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      Patrick Laycal loves his family above all else, but he needs time off work from ruling over stubborn Texans. Rather than rest and relax, Pat does what he does best, sowing the seeds of chaos and progress wherever he goes.

      

      His trip to purchase land and cattle for his projects blooms into an opportunity to forever change the Royal States, if he can somehow cultivate the child best suited to become next King of Texas—and save his stubborn daughter from the consequences of her choices.

      

      Chronologically, this novel takes place after Taken, but due to the nature of the story, it is best read after Runaway and before the Prince of New York and New Waters.
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            I figured she picked fights just to enjoy the consequences of my talent.

          

        

      

    

    
      Why hadn’t anyone warned me how hard being a king could be? Had I known, I would’ve made a few extra demands before accepting my crown. As I wouldn’t give Jessica up for anything, I would’ve limited my protests to requiring a few extra horses and mandatory vacation time. The mandatory vacation time topped my list. A few more hours in my day to cook for my family would have gone second. Becoming the king had made spending time with my wife a requirement, something I appreciated.

      I couldn’t have handled the job without my wife.

      The last time I’d gotten a vacation of any sort, it hadn’t been voluntary, I’d been dragged across the kingdom, and I had resorted to weaponizing a hardback novel to secure my freedom. For a year afterwards, Jessica had taken hovering to extremes, refusing to let me out of her sight. After Carl’s birth, she’d loosened her hold on my leash enough I could go to the stable without her if I was gone for no longer than thirty minutes. After thirty minutes, my wife came to confirm for herself I was where I belonged.

      It made escaping to my ranch to visit Eddie and my bulls quite the challenge, especially when I wanted to do so on the sly. It’d taken work, but I maintained my visits, although there was nothing sly about them.

      One day, I might figure out if my empathy made me a sucker for punishment or if my natural personality held the blame, but I enjoyed when my wife followed me around constantly. I loved when she bristled if she thought we’d be separated for longer than a few minutes.

      An insecure man might have viewed her protective tendencies as a slight against his pride or prowess, but I recognized the truth behind her behavior.

      She loved me, and I’d already been targeted once. Her talent gave her the tools needed to be good at the offense and defense. While she held a reputation for being aggressive, she loved nothing more than protecting those she loved.

      I could cook and care for my horses, and I could make good use of a hardback in a pinch.

      I figured time had done its work, and she needed some space.

      I cheerfully blamed Laurette for Jessica’s two week vacation. Our little girl wanted a lot of attention. Jessica needed to come to terms with being pregnant again. The blame went to me on that one; my wife’s various flares of temper brought out her fire and beauty and reduced me to desperation.

      After we fought, the need to shower her with all forms of affection took hold, and my empathy talent infected my wife with the same need.

      I figured she picked fights just to enjoy the consequences of my talent.

      I loved our children, but after seven solid days of being Dad and playing at being a king while their pregnant mother enjoyed some time off, I needed to bail, steal a horse, and find somewhere to hide. Baby Boy needed some exercise as did What’s the Story, Morning Glory. And where What’s the Story, Morning Glory went, Morning Glory and Chocolate Cupcake followed. I betted we could make it across the kingdom before my wife waged war against her RPS agents to drag me back.

      The fishing rod, reel, and tackle I’d purchased on my involuntary vacation waited for my attention in my tack room. I’d carved a warning on the box informing everyone if they touched my tackle, they’d face the queen’s wrath.

      Seven days of having a monopoly on my attention had worn the entire herd out. Rather than screaming, yelling, and attempting to kill each other so they could have more of my time, they slept in the cushion fort I’d constructed with them in my office.

      Even Laurette napped after devouring twice as much milk as I’d expected for her afternoon feeding, a warning she’d be adding inches and pounds the next time I blinked. While we’d already started transitioning her to solid foods, Jessica preferred supplementing our babies with breast milk or formula until a year old. At eight months, Laurette lacked any desire to murder her siblings, making her the easiest of the herd to care for. She just wanted milk, peas, apple sauce, diaper changes, and a lot of cuddles from me. She adored bath time, too, one of my favorite tasks as a parent. On rare occasions, she screamed for Deidre, who loved when her sister wanted affection.

      It amazed me that my wife had schemed to escape to the royal ranch two hours away, leaving me to hold down the fort. When she found out I’d decided to hold down the fort by making one out of cushions, we’d have one of our harpy-screeching fights. Normally, those fights had the potential to add another child to our family, but a prior harpy-screeching fight had already accomplished that deed.

      Texas had gone from insecurity over the Royal line to having extras kicking around. To my dismay, several kingdoms had already expressed interest in Adam, unaware Deidre would one day head to Europe while Adam took over Texas.

      Deidre still adored her prince.

      I kept my reservations to myself, made certain her betrothal papers had an easy way out should her chosen prince prove incapable of loyalty, and prepared for what might happen if Deidre didn’t go to Europe to rule.

      If the worst came to pass, Deidre and Adam would co-rule Texas, and the two would spread the workload between them. When I’d proposed the idea to Jessica, she’d protested.

      Then she’d taken the time to think it through and had embraced it unconditionally.

      Our proposal had gotten a rare unanimous vote from our congress, who was aware of the bid for Deidre’s hand in marriage.

      Adam’s intellect made even more of a difference than his gender, and our congress clung to the idea of having both rule the kingdom.

      To add further complication to my life, my wife took her stubbornness to a whole new level, refusing to acknowledge her current pregnancy. She took her prenatal vitamins without much complaint and accepted offerings of pickled peppers while stating there was zero chance we could possibly be adding yet another hooligan to our herd.

      I missed sleep. When the newest addition to our family came along, I doubted I would ever sleep again.

      Every child we added to our herd turned any form of rest into a luxury I couldn’t afford.

      Jessica needed the extra hours of sleep, and I paid for them without much regret.

      I sighed and considered begging some of the RPS agents to play father for a while so I could steal a nap. An hour would make a huge difference. Just one hour.

      With an extra hour of sleep, I could pretend my back didn’t ache and I wasn’t battling off yet another fungal infection in my damned lungs, which did a fantastic job of barring me from riding or doing anything I enjoyed.

      The instant the word ‘prescription’ came out of a doctor’s mouth, everyone in my life freaked out.

      At current count, I was on three prescriptions, thus reducing my entire detail to a state of quiet panic.

      My office phone rang, and without bothering to check the display to discern the nature of the emergency about to bar me from even a nap, I answered, “Patrick speaking.”

      “How informal of you,” my wife said.

      Jessica’s voice did a good job of reminding me why I put up with so much. I loved her dearly, but she deserved a taste of her own medicine. “I’ve found it keeps the snobbery to a minimum. What can I do for you?” I checked the phone, which revealed she called from the main office line at the ranch. “I see you’re on the official line. Should we start this call again so I can use my titles? I have a list of them here somewhere.”

      Her husband remained my favorite of the bunch.

      “Don’t you dare hang up on me, Patrick Laycal!”

