend, and there wasn’t a cruise ship in port, inflating the number of people in the city. He’d just turned from Reid onto Bay Street when he heard the blast. Luckily, there weren’t any other cars around him because he would have run into them as he jerked the steering wheel.

      It took him a second to react and flip on his siren. The blast had shaken him, leaving him confused about which way he should be driving. After a moment, he turned onto Columbus and saw the plume of smoke rising from a parking lot down the street.

      “What the heck happened?” he asked no one as he tapped the mic for his radio. He needed to call this in.

      People were coming out of their houses, and he wished they would go back in. He needed to set up a perimeter and make sure no one got too nosy. It could just be an innocent car fire, but the way that blast sounded and felt made him think it was so much more. A good thirty minutes had passed by the time the firemen had the fire contained. He’d put up a perimeter, blocking the looky-loos from getting close.

      Allen hadn’t seen anyone run from the lot when he arrived, but anybody who had been in the area when the blast happened would have been injured by the shrapnel spread more than two blocks away. Whoever had planted this bomb had already been gone by the time it exploded. And there was no question in his mind that this was a bomb. The damage was too great. A few houses had their windows knocked out. A man outside the store across the street was already putting a board up to cover the broken window. Trees were knocked down, and mailboxes were mangled.

      Allen stuck around the scene, making sure witness statements had been taken and evidence had been gathered. He may not be a detective yet, but he was processing the scene like he was.

      Close to ten that evening, Detective McIntyre showed up, asking around about who had been there first. Allen stepped close but didn’t say anything as he listened to two other officers take credit for setting up the perimeter and getting the ball rolling on gathering information. After a moment, Detective McIntyre turned to him and lifted his eyebrows.

      “Do you have anything to add?” McIntyre asked.

      “I was actually the first officer on scene.”

      McIntyre’s eyebrows lifted. “Why didn’t you speak up?”

      Allen lifted his chin and tilted his head, pointing at the two other officers. “I wanted to see how far they would go before they stopped talking. I would’ve stopped them if they’d gotten any further.”

      McIntyre turned to the two other officers and shook his head. “You should know that as soon as you start taking credit for doing something you didn’t do, the person who actually did the thing will show up.”

      The officers tried to backtrack, but McIntyre waved them off and turned to Allen. “Tell me about it.”

      “I just turned on to Bay when I heard the explosion. I felt it, too. If anyone else had been driving beside me, I would’ve wrecked. Almost scared the piss out of me. I drove over here, following the smoke, and turned onto Columbus. That’s when I started to see shrapnel. At first, I assumed it was a simple car fire because I had no other evidence. But the closer I got to the parking lot, the more sure I was that this was a bomb.”

      “Did you see anyone who looked suspicious?”

      “No, sir. I looked, but if the person stayed close to the lot, they would’ve been injured. That bomb had enough force to knock over trees and push cars out of the way. If that bomb had gone off in the middle of the day, I’m sure people would’ve been injured.”

      McIntyre nodded and wrote something down. “You’re Allen Williamson, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.” He had been with the department for a while and knew of McIntyre, but they’d never worked together on a case. Allen hoped he would move up to detective soon, but if he got stuck working as an officer on this case, he might not move for a while.

      McIntyre wrote more stuff down, then glanced up and chewed on the inside of his cheek. The man looked deep in thought.

      “This is going to get worse.” McIntyre shook his head as he looked over the scene. “I spent a while talking to the guy who owns the car that was targeted. He’s a lawyer. The one who found the evidence of all those other lawyers and judges in the state who were on the take. He’s getting some heat for the stuff he found.” McIntyre scratched the back of his neck and shook his head before he met Allen’s gaze. Allen lifted his eyebrows, not wanting to interrupt McIntyre but hoping he would just say what he planned on saying.

      “I shouldn’t say anything, but I know you’re up for promotion. I have another case, and this one will overload me if I have to do it alone. I’ll speak with your sergeant and get you approved to work under me on this case. We’ll have to catch up each evening, so your days will be long. Are you sure you’re up to that?”

      When he’d first asked about becoming a detective, his boss said it would take five years. That was four years ago, and it seemed like the days were dripping by even slower. He wanted this promotion almost as much as he wanted to breathe. “I’m up for it. I know moving to detective will mean longer hours and more work, but it’s what I want.”

      McIntyre gave a sharp nod. “I’ll share my notes with you, and we’ll meet at eight tomorrow morning at headquarters. You’ll need to be caught up by then. Give me your email address and read over what I have.”

      Allen gave McIntyre his email, then headed to his car. Excitement buzzed through him. He knew it could all fall apart. But if this went well, he could be a detective within the year.

      His shift ended at midnight, and he had to read over the notes from McIntyre, which meant he would get almost no sleep. He could catch up on sleep later.

      Moving to detective was what he wanted. It would
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