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Running Scared

 

By Amy Lane

Princeton Royals: Book Two

 

Bailey Dodge is an overworked ER doctor with a needy cat and no life until FBI Agent Dean Royal seduces him in the hospital where he works and then leaves him, sure the whole interlude was a one-time thing.

Dean has other plans, showing up at Bailey’s door again, and again, and again…. Dean is ready to keep seducing Bailey into accepting his presence, at least until Bailey forces a small reckoning, and surprise! Baring his soul as well as his body to Bailey is as easy as breathing. Who knew?

Then Bailey witnesses a murder in the hospital, and suddenly Dean is forced to do more than tell Bailey about his job and family. He’s forced to let Bailey see the reality of an agent’s life and hope their bond is strong enough for Bailey to trust that Dean will come back—every time. But Bailey has lost a lover to the greater good before, and he no longer trusts in fate to take care of his heart. Still, the Royal family is a force stronger than fate, and when Dean goes missing tracking down the hit men on Bailey’s tail, Bailey turns to them to help bring the middle Royal home.


To Matt and Mary, the kids and the dogs, and everybody who needs some quirky entertainment to remind themselves that love is still true, some people are still good, and good can still win.


Author’s Note

 

 

IT’S FICTION, like, you know, Wizard of Oz or Chronicles of Narnia. Fiction.


What is That and What is it Doing

 

 

“EIGHT YEARS to get through med school,” Bailey Dodge muttered through a bite of donut, “three years of residency, two as an attending, and this is my life.”

The potential human traffic jam that was Outskirts General Hospital seethed around him as he struggled into his lab coat and tried to remember if he’d brushed his teeth that morning. The myth of the well-off doctor growing fat and avuncular in family practice was drifting further and further away with every minute spent in this hellhole.

But Bailey couldn’t seem to quit the ER.

He’d tried. When the hospital had made cutbacks, he’d tried. When threatened—both in job and in freedom—for administering lifesaving care to pregnant women, he’d tried. When three of his interns had been forced to quit because they felt the same way but they hadn’t had tenure, he’d tried.

But there were people here—good people. Nurses, janitors, orderlies, who seemed to depend on him to run in, lab coat flapping, to try to make sense of the terrible chaos of human tragedy that was life in a busy ER.

But God, he was tired. His head ached from lack of sleep, his feet ached from being on them for so long, his body ached because, well, he hadn’t been touched in forever. But there’d been a pileup out by Manor, and Outskirts General got all that action rather than nearby—but still twenty minutes or so away—Austin.

“What do we got, Sarree,” he asked Sarah Wilson, his charge nurse. She’d been the one to catch the call from dispatch, alerting them to incoming ambulances and pulling him out of his nap in the intern’s cot room because he was shorthanded and working a double.

“Sorry to get you for this, Bail,” she said crisply, but yes, genuinely apologetic. “It sounded like a complete goat rodeo, but there’s apparently only a few injuries, two of them minor. They’re in the open cubicles, each with their own G-man attached.

“G-man?” Bailey asked, eyebrows up.

“Part of some weird smuggling thing?” She sounded genuinely baffled. “All I know is that there was a showdown between semitrucks, and the only reason it wasn’t an absolute bloodbath is that your guy in Room 3A can—and I’m quoting two state troopers and the G-men here—‘really fuckin’ drive.’”

Bailey stared at Sarree in surprise. A sturdy Black woman with the mind of a military general, Sarree Wilson could be warm with her family, and he’d seen her crack a rare smile when he’d worked really hard for one, but she was raised church right, and almost never, ever swore.

“Really?” he asked.

“Do I look like I’m kidding?” she demanded. “Here I was, rousing you from a much-needed sleep and calling for a stock up on bandages and blood, when half the state troopers in Austin stalk in, G-men on their tails, and they are absolutely gobsmacked. And the guy in 3A doesn’t have a spot of blood on him.”

“What’s he got?”

She grimaced. “We took him for X-rays and a CT, but it’s looking like a whole lot of soft-tissue damage and bruising. Apparently his semi should have jackknifed and gone over, but this guy pulled every muscle in his body keeping it upright.”

“Damn,” Bailey said. “Sounds impressive.”

“It was,” said a crisp voice with the faintest—oh so faint—of California accents. “I would appreciate it if….” The voice faltered for a moment as Bailey made contact with a startling pair of brownish-hazel eyes. There was a deep breath as Bailey tried to restart his heart, and the G-man—he had to be, although he was wearing khakis and a collared shirt—in front of him resumed talking.