      I considered hanging up on her just to make her call me back. “I don’t have to hang up on you to regale you with my titles. If I hang up on you, will you come home sooner?”

      “No.”

      “You’re such a cruel queen. Why are you calling from an official line?”

      “I dropped my phone.”

      Lord alive, my wife would drive me insane before she made it back home. “Again?”

      “It’s a talent. I’m being registered as a royal-ranked destroyer of cell phones.”

      “I see. Did you help your phone break this time?” I could think of a few people who reduced my wife to screaming and flinging her cell after speaking with them. The New York monarchs took the top spot as those most likely to snap my wife’s temper, although several European royal families drove her to the brink of madness as well.

      “A little. New York called me. The phone died within five minutes of that train wreck.” My wife snickered. “Expect a call tomorrow from them. I told them no.”

      “What am I telling them no to tomorrow?”

      “They want Adam for one of their children.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Little Rachel?”

      “I would’ve considered it had they proposed her. She’s precious, and I’m still angry you won’t let me steal her.”

      While Rachel was older than Adam, I would’ve considered such a betrothal to pluck the girl from New York and bring her into a happier, healthier environment. I’d wanted to bring her to Texas from even before Deidre had been born, but the asshole New Yorkers in charge hadn’t wanted to allow the girl out from under their harsh, unloving thumbs.

      Years had gone by since then, and I still hadn’t figured out a way to bring her to Texas.

      I sighed over the unfairness of it all.

      Little Rachel deserved better.

      “However sweet Rachel is, you cannot kidnap any children.” I really needed a vacation. I needed one before I snapped. Since no one would give me a vacation, I’d have to take one by force. As long as I recruited my children and convinced them their daddy needed to play a very elaborate game of hide and go seek with their mommy, I might be able to get away with it. “I will deal with them tomorrow, but I require suitable attention from my wife as compensation.”

      “I’m pregnant, and it’s your fault. I’ve given you plenty of attention, you child making fiend!”

      I raised a brow. “Please don’t tell me you just figured out you’re pregnant. I’ve known for well over a month, Jessica. It’s why I keep making you take your vitamins and giving you pickled peppers on demand. I don’t need to make you pickled peppers when you’re not pregnant because you hate them otherwise and may throw the jar at my head. I don’t make you take prenatal vitamins if it’s not obvious you have a little one to care for. I’m evil, but I’m not that evil.”

      “How could you?” she wailed.

      I laughed. “It’s because you’re beautiful, I love you, and you had stars in your eyes because I was bottle-feeding Laurette. She burped easy that night and slept well for Geoff, so you picked a fight and then cruelly seduced me in your old rooms.”

      She giggled. “I really did, too.”

      “Are you going to let me know if we’re having a boy or a girl this time or will I have to wait for the delivery?” I never knew with my wife, and I left the final decision to her. All I cared about was Jessica and our baby being happy and healthy.

      “They made me go through an ultrasound today,” she whined.

      I breathed a relieved sigh. Had something gone wrong, an RPS agent would have been knocking at my door to let me know immediately. The first ultrasound of a pregnancy took miracles to make happen; Jessica ran away to avoid it. I suspected she feared she’d be told she had the same cancer that had killed her mother rather than the desired news about our baby. “I’m proud you went.”

      “I’m a lot sicker than normal so my agents dragged me in kicking and screaming. I literally kicked and screamed, but I didn’t use my talent because I didn’t want to accidentally hurt the baby.”

      I froze, and my heart skipped a beat before going into overdrive. “You are? Why?”

      If something had been wrong, the RPS would have sent someone to warn me. Nobody had even knocked on my door, not even to tell me she’d gone in for an ultrasound, which told me one thing: nothing was wrong.

      I waited for my wife to tell me what was going on, holding my breath.

      “I have two fucking babies stealing my food and leaving none for me!”

      My brows shot up, my mouth dropped open, and I spluttered. My wife kept cursing, although I heard little of her tirade. “You’re pregnant with twins?”

      “They’re food-thieving tyrants. They are not children. They aren’t twins. They are food-thieving tyrants. You may refer to them as such.”

      Okay. Pregnancy with one child drove my wife to the limits of her patience. What would two do to her? How would she deliver two when one exhausted her? Rather than express my worries for her and our babies, I asked, “And how is my beautiful wife and our food-thieving tyrants doing?”

      “Your beautiful wife is okay. They checked for any sign of cancer and found nothing, but I’m a little underweight because of our food-thieving tyrants. I am being forced to go home so the father of the food-thieving tyrants can feed us. They can’t tell if they’re identical, but their official due date is Laurette’s birthday. If they haven’t arrived by then, I’ll be induced that morning. I was not given an option in that, as they are big boys and I’m not that big of a woman. There’s talk of a C-section if they keep growing worse than weeds.”

      I grimaced at the thought of a C-section as it was something Jessica adamantly did not want. We’d both been present for that talk. If she underwent a C-section, it would likely become a full hysterectomy to prevent her mother’s cancer from being able to make an appearance.

      Exactly nobody in our family liked that option, but had her mother undergone a full hysterectomy rather than the bare minimum, she might have lived a longer and happier life.

      The royal physicians refused to make the same mistake with Jessica that they’d made with her mother.

      I took several calming breaths, forced myself to focus on the doctor’s order for her to come home, and swore I would not have one of my stereotypical freakouts until after I had all the relevant and important information. “Are you all right with this?”

      “The food-thieving tyrants are on notice that they will peacefully make their escape into the world no later than Laurette’s birthday. We have already set up a betting pool. I am betting I will go into labor naturally two days before but the little tyrants won’t show up until one in the morning on Laurette’s birthday just so they force us to have three children born on the same day. The C-section risk is low but present.”

      Yep. I needed a vacation, but I wanted to take my wife with me. “I should be sorry about this but I’m not. I am sorry they’re not girls, though. I know you were hoping for another daughter.”

      “We have Deidre and Laurette. It’s okay. How’s our herd doing?”

      I peeked into the silent cushion fort. Laurette remained nestled in her car seat, her favorite sleeping spot, while the rest of our children slept where they’d passed out in mid-play. “I managed accidental nap time. They’re all asleep.”

      “What sort of sorcery have you been performing on our children?”

      I chuckled. “I’ve been an amusing toy for them. Unlike me, they can sleep at their whim. Consider yourself warned, Jessica. I am going to flee for a period of at least five days to fortify myself for the arrival of our food-thieving tyrants. I will not give you any additional warnings I will be doing this. I will be expecting my wife to chase me, and upon her successful capture of my person, I am expecting to be properly disciplined.”

      There. Making my intentions known would rile my wife up, and if luck was with me, I’d be able to take the vacation I needed.

      My wife grunted, a surefire sign she would lose her temper if I pushed her on whatever she was about to demand of me. “I will be home in two hours, and if you pull that before I’m back and have dinner, you’re a dead man.”

      I rolled my eyes at her assumption I’d run off right upon learning she was pregnant with twins. “I will not plan nor implement my escape until I have had a chance to recruit the children we’re raising to help me with my task. You will pretend you know nothing of any escape plans.”