“I would appreciate it if you took special care of him,” said the surprisingly young agent. “On top of being brave and, yes, sparing your ER a lot of bloody casualties, he is also my brother, and while he’s a pain in my ass, my parents would be most upset if his head popped off because he stalwartly refused to tell us it hurt.”

Bailey found his lips curving into a surprised smile. “One of those,” he said, with a nod of understanding. The young G-man was just… just so beautiful, it was hard to remember he was talking like a professional. The last time he’d been nearly stunned into submission by nice eyes and a stoic demeanor it had been….

Oh, he couldn’t think about that. No, no, he couldn’t.

“It is said,” the agent intoned with some disgruntled dignity, “that we are a lot alike. I have no idea if it’s true, but we are drowned in family who insist upon it.” He stuck out his hand. “Special Agent Dean Royal. My brother Val is your patient. Right this way.”

And then the handsome little shit—and he was handsome, with dark hair doing the clean-cut G-man thing and a balanced, well-proportioned nose and chin, as well as cheekbones to die for—actually gestured to Bailey to follow him in Bailey’s own hospital.

The absolute gall of the man would have had Bailey stuttering, only Sarree had just handed him Val Royal’s X-Rays and CT scan, and Bailey actually had a job to do.

“How’s it look?” Special Agent Royal asked, unabashedly peering over Bailey’s shoulder.

Bailey yanked his hand away, bemused by all this… chutzpah as well as unsettled by that much closeness. “It looks like your brother’s business,” he said shortly. “Have you never heard of HIPAA laws?”

Dean Royal grunted. “Yes, I have heard of HIPAA, but now that you’ve heard of the Royal family, you will understand why none of that applies. While you go talk to Val, I need to go report to my mother, and if I don’t have some specifics and stats, she will fly from Bakersfield to make sure her baby is okay. My parents are not rich, and if that’s an unnecessary trip, I would prefer she not make it.” He rolled his eyes, seeming a little embarrassed. “Besides, it appears as though my asshole brother has finally met an equal asshole, and he might actually get laid and become less of an asshole, but only if he is not dying.”

Bailey blinked. “Wow, you weren’t kidding about your family, were you?”

“No. I never exaggerate,” Dean Royal said, without the faintest touch of humor. “I have never exaggerated, and I am not exaggerating about this.”

Next to him, Sarree made a sound like a cat strangling on its own tongue, and Bailey wondered if she’d fallen in love a little.

“Well, it’s good to know where I stand,” Bailey said. “How about you go in there and let me take a check on his charts—”

“What do they say?” said two men who had apparently just appeared, like magic, down the bustling corridors of the ER. The one who spoke, a little grayer, a little taller than his slighter, more-humble companion, had a swagger to his shoulders that Bailey might have appreciated on any day a pugnacious G-man hadn’t just chewed him out for not violating HIPAA laws.

“They say give me a minute with his charts!” Bailey protested. “Good Lord, did I go down for my power nap and wake up in a Marvel movie? I haven’t even spoken with the patient yet!”

The two men grimaced, and Bailey waved his hand at the entire testosterone posse that was overwhelming his little hospital. “Go away!” he all but begged. “But I will tell you that if the injuries are what I think they are, it might be better to keep your friend here for observation—”

“Son,” said the older man, “I’ve been in a hospital bed. If all he’s got is soft-tissue damage and a concussion, I might be able to give him a better night’s rest in a nice hotel than here. I can bring him back in the morning if you like.”

Outskirts was a small hospital, but it was also a busy one. Freeing up a bed in the ER with no danger to the patient was no small offer.

“Let me look at his charts,” Bailey said with a sigh. “I might take you up on that, but first I have to see what’s doing. Now go talk to him, but my God, no yelling. If he appears overwhelmed or about to puke, everybody back up or they’re going to get it on their shoes. Now go.”

Everybody went except Special Agent Hottie.

“Was I not talking to all three of you?” he asked, declining to mention that Dean Royal’s sweat and heat was working like an aphrodisiac in the cool of the antiseptic hospital.

Lean lips quirked up in a smile of pure arrogance. “No,” he said. “I don’t think you were.”

Bailey let out a sigh and pointed. “Stand over there,” he said, all the authority he could muster in his voice. Dean raised a lazy eyebrow, but he went.

And Bailey wondered if he could kickstart his brain again now that his libido had been freed of Special Agent Royal’s distracting presence.

“That young man smells as good as he looks,” Sarree said, with the same tone of voice she used in assessing the extent of wound irrigation.

“Oh my God, so it’s not just me?” Bailey muttered, taking a glance at Val Royal’s charts. Every doctor so far had noted that the patient would need rest, a warm bath, a soft bed, and some muscle relaxants, as well as dark and quiet. Bailey had slept in hospitals for a long time now as a doctor, and he was under no illusions as to how restful they were as an institution.

“No, sir,” Sarree said, in answer to Bailey’s earlier question. “But I don’t think I’m the man’s type.”

Bailey glanced up and saw that Dean Royal was studying Bailey with interest, a glint of amusement and something else… something glowing and, oh hell, hot in his eyes.

“He’s sort of an asshole,” Bailey muttered, making a notation next to the drug recommendations and then pulling out his prescription pad. “It’s a shame he’s my type.”

Sarree gave a brief cackle. “A shame?”

Bailey gave her a beleaguered glare. “The man is based in California, he’s here for his injured brother, and I have to work tonight, remember?”

She harrumphed. “I don’t think you’re giving that young man enough credit. I’m thinking with that glint in his eyes, he could overcome any obstacle you put in his way.”

Bailey gave the man in question a sideways glance, and to his horror, he made eye contact, the kind that clung.

Oh, those hazel eyes did not get any less appealing when they were staring at Bailey like they were trying to devour his soul.

Sarree cleared her throat, and Bailey jerked his attention back to the matter at hand. Okay, then, all things considered, if Junior G-Man here could promise his brother would get some rest and someplace comfortable to stay, and somebody to bring him back the next day for a follow-up, he was pretty sure that would be a better bet than a night in the hospital.

He glanced up at Dean Royal sourly. “Okay, then,” he said. “Let me actually see the patient. Then I can buzz the pharmacy to start his prescriptions, and we’ll see what we can do.”

 

 

A HALF hour later, after one more visit with the grumpy but cooperative Val Royal, Bailey stepped out of the rather crowded room and took a breath. The ER had settled down to the late-afternoon quiet stage, and he wondered if he could hit Sarree up for that two hours of sleep he so desperately needed.

Without conscious thought, his imagination summoned up an arresting pair of hazel eyes. Val’s eyes had been darker, he thought randomly, and the face a little more square. The man had been handsome and well-built, but something about Junior G-Man’s swagger seemed to be yanking Bailey’s chain.

As though conjured by thought alone, the man himself was suddenly at Bailey’s elbow.

“Thank you,” he said. “He’ll do much better with McCauley taking care of him.”

“Are they an item?” Bailey asked and then fought the temptation to kick himself. For fuck’s sake, this was Texas, and you just did not ask another man if his brother was gay.

Dean Royal didn’t seem put off in the least. “Here’s hoping,” he said with feeling. “Val’s a grumpy bastard. He needs some softening.”

Bailey started down the hall, relieved when Sarree nodded at him, pointed at the clock, and held up three fingers.

Bailey blinked. “Three?” he asked out loud.

“Not a minute less,” she told him.

“You are definitely on the Christmas card list,” he told her, and his reward was the faintest crack of a smile.

“So what do I have to do to get added to the Christmas card list?” Dean Royal asked at his elbow, and Bailey realized the man had followed him quietly as he headed for “the crib”—the spare room full of cots where doctors on call or pulling doubles went to catch a few winks.

“Let me sleep?” Bailey offered, suddenly disconcerted.

“Let you sleep or help you sleep?” Dean asked, his voice falling to a purr.

Bailey’s eyes popped way open. For a moment all he felt was outrage. “I am not that easy!” he protested as he took the last left down the corridor that led to the crib.

Dean cocked his head. “I didn’t say you were easy,” he evaded. “I said I could help you sleep.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t mean with Reiki, did you?” Bailey demanded, and he saw the corners of Dean’s mouth turn up right before he pounced.

One minute he was standing at the door to the small bunkroom, his hand on the handle, glaring at Dean Royal in irritation, and the next, Dean was pressing him back against the door, hand fumbling for the handle, his mouth so hot on Bailey’s that he thought he was going to explode.

The door opened, and they tumbled into the room. Bailey had enough presence of mind to glance around and make sure it was empty while Dean threw the bolt, and then Bailey was being kissed back against the bunk bed until he couldn’t move, even to sit on the lower bunk.

Dean’s hands were busy at the waist of his scrubs, and it turned out Bailey didn’t have to sit down. Dean squatted in front of him, dropped Bailey’s drawers, and….

“Oh God,” Bailey gasped.