      “Take Geoff with you,” my wife ordered. “Only then will I agree to such a horrible plan.”

      Well, that simplified my life. “Do I get to count it as a kidnapping? I’ve been through so many scenarios now that I feel my pride demands retaliation. Geoff has to count as the top prize among RPS agents to kidnap, possibly second only to Randy. Randy might win just because he’s the head of my detail. But Geoff is a top trophy for certain.”

      “You absolutely can count it as a kidnapping. You can grab Randy, too. I’ll talk to their wives so they’re aware of what you’re planning. Try to earn their cooperation when you plan your escape. I’m sure their wives will keep quiet. I don’t want them to worry while their agents are in your custody. Consider this part of your birthday, Christmas, and anniversary present for at least three years.”

      “I was going to recruit the kids without warning you initially,” I admitted.

      “Thank you for warning me. I would not have handled that well.”

      No, she wouldn’t have—and I would have enjoyed the consequences immensely. All things considered, challenging her with my escape would be even more enjoyable. “Well, finding out you’re pregnant with two food-thieving tyrants turned it from a bad idea into something I couldn’t justify doing at all. One food-thieving tyrant would have been an entirely different matter, and I would have been tempted to run after warning only the children.”

      “Don’t you dare go anywhere until I’m home. I’m expecting yams and chicken for dinner. We deserve it!” My wife hung up on me, and I smiled, returning the phone to its hook. Twins would make a mess of our already chaotic life, but I looked forward to welcoming the food-thieving tyrants into our lives.

      I crawled into the cushion fort and joined my children for a well-deserved nap.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica loved startling me, but her laughter over the state of my office woke me and ruined her efforts to launch a surprise assault on my person. Most times, she flicked the back of my neck to launch me into orbit although she had other tricks up her sleeve.

      I quite enjoyed the other tricks up her sleeve, but the presence of our children prevented her from instigating such entertainment.

      Our herd somehow slept through her mirth. I yawned, debated going back to my nap, and gave up on the idea.

      Work still needed to be done, and with two food-thieving tyrants on the way, I needed to do most of it so Jessica could rest. Careful to keep from disturbing Laurette, I eased out of the cushion fort, got to my knees, and winced at the wretched state of my back. Then, as my wife would rampage if she realized my back was hurting yet again, I covered my pain with a low chuckle. “It kept the hooligans happy while their beautiful mother was enjoying some quiet time off work.”

      “Randy told me you were passed out and asked me to try to avoid waking you, but I laughed when I saw your office. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. Did I disturb the beasts?”

      I chuckled and did a kid check, determining a week of rampaging had somehow worn the entire lot of them out. “I seem to have tired them out sufficiently. It’s hard work playing in a cushion fort all day.”

      “So it seems. Did you survive without me?”

      “No. I absolutely did not survive without you.” Somehow, I kept myself from grinning, using the neutral mask I’d mastered for dealing with annoying politicians. “I think my next action as the king is to bar you from leaving home without me.”

      “Yet you want to do what?”

      “Take a week off work,” I replied, careful to maintain my neutral expression.

      “You’re something else, Pat.”

      “I’m just something else today?”

      “I don’t know how you’ve fooled the entirety of the Royal States, but you’re the Trickster King, and I don’t care if any other upstart wants to claim that title.”

      “Really, Jessica? The Trickster King? What did I do to earn that title?”

      Jessica pointed at her swollen belly. “These are only the beginning of the ways you’ve earned that title.”

      I grinned, and with some help from my desk, I got to my feet. “Any man with a wife like you would be in similar shoes.”

      “That was smooth. Have you been practicing your diplomacy while I was at the ranch?”

      “I didn’t practice sufficiently, and I had to waste some of my better moments on other monarchs. I would’ve rather spent them on you.”

      “That was also smooth, Your Majesty.”

      Strolling around the cushion fort, I caught my wife in a hug, careful not to put too much pressure on her stomach, and held her, kissing the top of her head and taking a deep breath. “Do you want me to start using birth control?”

      I would have offered more, but the first—and last—time I had, I’d upset my wife so much she’d shocked me hard enough she’d scared a few years off Randy’s life.

      “Absolutely not! How could we have another unexpected child if you do? I’ve already been told these two food guzzlers aren’t even supposed to be here and we should be grateful we had Laurette. That witch called me old!”

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh, held my wife a little tighter, and tried to imagine which royal physician had gotten shocked for that line. I couldn’t guess, so I asked, “Who was foolish enough to tell you that?”

      “One of the ultrasound nurses.”

      “Did you shock her?”

      “I thought about it, but I didn’t want to teach the babies bad habits in the womb, so I cussed at her instead. She called me old!”

      “Did you call her a witch?”

      “Absolutely. A harpy, too. Then I demanded she could deal with the old bitch of a queen the entirety of this pregnancy and the next—and the next!”

      “How many children are we having?” I asked, giving up on my attempt to keep my amusement to myself. I shook my head and kissed her cheek. “Never you mind that question. The answer is however many you want. I’m a wise husband and learned this after we had Adam.”

      “One or two more. Maybe three. Three to spite that witch would be nice.”

      My wife, pregnant with two food-thieving tyrants, wanted three more after a set of twins? Calling my pregnant wife crazy would not go over well, and at a loss of what to say, I kept quiet and stole a proper kiss.

      “You’d be okay with three more after the twins, right?” my wife asked, her quiet voice full of worry.

      “I will make it clear to the royal physicians there will be no birth control issued in our household, and I will be most displeased if a hysterectomy becomes a necessity.”

      My wife sighed. “They won’t listen to us if they think my mother’s cancer will show up.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge if and only if it happens. Until then, you’re fine, our children are fine, and you’re regularly checked. If it makes you feel better, I’ll deal with yearly checks, too.”

      Unbeknownst to her, I already dealt with the yearly checks; it wasn’t fair for her to undergo scrutiny without me also undergoing the same scrutiny. The royal physicians hated my back almost as much as I did. They also hated my lungs, which liked flirting with disaster at every opportunity.

      Maybe if I’d stop lounging on the ground with Eddie and my prized bulls that I wasn’t supposed to visit nearly as often as I did, I’d stop catching fungal infections.

      The last I’d checked, Randy had been talking to some earthweavers to see if it was possible to purge the bull pastures of the spores so I’d stop breathing them in and getting damned infections.

      Fortunately for me, Randy caught the symptoms of the infections before I did, resulting in some mild discomfort my wife rarely noticed.

      The nausea would pass as would the waves of tingling and numbness in my hands. Those worried everyone; if my episodes lasted more than an hour and happened more than twice in a single day, I’d have a date with the nearest hospital to figure out which antifungal to try next.

      I’d already gone through three different ones trying to find one that didn’t present a health hazard due to the side effects.

      “Yearly checks for what?” my wife demanded, and her tone took on a rather unpleasant edge.