Dean was licking him, pulling his mostly hard member into a hot, skilled mouth, and Bailey saw fireworks as he grew fully hard and Dean kept sucking. His hair was too short for Bailey to get a grip on it, so mostly all he could do was cradle Dean Royal’s skull and try to form words.

The words weren’t going well, but the blowjob was spectacular.

“Oh God,” Bailey gasped again, pulling his hand up to his mouth so he could groan into it without making too much noise. Dean was really good, his mouth and tongue moving on his head, his hand gripping the shaft and pumping. Not too hard—that was a mistake sometimes when passion erupted—but just hard enough.

Hard enough to make Bailey want more, to want to be lying, vulnerable, pants down, ass up, as this man plundered his body.

He wasn’t aware of spreading his thighs, but he must have, because he felt Dean’s spit-slickened finger probing, and God, that was all she wrote. Bailey grabbed the frame of the bunk bed with one hand and moaned into the other as his cock spat come and Dean Royal swallowed it down.

There was a heartbeat of silence, and Bailey stared down at Dean in shock. For his part, Dean gazed up Bailey’s body, a sort of irresistible smirk on his face as he wiped himself off on the inside of Bailey’s briefs.

“Uhm…,” Bailey managed behind his hand, and then Dean stood, pulled his hand off his mouth, and kissed him, gentler this time, nuzzling Bailey’s neck and his ears, making reassuring humming sounds in the back of his throat.

“Uhm…,” Bailey tried again.

“Do you have a card?” Dean asked, and Bailey blinked hard, trying to parse that.

“What?”

“Never mind.” Dean dipped his fingers into the pocket of Bailey’s scrub top and pulled out one of the cards Bailey carried to paperclip to pretty much everything—paperwork, receipts, drug prescriptions. “Is this your work cell or your home cell?”

“Work cell.”

“What’s your personal?”

Bailey rattled off his home cell number on automatic, and Dean pulled one of Bailey’s own ever-present pens from the same pocket from whence came the card and wrote it down quickly.

“Good boy,” Dean murmured, putting the pen back and thrusting the card into his pocket.

“Why’d I just do that?” Bailey asked, a terrible lassitude stealing over him because that’s what happened when you hadn’t slept for forty-eight hours and somebody sucked your brains out of your dick like it was a straw.

Dean patted his cheek gently. “So next time I’m in Texas,” he said softly. “You can return the favor.”

“Next time—”

Dean dropped quickly to the floor to pull up Bailey’s scrubs and tuck him in, giving his cock a loving little kiss before it was all tidied and put away. Then with a little push in the right place, he had Bailey sitting down on the lower bunk before he swung Bailey’s legs sideways and onto the bunk, leaving Bailey no choice but to put his head down on the pillow.

With a last fussy movement, Dean Royal pulled the afghan some intern had crocheted and left in the crib for her colleagues over Bailey’s shoulders and tucked him in.

“You need your sleep, Dr. Dodge,” Bailey’s own Junior G-Man whispered. “But I sure am grateful for a quickie in the crib.”

With that he kissed Bailey’s cheek and then… nuzzled his temple.

“I’m HIV Negative,” Bailey mumbled, probably a day late and a dollar fucking short.

“I’m on a prophylactic protocol,” Dean told him with a little pat on his hip. “But it was sweet of you to think about it.”

Bailey’s eyes were at half-mast, but he still managed to say, “Are you really coming back to Texas?”

“Yeah.” Dean smoothed his fingers through the hair at Bailey’s temple. “I know a really hot doctor here, and I’d like to know him better.”

And then he was gone, and Bailey fell asleep so fast that when he woke up, he wondered if it was a dream.

It wasn’t until he stumbled back onto the ER floor, a giant mug of coffee in his hand, that he thought to check his phone.

You haven’t seen the last of me, Dr. Dodge.

Bailey smiled, knowing the anonymous texter had to be Dean Royal but absolutely positive what had happened in the crib was just a really amazing interlude, never to be repeated again.

 

 

THREE WEEKS later, while stumbling up the stairs to his apartment after another double shift, he found Dean sitting on his hardbound suitcase, leaning against the wall in the foyer next to his door, his arm in a sling and his eyes closed as though in sleep.

As Bailey careened to a halt in front of his own damned apartment, those amazing hazel eyes opened, and Dean gave that dead sexy smirk that Bailey couldn’t believe turned his key.

“Dean?”

“Heya, Dr. Dodge. Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

“Did you get shot?” Bailey asked, a little bit of panic skittering through his blood.

“Cool your jets. It’s only a sprain.” Dean accepted his hand up, and Bailey unlocked his door and paused.