      “Fungal infections,” the head of my detail muttered from the doorway.

      “Again?” Jessica wailed. “Pat, were you cuddling with those bulls again?”

      “I absolutely was cuddling with those bulls again.” I laughed and hugged her tighter. “Ignore Randy. I was more thinking a full health exam to check for anything that might potentially go wrong.”

      “Including fungal infections,” Randy said, and he joined my wife in using his take-no-prisoners tone.

      “How bad is the infection this time?”

      “It’s so minor Randy only noticed because Randy is a worry wart.”

      “He was a little wheezy after a ride, so I had him checked. We caught it early, he’s responding well to his medications, and he should be off the antifungal in a week if his lungs check out. I’ve been informed stress is a factor, which compromised his immune system. I did not want to worry you, but as I’ve been informed stress is a factor, I feel now is an appropriate time to notify you of the situation.”

      Randy wanted something, and I couldn’t tell what. While I enjoyed holding my wife, I turned my head enough to eye my RPS agent.

      He smirked at me.

      “You’re saying he needs a vacation.”

      Randy gave my wife his undivided attention. “Yes, Your Majesty. One that does not involve sedatives and an unexpected trip across the kingdom.”

      I grinned at that. “You will not hear me argue about that. I don’t want to be sedated or taken on any unplanned trips. However, if I were to be sedated and taken on an unplanned trip, I could be talked into cooperating if I can go camping or on a trail ride. Chocolate Cupcake would like to go on a trail ride. It’s been three weeks. She’s sad.”

      It’d been three damned weeks since I’d ridden any horse. The side effects of my medications might result in a dangerous fall.

      My wife laughed, eased out of my hold, and kissed my cheek. “I’m banned from riding, but if you want to plan a picnic for us where I can take a leisurely walk while you give Chocolate Cupcake some exercise on a trail, I won’t protest the interruption to our schedule.”

      I interpreted that to mean my wife wanted to resume her interrupted vacation. “Randy, this weekend, we should have a picnic at the rescue ranch, and I’ll pretend I’m taking Chocolate Cupcake on a trail ride and do a fence check.”

      “Excellent. I’ll make the arrangements. And what won’t you do while we’re at the ranch?”

      “I absolutely will cuddle with my bulls.”

      “Pat,” Jessica warned.

      One day, my wife would figure out that while I loved my herd of cattle, I loved toying with her even more. “My bulls require a lot of love, and Eddie likes when I join him in loving the bulls.”

      If I corrupted Eddie much more, he might join me on my quest for even more bulls and cows to adopt from around the world.

      “If you love those damned bulls any more, they’ll become house pets. I draw the line there, Pat. You will not bring any damned bulls into the house!”

      As I’d already brought Bullmanchu into the ranch house several times already, I diverted my gaze and tried to figure out how to lie to my wife without actually lying to her.

      “Pat, you did not bring one of those damned bulls into the house.”

      “I may have done such a thing,” I admitted.

      “Why would you bring a bull into the house?”

      “He got a cut, it was storming, and the field needs some work. I didn’t want him to get sick, so I put him in the mud room. He behaved.” I decided against telling my wife several of the bulls and cows had gotten similar treatment when ill. Worse, I’d recruited a young, impressionable child to help me with my efforts.

      “Much like your husband, the bulls have a history of varying fungal infections,” Randy announced.

      “Burn it to the fucking ground,” my wife snapped.

      The head of my detail raised a brow and engaged my wife in a staring contest. “We are not burning the rescue ranch to the ground, Your Majesty.”

      “The field. Just the field. Tear the whole thing out and fix it. If he’s getting sick and the damned cows are also getting sick, it’s obviously a problem.”

      “My bull fund doesn’t have enough to redo the pasture,” I confessed. Well, technically, the bull fund did, but if I spent the money, I wouldn’t be able to ship in my latest pair of cows, one from Africa and the other from India, who would help diversify the genetic pool. And if I couldn’t get my two new cows, I couldn’t get my three new bulls imported, either.

      I couldn’t move my bulls to another field and have room for my new acquisitions. I leveled my worst glare at the head of my detail and waited.

      Randy heaved a sigh. “You’ve gotten seven fungal infections from that field, you’ve spent a fortune on curing Bullmanchu’s hooves after an infection, and you’ve had to dish out for the vet bills for some of your other cattle. Frankly, the field should be burned to the ground, salted, and then dealt with by earthweavers.”

      Jessica giggled. “You’ve gone and riled Pat up, Randy.” She grabbed a chair from in front of my desk, dragged it over, and sat. “Please continue. I need to see this in its full glory.”

      Damn it. I saw no way out of the conversation without confessing my latest sin. “I found two cows who are genetically diverse, and if I fix the field, my budget will be blown on getting new livestock for my project.”

      In the years since I’d started, I’d made headway on acquiring good cattle. I maintained a list of ranchers and which bulls serviced their cows, and I took care to keep from contaminating the purebred lines.

      Healthy hybrids bred from my animals were becoming more common, but I wanted to also preserve the purebred lines.

      I needed to stop giving myself extra work.

      My wife rolled her eyes. “Again, Pat?”

      “It’s been a while.”

      “If three weeks has been a while, I suppose it has been.”

      Well, crap. “You weren’t supposed to find out about her yet,” I complained.

      “I’ve learned to watch when you become excited as it means you’ve found some rare cow or bull. You become ridiculous when you’ve found a new horse. As such, I determined you added at least one head to your cattle herd.”

      “Just one because of the budget.” Sticking to my budget, paid for from working with horses and helping at auctions, made Jessica happy. A happy wife meant I dodged electrocution. I wondered how I’d survive through a pregnancy with twins.

      “Okay. Hit me with it. What’s so special about this new cow?”

      “She’s pretty, she’s from a fairly remote location, and she might be a good launching point for a new hybrid.”

      Once I got my three new bulls in from overseas, I’d have the most genetically diverse cattle stock in the entire kingdom—and quite possibly in the entire world.

      “I’m just going to look the other way on this one. I’m not looking the other way on the field. Take care of it, preferably without picking up yet another damned infection.”

      “It really is a minor one, Your Majesty.” Randy held up his hands at my wife’s glare. “He didn’t even complain about going to see the physician, he’s been proactive about his medications, and if it wasn’t for the stress factor, he wouldn’t have gotten the infection at all.”

      “Raze the field and fix it,” my wife grumbled. “You can earn it back through selling horses for a bunch of prissy elites. Randy, figure out which shows I can sell my husband at for profit to pay for his damned cows.”

      “I can do that. There are always requests for him at shows and auctions. I can go through the list and pick the ones with the highest profit probability.”

      “Of course. Where he goes, a bunch of idiots wanting to spend money follow, so they bribe him to show up. The problem is when he goes to an auction and falls in love with some damned horse he can’t live without. Or worse, someone brings a calf to show him. Do you know what happens when someone shows him a promising calf?”