“How did you even find me?” he asked, as though this had just occurred to him.

Dean rolled his eyes. “FBI,” he said, and Bailey grimaced.

“Yeah. Dumb question. Come in.”

Dean did, sparing a glance around, taking in the cream-colored couch and the cream-colored cat and the ebony paneled tables, bookshelves, and dining set—and the bright ocean and wheat field blown-up photographs on his walls to give the small area a feeling of space, as well as green-and-rose-colored throws on the couch.

“Nice,” he said, with a tilt of his head that indicated he meant it. “What’s the cat’s name?”

“Abominable,” Bailey said, sparing a pat for the animal, who spared less than a glance for Bailey. “Bumble for short.”

Dean let out a surprising bark of laughter, and Bailey spent a moment staring at the smooth column of his throat and the momentary relaxation of a face that always seemed to be held stiffly at attention.

“Dean,” he said after the laugh faded, “what are you doing here?”

Dean held up his good hand and cupped Bailey’s cheek with it. “You,” he purred, that suddenly sexually dominant side popping out again, “owe me something, Dr. Bailey Dodge. I’ve come to collect.”

His mouth on Bailey’s was a little less surprising this time, but no less commanding. Bailey fell into the kiss without a net and allowed Dean to push him back toward the bedroom.

They’d have to talk this time, right? This couldn’t be a relationship already, could it? They needed to discuss what they were doing, how this was happening, what sort of affair this was, didn’t they?

People didn’t just have sex whenever one person was in town, right?

Right?


A Royal Meeting of the Minds

 

 

Laure: Okay, guys, sibling text meeting.

Val: Why am I here?

Sal: Because you need to stop having sex with your new boyfriend. You’ll dehydrate, princess. Don’t you know how to pace yourself?

Val: Well, it’s not like I’ve been training for sex like it was an Olympic event like some people. Laure, why isn’t Dean on this thread?

Reg: Omg is he dead?

Val, Sal, Laure, and Prock: NO!

Laure: Omg, what has so traumatized you that your go-to for a meeting is that somebody has to be dead?

Chance: You guys, he worries. Be nice.

Laure: Sorry, sweetie—it throws us off our game, that’s all. I just wanted to ask everybody if they knew who Dean was seeing.

Sal: As far as I know, he’s still having a passionate affair with the stick up his ass.

Prock: Didn’t you name it once? Back when Dean was in the academy?

Sal: Phil. I called it Phil because it was apparently the only thing that could ever Phil Dean with joy.

Reg: Ouch.

Chance: Wait, isn’t that Fill?

Sal: Oh God, Sunshine, I just cannot with you! Somebody pinch his little cheeks!

Prock: He’s at Mom’s house for summer vacation. When we’re done here, I’ll have Mom do it.

Sal: Prock, your only shortcoming as a brother is that you never dumped ants on Dean when he was a kid.

Prock: You keep saying that. Why didn’t you do it?

Sal: Because a five-year age difference made me too old to do it, but you were only two and a half years older, so you were fine.

Prock: Didn’t feel right. What can I say? Dean would have been hurt, but what’s worse, he wouldn’t have said a word, and then we’d feel worse, and then he’d win. The only way to win with Dean is not to play.

Reg: Chance, I get the feeling we were really lucky to be the youngest two. The top five apparently had to survive the Hunger Games to get to adulthood.

Chance: I didn’t read those books. Will I get that reference if I watch the movies instead?

Laure: Seriously, Chance, you need to hang out with Russell and Shaw more often. My kids know their movies.

Reg: I feel like college was wasted on him.

Prock: People! Can we focus here? Laure had a question!

Reg: I think it’s perfectly clear that we have no idea who Dean is seeing. Why are we having a sibling meeting about this again?

Laure: Because I asked Dean’s partner if he was inviting anybody to the family picnic, and Marcus said no, but Dean would if he could pull his head out of his ass. I was curious, that’s all.

Sal: I too am now curious. Not that the tightass would ever tell us, but I feel as though somebody here might know if Dean was seeing anybody. Who’s closest to him?

Laure: Val.

Prock: Val.

Chance: Val.

Reg: Val.

Val: What in the furry hell? Everybody knows Laure is my ride or die!

Laure: I’m still your ride or die, big brother, but you and Dean were always the most alike. You knew he was getting his degree in law enforcement and aiming for Quantico before any of us. If Dean was seeing anybody, you’d know.

Sal: She’s right. So who’s he seeing?