      “There is a reason we take a trailer to the auctions, Your Majesty. Six horses to sell, six spots for animals His Majesty can’t live without.” Randy managed to keep his expression neutral. “If you let him drive a trailer, you could sell twelve animals at auction.”

      My wife considered Randy through narrowed eyes. “Why do you want him driving a trailer?”

      “It is good practice for him and would let him move his bulls to a different ranch while the field is being razed. There isn’t much space at the current ranch unless you wish for his bulls to share their love with his many cows.”

      If my bulls got loose with my cows, I’d be rolling in calves I’d have to deal with, which meant the ranch would have to serve its regular purpose. “That would pay for the cost of the fields next year, and if I were to put only one bull in each of the cow pastures, I could do a controlled hybrid test.”

      “Can those poor bulls service that many cows?”

      I glared at my wife. “Of course they can. They are prime bulls, and they would have a great deal of time to handle their responsibilities as breeding bulls.”

      “If I let you take an extra trailer, you’re going to fill it with cows.”

      “Well, yes.”

      “You want to transport cows in my horse trailer.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “I’m only letting you get away with this because the field needs to be fixed. I’ll even be generous and allow you to keep the excess funds from the ranch earnings for your cow fund. But if you buy cows and they’re inbred, you must flag the calves for the meat market. They will be loved cows until they’re ready for slaughter, but the entire point is to fix the breeding stock, not make the situation worse.”

      “I’ll put in requests for foreign cattle with good genetics so he has options open to him,” Randy replied. “I will also make a point that any bulls will have to be approved for sale prior and tested for temperament along with meeting the DNA standards for the project.”

      “Do you mind watching the kids while I discuss this with my wife in her old rooms before I cook dinner for her and our food-thieving tyrants?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      “You’re bad,” my wife muttered, but she headed for the door with a smile.

      “You like it, you saucy wench.”

      “Yes, I do. Don’t dawdle, Your Majesty. I do not have all day.”

      I cast a look at Randy and shrugged. “You heard her. Her Majesty does not have all day.”

      “Enjoy your evening, Your Majesty.”

      I planned to.
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            The offer of a present did the trick.

          

        

      

    

    
      In order to stage a successful escape from the palace, several things needed to happen. First, I needed to make certain my wife was in a suitable emotional and physical state. Keeping a close eye on her appealed to me as I loved nothing more than her happy anticipation over the newest additions to our family. Second, our children needed to fully understand I wouldn’t be around for a week or two.

      Third, I needed to trick my RPS agents and the nosy politicians determined to keep track of my every move, behaving like nothing was going on.

      Deidre handled the situation a great deal better than Adam. For the first two weeks after informing the children it would be my turn to skip out of town for a week or two, he took to clinging to my leg during all waking hours to make sure I stayed where I belonged. In a way, I loved his attention.

      It annoyed his mother, who hadn’t gotten our boy to latch onto her recently. My inability to hide my smirk got me into the best sort of trouble, too.

      Finally, the fungal infection needed to pack its bags and stay out of my lungs for three weeks, which gave me the time needed to convince Adam I’d be coming back, he’d be able to have his mother all to himself, and I’d bring him back a present.

      The offer of a present did the trick, much to my relief. As I could be ruthless when needed, I promised two presents if he latched onto his mother until I returned.

      When Jessica found out I’d bribed our son to annoy the daylights out of her, she’d find some way to acquire revenge, but it would wait until I returned from my vacation.

      I fully intended to be well away from the palace before she clued in on what I’d done.

      Most of the time, I thought I did all right as a father, but then I stooped to bribing my children so I could escape from them for a while.

      A little under three weeks through my fungal infection probation, a group text from Eddie’s boarding school, something he’d been interested in trying and I paid for, informed me he’d come down with a stomach bug and needed one of his guardians to retrieve him. I called dibs, smirked, and waited for Randy to come into my office and yell at me.

      Within five minutes, he knocked, entered without waiting for me to acknowledge him, and glared at me.

      “I called dibs,” I announced, showing him my phone.

      “Your Majesty,” he complained.

      “I called dibs, and if you’re unavailable, I can drive myself and pick him up. And anyway, if he’s caught a stomach bug, he’ll need someone to cook for him. I need to visit my ranch anyway.”

      Once I made sure my boy wasn’t seriously sick, I’d join forces with him, kidnap Randy, and begin my plan to vacation while my wife fumed.

      I technically violated my rule to wait for three weeks to make sure my lungs remained fine, but sometimes, sacrifices needed to be made. Jessica would forgive me, especially after I bribed her with her favorite meals and extra pickled peppers—and that I planned my vacation for early in her pregnancy so I would be fully accessible for when she needed me the most. One child tenderized her from the inside, and I worried about what twins would do to her.

      In two more weeks, I wouldn’t be capable of slipping away for any length of time. I’d be hovering, annoying her into wanting to shock me for my overprotective tendencies.

      For the moment, all I needed to do was trick Randy into getting into an SUV with me. I’d even drive as the RPS enjoyed making me prove I maintained my status as an actual Texan rather than a chickenshit behind the wheel.

      “I’ll drive,” I warned him. “Alone. Will I make it the whole way without disrupting Dallas traffic?”

      “Her Royal Majesty is not going to be pleased.”

      I grabbed my phone, pressed the speed dial for my wife’s phone, and waited.

      “What do you need, Pat?”

      “Eddie has a stomach bug. I called dibs to pick him up from school. I’ll take him to the ranch, cook him some soup, and be back sometime late tonight or in the morning if he needs me to stick around. If I’m delayed longer than that, I’ll let you know.” In reality, I would be texting her with a challenge to come catch me. “Also, it might be a good chance to get the aides to shuffle our schedule again. The twins are going to start demanding that you nap in the afternoon starting in two or three weeks, and I’d like to only do my share of the work while your share of the work is delegated or delayed as necessary. Use my cruel abandonment of my kingly duties as an excuse to perform a hostile takeover of my schedule while clearing yours. Schedule in at least one nap a day.”

      “You’re being awfully generous. What are you planning?”

      “Cow cuddling, and you can’t stop me. I called dibs on picking Eddie up.”

      “Really, Pat?”

      “I will bring them into the barn before I cuddle with them,” I promised. “If I’m not in the field, it should be fine. Not only will I bring them into the barn first, I’ll give them a bath. I’ve already threatened to leave Randy behind and drive myself. You’re my only blockade to picking Eddie up.”

      “You only have yourself to blame tomorrow when you come back to a hectic schedule. I am taking you up on your offer. This is your consolation prize. I think the food-thieving tyrants are trying to suck away my energy along with my breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

      “I’ll make you extra yams and chicken when I’m back,” I promised.

      “I’m evicting you from the palace. Get out, and I don’t want to see you until tomorrow morning at the earliest. Begone! Bring ingredients with you when you do return. The food-thieving tyrants expect extra yams and chicken tomorrow. Take Geoff with you. He might keep you out of trouble.”

      I narrowed my eyes. While I knew I was up to something, my wife was definitely up to something. Unlike her, I had no idea what she was up to, and since my wife was my wife, Jessica anticipated my next move would be to give her the slip, although she would assume I wouldn’t even consider playing any tricks while Eddie wasn’t feeling well.

      I, however, knew my boy, and I’d never seen a stomach bug take him out for more than a few hours. The last time he’d suffered from a stomach problem, he’d gotten a hold of an entire box of candy bars and had thought it would be a good idea to eat them all at one time. The time before, he’d gotten his hands on an experimental batch of hot sauce, deciding his tacos needed to float in it.

      The hot sauce remained a problem, as he loved it and insisted on pilfering as much as possible.

      I wondered what sort of self-inflicted torture my boy had done to himself, why he wanted to get out of school for a few days, and how much of a hard time one of the royal physicians would give me to fib for him.

      “I have noted what my beautiful wife and our food-thieving tyrants want for supper tomorrow, and I’ll try to figure out why Eddie wants to skip out on school. If I can’t figure it out, I might have to conference with his other dads.”

      “Or you could ask one of his moms and cut to the chase rather than play games. He’s probably tired. The schools just finished their testing, and the education department ignored our recommendation they give the kids a break. He probably just needs a few days to be a kid. So, go play your games and come home and feed us yams and chicken tomorrow.”

      I grinned. When my wife played games, she created trouble for me, and fool that I was, I loved it. If she didn’t remember I meant to play games with her for a few days to get a vacation I direly needed, she’d remember right around supper time tomorrow. “All right. I’ll go pick him up and see if I can figure out what’s going on without having to bring the brains of the operation into it.”

      “Stubborn,” Jessica complained, although her tone remained amused. “If you want to cuddle with your bulls, don’t do it in the damned bad pasture.”

      “I’m glad you have acknowledged that I’m going to be cuddling with my bulls.”

      “You’re something else. Check in with me and let me know if there’s anything actually the matter with Eddie. If there is, I’ll go get the kids herded and we’ll go spend a few days at the ranch. It’s our turn.”

      It was? As I knew better than to argue with my pregnant wife, I replied, “I’ll text you if everything is fine, and I’ll call if it’s something more important.”

      Years of marriage had taught me a lot, and keeping my wife in the loop helped her to relax when I wasn’t in her sight.

      “Love you,” she said before hanging up on me as she still enjoyed getting in the last word.

      Laughing, I hung up, picked up my cell, and texted her that I loved her, too. With that done, I smirked at Randy. “Well?”

      “You want to drive?”

      “Actually, I do.” I grabbed my cell, my wallet, did a pocket check, and nodded. Everything I needed I could either get at the ranch from my spare clothes or buy. I hesitated over my laptop, but after a moment of thought, I left it.

      Vacations went a lot better without pesky computers.

      “Should I be worried?” Randy asked.

      “Only if you get in my way.” I held out my hands until he handed me the keys to his SUV. “Got everything you need? Jessica says we’re taking Geoff with us.”

      “When do I not?”

      “When you don’t know if we’re staying the night at the ranch or not.”

      “I have spare clothing at the rescue ranch as does Geoff. I’m sure we’ll be fine, but I’ll text the wife you’re making off with me for the night.”

      “Tell her I still love her best so she won’t kill me but that I’ll never love anyone as much as I do Jessica. That might get me out of this alive.”

      As intended, Randy laughed.
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      Geoff did not appreciate me clotheslining him with my arm, catching him in a headlock, and dragging him to Randy’s SUV. I earned approval from the head of my detail, who coached me along the way to make sure my captive didn’t escape my clutches.

      Rather than get angry or question my unusual behavior, Geoff sighed, climbed into the vehicle, and sat where ordered.

      “My wife made me do it,” I informed him.

      “And should I inquire with Her Majesty?” Geoff countered.

      “She will tell you that she told me to take you.”

      Randy grinned and sat in the back with Geoff. “Pat’s in a mood today.”

      I got behind the wheel and locked the doors so the pesky agents couldn’t escape. “I am. Our first stop is to pick up Eddie. We’ll take him to the ranch, see if we can figure out if he’s actually sick or if something is bothering him, and spend the evening there. I’m supposed to return tomorrow to cook for Jessica.”

      “Supposed implies you aren’t planning on returning tomorrow,” Geoff stated.

      “Yes, that’s correct. I’m running away with my boy. We’re going fishing. We’ll probably ride some horses, and we might work on moving the bulls to a new pasture. Jessica wants that pasture burned to the ground. Randy, did you get that list I asked you about last week?”

      “The one involving ranches up for sale in the area so you can attempt to trick your wife again?”

      “Yes, that list.”

      Geoff sighed. “Again, Pat?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s gotten a lot more assertive. It’s like our attempts to train him have been somewhat successful.” The head of my detail buckled in. “Okay, we’re ready to be kidnapped, Your Majesty. Would you like us to feign distress?”

      “Once we’re on the road, listening to you complain would be nice. I’m going to have to practice dragging Geoff around. I’m pretty sure he could have escaped if he really wanted to.”

      “Being a shocker helps him with that,” Randy replied in an amused voice.

      “How is my list looking, Randy?”

      “There are three ranches within a two hour drive of Dallas that meet your requirements and budget, and there’s a fourth on the market if you’re willing to face your wife’s wrath and dip into your bull fund. You’re short fifty thousand on that one.”

      “While I drive, you tell me about the one that’s too expensive and why I shouldn’t buy it.”

      “It’s a good ranch, it’s being sold at a pittance for the acres, and the barns could use a rebuild. If you work the barn rebuild issue, you might get it to fit your budget. The farmhouse needs some repair, but you could enroll it into the worker’s education program. You could probably do the same with the barns, which would limit your renovation costs to materials.”

      I’d have to sell a few good horses to pay for it, and I grunted my disapproval over sending any of my babies off to new homes. “I emailed you a list of horses last week.”

      “I had noticed that. There was nothing in the email indicating what you wanted me to do with the list, so I loaded it on my phone.”

      “Hit up the buyer list I like and see if anyone’s interested.” I heaved a sigh and started the engine of Randy’s SUV. “Don’t faint from shock, Geoff.”

      “It depends on which horses are on the list. You’re due to sell off some of your rescues.”

      “Not Chocolate Cupcake!” I’d already made arrangements for a new stud from New York to come pay my mare a visit, and he’d arrive a few days after I notified his owner she was in season. “But yes, most of my current rescues are on the list.”

      Randy chuckled. “Chocolate Cupcake’s second-born foal is on the list, Geoff.”

      “Well, shit. You only have to sell that firecracker of a colt. He’s going to bring you in a fortune. We get offers for him all the time.”

      “Randy? How much do you think I’ll get for him?” I loathed letting go of the black, who had a beautiful white blaze and a single sock. As he’d entered the world stubborn and ready to kick the barn down, I’d named him Stall Blight. “He’s a lot like his mother, that’s for sure.”

      Stall Blight loved trails, but when he was in a mood, he raced the wind on the track. I’d gotten him to work with me once, and we’d shamed every other horse in the race, and my weight put him at a disadvantage.