Chance: Reg, you’re my ride or die, right?

Reg: Of course, little brother. I wouldn’t leave you hanging.

Chance: Thanks. Why isn’t Val answering?

Laure: Val?

Prock: Val?

Chance: Val?

Sal: Prince Fucking Valiant, where in the hell did you go?

Laure: You guys, this can only mean one thing.

Prock: That asshole knows, and he isn’t telling us?

Sal: Wow, Laure, so much for your ride or die.

Laure: Don’t worry—this ride or die has a secret weapon.

Chance: Omg— You guys! Who told Mom to come out and smack my ass? I was in the pool, and suddenly I have to help Dad clean the garage! And my ass hurts!

Laure: I wouldn’t do that.

Prock: Dude, no.

Reg: Of course not!

Sal: He was bothering me. That kid needs a job.

Prock: Another reason I wouldn’t dump ants on Dean. Sal, you prissy bitch, you can’t leave the baby alone?

Sal: No, and you guys shouldn’t either. We’re depriving those two of some of the best times of their lives.

Reg: Just wait until one of us draws you for Christmas, Sal. I may be quiet, but I have plans.

Laure: You guys, does anybody know who Dean is dating?

Sal: Princess, if we did, I think it’s perfectly obvious I wouldn’t have resorted to child abuse by proxy to entertain myself.

Laure: You all suck.

Prock: Except me. I’m the straight one, remember?

Laure: Fuck you all. If there is a Goddess, I’ll be reborn into a family of Amazons. Peace out.

Sal: She’d lead that army into glorious battle too.

Prock: But we’d miss her cooking. Reg, you need to ask Dean who he’s dating.

Reg: Why me?

Prock: Trust me. Not making the rest of us hate you is your superpower. You get the info from Dean, and then we can chill Laure the fuck out and she won’t stop cooking for us.

Reg: That is actually a threat. Fine. I’ll get back to you losers.

Chance: We’re still on for a movie tonight, right?

Reg: Course. I’d invite Sal, but he lives three hundred miles away.

Sal: *clutches heart* Now that you’ve made me regret my life choices, I have a business to run.

Prock: That was genius. You both hit him where he lived and told him he was loved. Reg, don’t ever doubt your superpowers, they’re golden. I gotta run. I too have a business to run.

Chance: Reg, you’ll always be my ride or die, right?

Reg: Until you fall in love, baby brother.

Chance: Screw that. Forever.

Reg: Sure.


Royally Busted

 

 

DEAN WRAPPED his arms a little tighter around Bailey’s long, lean body and sighed.

God, he was delicious.

Three months ago when Dean had first met him, in the ER tending to Val, Dean had thought he was cute. Then he watched him be competent and compassionate and kind to Dean’s brother, and Dean had thought he was more than that. He was worthy.

And then—and this was the true miracle—Dean had seen him be funny.

Dean himself was not funny. He knew this. He took everything too seriously, too literally to be funny. Humor relied on different levels of meaning, and Dean’s specialty, the thing he was really good at, was drawing a straight line between ideas.

This was harder when you were working with two levels of meaning, so Dean often didn’t bother.

But he did appreciate it when somebody was naturally funny. Sal, his older brother, was naturally funny. Laure, his sister, was also pretty quick on the draw. Their mother was a riot, and Dean would make no apologies for thinking she was the greatest woman of all time.

But Dean was not funny, and when Bailey had made him laugh, he had been… charmed.

And then Dean had analyzed Bailey’s long frame, his narrow face, his square jaw and graceful brow, and he’d been… well, more than charmed.

Smitten.

He’d expected their brief interlude in the bunkroom at the hospital to be all he needed, but, well, he’d needed more, so he’d taken Bailey’s card, and since then any excuse to fly to Austin—including two days off in a row—had gotten him on a plane.

It didn’t hurt that he and his partner at the Bureau had been working a case involving the Russian mafia and a nearby cartel south of Austin that threatened to become a bloodbath—he and Marcus practically had their own suite at a nearby Holiday Inn Express. After his injury wrestling cattle (and hearing an earful from Marcus via text about how they were never hiding in a cattle truck again; he didn’t care if there was a sign from God saying “Bad guys hid their stuff here!”), Dean had spent a week in Bailey’s apartment, bringing takeout, petting the cat, watching TV with Bailey, falling asleep in his arms. No, it wasn’t ideal—Bailey hadn’t known he was coming and hadn’t known how long he’d been there, but for a week they’d lived almost like a normal couple, and Dean had found it….

Comforting.

Amazing.