      The only way I’d come in anywhere near close to track weight was if I rode bareback, and even then, I weighed in too heavy.

      “The last offer we’ve received was two hundred thousand two weeks ago, and the buyer is willing to up the price by fifty thousand if you’ll teach him the basics of dressage and give ten lessons.”

      “But he already knows dressage, Randy. He’s almost as good in the dressage ring as he is on the track.” I shook my head, eased the SUV through the palace parking garage, and debated what I’d tell the guards at the gate, who weren’t expecting me to be leaving the palace. “Did you notify the RPS I’m picking up Eddie?”

      “Nope,” he replied with no sign of shame. “I figured you’d like having fun toying with the gate guards.”

      What part of convincing overprotective RSP agents they should let me out of my own house counted as fun? Heaving my most dramatic sigh, I pulled up, rolled down the window, and leaned out. “I won the draw to pick the kid up from school because he’s sick, and the joker agents in the back seem to think I want to drive.”

      Zach, an agent who’d been working the gate since the day I’d come to the palace, shot me a salute and let me out. “Drive safely, Your Majesty. When should we expect you back?”

      “That depends.”

      “On?”

      I allowed myself a smile. “How long it takes for the wife to catch me. Send word to the kitchen to make sure they’re stocked with pickled peppers and to cover for me.”

      Zach raised a brow. “At which point should I reassure the standing agents you’re up to your tricks again?”

      “If one of them asks, tell them, but inform them they’re to play along. They can pretend it’s a scenario. The goal is to give me a few days of vacation before I’m scheduled to be my wife’s slave for the remainder of her pregnancy.”

      “Understood. Have a good time, try to relax, and for the sanity of everyone in the RPS, please stay out of the bull pasture.”

      Laughing, I waved, rolled up my window, and escaped the parking garage. “Do you think he thinks there’s any chance I’m going to stay out of that pasture?”

      Randy sighed. “No. We wish you would, but our delusions have been thoroughly crushed beneath your heel.”

      “My cruelty knows no bounds. I’m quite the tyrant, really.”

      Both RPS agents snorted.

      “Just because I keep my tyranny limited to playing with my bulls in a bad pasture doesn’t mean I’m not tyrannical.”

      Rather than snort again, both men laughed.

      “Just ask my wife. She’ll go on and on about my cruel ways.” I joined them in laughing as Jessica enjoyed yanking my chain whenever possible. “Wait until she realizes I’m not coming home tomorrow without the use of force.”

      “Or a come hither, which you can’t seem to resist,” Geoff said.

      “But why would I want to resist? You have seen my wife, right? No sane man is going to even bother resisting her come hither.” Sometimes, she used a look. Sometimes, she waggled her finger. The rest of the time, she stole one of my ties and went in for the kill using blunt force.

      “The entire kingdom has noticed your inability to resist her as evidenced by yet more royal children on the way.” My wife’s agent heaved a sigh, the kind he used to let us pesky royals know we tested his patience. “She wasted no time getting her hands on you.”

      “It’s the royal physician’s fault. One of them told Jessica she was getting too old for more babies. She took that as a challenge.” I muttered curses at the traffic, which promised hell until we escaped the confines of the city. “Whose idea was it to put the damned palace so deep in the metropolitan area?”

      Randy chuckled. “Originally, it was half an hour away from the city, but Dallas exploded in size when it became the primary residence of the monarchs. It’s too expensive to move the palace to outside of the city, so everybody bitches about its location. Just be grateful it’s mostly residential for a few blocks. Otherwise, the traffic would be even worse.”

      “I refuse to believe traffic can get any worse than it already is.” I settled in for a lot of stop and go traffic, and at the first red light, I reached over, popped open the glove box, and grabbed the baseball cap kept inside for drivers who didn’t want to wear sunglasses. It served as a suitable disguise as nobody would believe I might wear a baseball cap. “Go ahead and laugh at me, especially when this comes up for discussion in the congress. They’ll expect me to come up with some damned brilliant idea to fix the problem. If they want that damned problem fixed, they’ll have to improve public transit. Heaven forbid we invest in our infrastructure! That means the profit margins of the rich are lowered.”

      Randy chuckled. “We know you do enjoy when you get to remind the members of the congress that taxing wealthy corporations to pay for public services won’t actually do anything other than inconvenience them. Most wouldn’t even notice a million missing from their billions.”

      My wife would adore if I tangoed with the congress to smack down the ridiculously rich corporations again. “That tactic worked the last time I used it, and not a single one of the corporations actually noticed when the tax implications kicked in the following year. Make a note to ambush some annoyance from the congress to propose the bill. Give me a list of candidates, preferably people who need a round of being humbled.”

      “Like one of the major investors of said corporations you’d be taxing?” the head of my detail asked.

      “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      “I’ll make a list,” Randy promised.

      “Ballpark me. If I sell all the rescues, and I toss in the riding lessons for Stall Blight, how am I doing on the good ranch acquisition?”

      “If you sell all the horses, you could purchase two of the ranches without going over your budget. It happens that you put some rather valuable horses on that list. You would also have enough to handle some renovations on both ranches.”

      I frowned. “The second ranch’s condition?”

      “Decent. It needs work, but you could have it back to functional within two to three months at minimal expense, which the horse sales would cover.”

      “And I wouldn’t have to touch my bull fund?”

      “You wouldn’t have to touch your bull fund. You might, depending on the buyers, have extra to apply to your bull fund and your vetting account.”

      After my wife got a hold of me for running off on her, she might even be happy with me for a change if I showed a general increase to the accounts rather than a constant barrage of charges that kept the damned things barely positive. I never went into the negatives, but I toed the line.

      “How much extra?”

      “Enough Her Majesty might praise you,” Randy replied. “And it might mean a few extra bulls the next time you make a purchase.”

      “My rescues can’t be worth that much,” I muttered.

      “If they were just rescues, that would be the case, but you have been training these horses from the day you got them. While you are a good rider, you’re a better trainer. If you have me negotiate for Stall Blight on your behalf, I can get a better price for you. I will make it clear you have a new ranch to purchase and would put him up on auction. Add in his breed’s rarity, his exemplary training, and some willingness on your part to give lessons, and you will get an excellent offer. His sale could likely pay for the entirety of the ranch, and that’s after taxes. He is young, he is spirited, and he is smart.”

      I grumbled but nodded. “You sell horses while I drive. Geoff, help him sell horses. If you sell all the horses on the list, I have a second list, but they’re young and untrained. If the price is right, I’ll train them once they’re old enough to be ridden.”

      “You could easily get a significant amount for each of them if you agree to teach younger children to ride while training their first horse. We can pitch that to some of the elite families I know you like more than the others. They can also join your herd for lessons. After twenty group lessons with you, they’ll have the fundamentals, and you can give a set number of private lessons.”

      “Does my schedule have enough space for that?”