He and Marcus had gone into the field at the end of the week, as soon as his injury had healed, and the first night they’d been stuck in a shitty hotel room in Tijuana, doing surveillance on the Russian mobsters trying to sell tech to an absolutely monstrous cartel, Dean had thought of Bailey coming home to a note that read, Don’t forget me. Back soon.

And he’d felt the absurd urge to cry.

He hadn’t cried since the sixth grade, when Val had kicked his ass for telling Chance that Santa Claus wasn’t real.

Chance had cried, and Reg—who didn’t get mad at anybody—had yelled at Dean for being cruel, and Dean had tried to explain that it was ultimately much kinder to realize the lie and misinformation now than it would be to get to the second grade and have all the kids laugh at him.

Chance had cried harder, and Dean had actually welcomed Val paddling him with a shoe.

It hadn’t hurt—or it had, but Dean bore pain stoically, even in the sixth grade—but Val’s words had all but ripped him open.

“You may think you’re above us, Dean Royal, because you’re smarter than us, but you remember that those two kids have as much right to believe in goodness and kindness and magic as anybody. Of course they would have figured it out sooner or later, but Chance just spent a week petitioning Santa to get you your own tablet because he knows you’re trying to move into high school next year, and now you broke his heart.”

And that, of all things, broke Dean’s.

He’d started crying, and then Val had hugged him tight, and then Chance and Reg had run into the room and begged Val not to hurt him, and Dean had cried harder, and, well, his proudest, most masculine moment it had not been.

And in this cramped stucco hotel room, with an ambient temperature of about 90 degrees making Marcus’s foot odor even stenchier and a burrito grabbed from a local taqueria about to make its presence known in a bad way, Dean had felt that same absurd sense of letdown.

On paper, cutting out of Bailey’s apartment as soon as he got Marcus’s text and leaving a note had seemed like the right thing to do.

In practice, it might have been much crueler than Dean had intended.

Of course, that night the Russian mobsters had taken out an office of the cartel as Dean and Marcus watched in horror, and the resulting flight through Tijuana and across the border near San Diego and then debrief to their section chief had taken two weeks.

They’d been left with a single lead about the movements of the Russian mob and a confidential informant who had come out of the woodwork somewhere up north and asked only to be moved to Austin so he could work as a doctor in a nearby hospital.

And Dean had arrived at Bailey’s apartment to a predictably frosty reception.

Bailey had said something like “Dean, we have to talk,” and Dean had been so afraid that meant “Dean, you can’t come here anymore,” he’d promptly seduced Bailey until his eyes rolled back in his head and he forgot his own name.

Dean was good at that. He was well aware it was all he brought to the table.

There had been no more “we have to talk” noises, but Dean had noticed that when he’d showed up on the doorstep since then, the look in Bailey’s eyes was a sort of hurt joy. Yes, he was happy to see Dean, but he knew that maybe not tomorrow, and maybe not the day after, but pretty soon Dean would be going again.

Dean didn’t know what to do with that.

His one play was to fuck away the pain, and he wasn’t sure how long that would last.

But right now, Bailey was warm and pliant in his arms, and the harsh sunlight of an Austin, Texas, summer was trying to penetrate the heavy white drapes across the bedroom windows, and all Dean wanted to do was keep smelling the sweat and sunshine at the nape of Bailey’s neck.

“You always smell so good here,” he mumbled, nuzzling that spot right there. “Why?”

“Baby shampoo,” Bailey mumbled back. “Makes my hair shiny.”

Dean laughed then, wide-awake and very surprised. “God, you’re funny,” he said, his voice full of admiration, and to his horror the look Bailey turned back over his shoulder wasn’t happy or pleased—it was injured.

It was practically bleeding.

“What?” Dean asked, legitimately surprised. “What was that look?”

Bailey just shook his head. “I’ve got a shift in two hours,” he said instead. “I need to shower and do some laundry or I won’t have anything when I get back.”

“I should be able to do that for you,” Dean said promptly. He honestly didn’t mind being at the apartment when Bailey had to work. It may not have been his home, but it was somebody’s home, and Dean’s nerves, used to being stretched taut, appreciated the difference between that and a hotel bed.

To his dismay Bailey shook his head. “No,” he said, sounding miserable. “You can’t promise that, and I’m visiting my dad in Fort Stockton tomorrow, so I need the clothes. Let me out of bed.”

Dean did, surprised at the defeated tone of his voice, at the sadness in his eyes—at the whole way this once-wonderful morning had gone.

“Bailey, what’s wrong?”

“I told you,” Bailey said, keeping his face averted. “I’m visiting my dad tomorrow. He’s cooking dinner. I do this once a month. You can’t be surprised.”

“I’m not,” Dean said, baffled. “But why… why do you make it sound like dinner with your father is the end of the world?”

“Because you haven’t asked once to meet him,” Bailey returned, anger burning in his voice along with the unhappiness. “And I get it. I’m just… just a drive-by piece of ass to you, but… but I keep hoping that someday I can at least introduce you to my father as a friend, and it just hit me, in bed a minute ago, that that’s not going to happen. You are never going to want to be introduced to my father, and I… I mean, don’t get me wrong, the sex is great, but that’s all it’s ever going to be to you and….” His voice dropped, the anger draining out. “I thought I could do that, but it turns out I can’t.”

Dean blinked at him, scrambling. “You want me to come meet your father?” he landed on, and Bailey rolled his eyes in disgust and stalked into the bathroom.

Dean tumbled out of the sheets, pausing to make the bed because he hated an unmade bed, made sure the phones were in the charger and Bailey’s picture of his old boyfriend who had passed away was straight, as was only respectful, and then followed him in.

“It’s not only sex!” he cried over the pounding of the water.

Bailey ripped the shower curtain back and stared at him. “It took you five minutes, and that’s all you could come up with?”

Dean scowled at him, stripping off his clothes.

“You are not coming in here!” Bailey protested.

“Of course I am. I need a shower, and we’re having a discussion, and this only makes sense.” And Bailey’s skin seemed to feed something in Dean that he usually needed a week at his parents’ house to get. That humming sense of well-being that his family could give him—if he relaxed enough to let it—seemed to fill Dean up with only a few touches from Bailey. Even the random ones, like to his hair as they sat at the TV, or across his back as Dean was making dinner. But he didn’t have words for that.

Still, Bailey was staring at him (or squinting at him through the spray) in outrage as Dean entered the giant glass cubicle, which as far as Dean could tell was the only reason Bailey was paying such outrageous rent for this apartment.

Yes, Dean had looked up the cost of rent here when he’d looked up the address the first time. Was he not supposed to?

“God,” Bailey muttered, turning to the spray at last. “You really can’t take a hint.”

“No,” Dean said, reaching around him and making sure their bodies slicked together as he did so. “I’m very mildly on the autism spectrum, so taking a hint is not my strong suit.”

Bailey gaped. “You… you never mentioned that before.” Then he shook his head, scattering droplets of water everywhere. “Not that it should surprise me. You haven’t mentioned anything before!”

He was charging up his mad again, Dean thought, once again at a loss.

“What were you hinting?” he asked, partly to derail Bailey’s mad, and partly to try to get a footing on why this thing, this unnamed, amazing thing that he and Bailey had been doing for the last three months might be going to suddenly disappear.

He didn’t want it to disappear.

In fact he was realizing with a bit of panic that he absolutely needed that thing right here.

“That I wanted you to meet my father!” Bailey burst out.

“That might be hard,” Dean said. “I’m expecting to get called into the office later today. I will still have time to do your laundry, though.”

“See?” Bailey cried, making no sense at all. “I didn’t know that, and it would be nice to know that. It would be nice to have some warning when you’re going to show up—”

“Oh!” Dean said happily. “That’s easy. Whenever my case takes me here or I have a weekend off.”

Bailey scrubbed at his face with his hands, and Dean helpfully put a washcloth and his soap bag in his hands so he could do that more efficiently.

Bailey stared at the objects and then started to use them absent-mindedly, shaking his head and muttering to himself. It was hard to hear above the spray, but it sounded like he was saying, “Such useful information,” and “It would have been great to know that from the start!”

“The autism?” Dean asked, to make sure. “It wasn’t assessed until college, when we were studying metacognition and ways people absorb information. I replied to a test question that I had to very carefully organize information or I couldn’t connect motivation to result—for example, unless I explained to myself why it was important to pass English, I would simply not do the homework because it seemed frivolous. Once I could explain to myself that English was about communication, which is obviously my weak point, I actually enjoyed my classes. I learn with very specific guidelines and communicate very literally. Why would it be a problem?”

“It wouldn’t,” Bailey said shortly, “unless your lack of communication was hurting my feelings, and I assumed you were doing it because you didn’t care.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
558 PRINCEZ,

ROYALS 2

1'SCARED

AMY LANE

e

WHEN YOU’'RE WELCOMED INTO THIS e
FAMILY, YOU'RE ROYALTY..