      “It will when I inform Her Majesty you are clearing out a great deal of stable space. It’s good for you, too. It means you are less likely to whine you don’t have enough children yet.”

      “I don’t whine that we don’t have enough children.”

      “You sigh, rather dramatically, whenever you see a baby that is not yours,” the head of my detail retorted.

      I thought about it, realized he was right, and grunted. “Do you think twins will cure me of that habit?”

      “Not a chance in hell, Your Majesty.”

      “How much time will this idea cost me?”

      “Five hours a week, approximately—or an entire Saturday each week if you make the lessons an all-day affair at your new ranch. If you’re working your ranch because you must give lessons, you can’t be dragged into politics.”

      “Make it so, Randy.” He would, although if I gave him any leeway, he would rearrange my schedule to his liking. His liking tended to benefit me as long as I kept my objections to his restrictions to myself. “Do you think you can push through the sales of the horses in time to grab both ranches?”

      “I don’t think so,” Randy replied. “I know so. You worry about driving, we’ll worry about selling the horses, making sure you have enough for your taxes and are otherwise prepared for your acquisitions. Remember, you also have the option to sell future foals. There have been requests.”

      “More requests?” I complained. “They can’t take my babies.”

      “What’s the Story, Morning Glory is in high demand, especially now that the naysayers have gotten a good look at how her conformity, despite her birth defect, turned into a strength rather than a weakness. One or two of her foals would allow you to set up the ranches.”

      “People pay ridiculous amounts of money for horses. I feel I’m heavily contributing to this problem.”

      Randy laughed. “You are. Would it appease you if I told you I have a line on another Akhal-Teke?”

      “Appease? No. Intrigue? Absolutely. What Akhal-Teke? Texas currently has five in the entire kingdom, and I only own two of them.”

      “I located Chocolate Cupcake’s dam and sire, and they’re available.”

      “Sold,” I informed him.

      “I haven’t told you their price or their location.”

      “Not interested. Sold.”

      “Your Majesty.”

      Geoff snickered. “Give up, Randy. He’s already decided. He’ll turn his entire operations upside down to rescue those horses.”

      “They aren’t in need of rescue. The mare is fifteen and likely has only one or two breedings left. The stallion is thirteen. They might have some of Chocolate Cupcake’s siblings available.”

      “Sold,” I repeated.

      “You can’t buy every Akhal-Teke on the planet, Your Majesty.”

      “I may change my mind depending on how Chocolate Cupcake got onto the meat market.”

      “She was stolen.”

      Fuck. I frowned, drumming my hands on the steering wheel. “But we have her papers.”

      “The thief had access to the papers, forged the initial bill of sale, and then dumped her with an idiot who couldn’t handle her. She was then dumped on the meat market.” Randy sighed. “The owner does not want her back. I have already inquired on your behalf. The owner is pleased she’s with you, and they—a husband and wife pair—will not separate a bonded horse from her rider. The couple is getting older, and their Akhal-Tekes are spirited, so they’re ready to hand over the reins to someone who will care for them properly. You would get the animals for an affordable price.”

      “When Jessica kills me, put something nice on my gravestone.” I pointed at the SUV’s navigation system. “Put the owners on the phone. It looks like I’m taking Eddie horse and ranch shopping on this trip.”
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      It took an hour into the drive to get a hold of the Carsons, Chocolate Cupcake’s former owner. Randy said, “Hey, Micky. It’s Randy. His Royal Majesty wants to speak to you regarding Chocolate Cupcake and her parents. He’s interested in purchasing them, but he was born as stubborn as his dainty little lady of a mare, so he wouldn’t allow me to discuss price with him. He’d rather discuss it with you. I’m putting you on speaker.”

      Technically, Geoff handled putting Micky on speaker, taking Randy’s phone and plugging it in before pressing a few buttons on the navigation panel.

      “Howdy, Your Majesty,” a man with a wavering voice greeted.

      Randy must have prompted the man on at least attempting to be casual, although I missed my name at times. For whatever reason, people became mighty uncomfortable when I tried to get them to say my name rather than my title.

      I would fight that battle another day. For the moment, I’d do what I did best, passing as the queen’s horse empath freak of a husband.

      “Howdy there, Micky. I just found out Chocolate Cupcake had been stolen, and I’d be pleased to compensate you for her, but I’m not giving her back.” I chuckled, marveling how I’d grown accustomed to being able to get away with statements like that.

      As desired, the old man laughed, too. “That’s what I figured when Randy first contacted me and told me what happened to her. I’m grateful you picked her up, and I’m even more grateful you took care of her after. She wasn’t broken to saddle when I had her, and I wouldn’t have broken her to saddle until she turned five or six. She was slow growing, and I didn’t want to rush her. She was eager to learn, but she wasn’t strong enough for a rider yet.”

      I sighed at the memory of my mare, who had needed significant care to correct the damage to her spine after she’d come home with me. She’d cost us a pretty penny in vet bills, but she’d been worth it. “She’ll never be a child’s horse, but that’s no fault of hers. She still needs some work, but she’s an excellent trail horse. Randy tells me you’ll consider selling her parents?”

      “We’re getting old, and them horses are a lot of work. We can’t handle them like they need, so it’s time they go to a home that’ll care for them properly. And I’ve heard you’ve been taking care with the stallions you pick for Chocolate Cupcake.”

      “I’ll want to confirm that the paperwork on her lineage is correct, as I’ve been relying on her papers to make sure I don’t accidentally inbreed. We don’t do the breed any good if we introduce unhealthy horses to any of the lines.”

      “Randy already told me of your concerns and sent me a copy of the papers. The paperwork is correct. We’re hoping to sell her parents for fifty thousand.”

      “Each?” I asked, wishing I wasn’t driving so I could dig out my wallet, snag one of the checks I kept tucked inside, and get to work spending money I should have reserved for my ranch purchasing endeavors.

      “Oh, no. Total. They’re older horses now, and the mare won’t have many more foals. Maybe two or three, I reckon.”

      I twitched. At fifteen, she’d have at least five more years left in her unless given better care. With the royal vets taking care of her, she’d drop her last foal at twenty-five and live a few more years out at pasture.

      The royal vets had a knack for beating the average lifespan, although it all depended on how well the horses had been cared for prior to becoming a royally spoiled pet.

      “Fifty thousand each is reasonable for the animals. The royal vets will probably give them both a few extra years. It wouldn’t surprise me if I got at least four foals before she’s retired from breeding. When is she up for her next foaling?”

      “She’s already been covered, and she’s due in a few months. We’re just too old to watch for the little one.”

      Well, shit. A three for two special? Not on my watch. “Fifty thousand for the foal, too, and it’s my problem getting the little one into the world. Randy, we don’t tell the wife I just bought three horses.”

      “Then there’s the little filly from her last foaling,” Micky mumbled. “She’s a quiet little thing. We haven’t been able to work her she’s so skittish. She’s two.”

      “How about fifty thousand each for the parents and any of their foals you’ve got running around your farm? I’ll either keep them or find them good homes.”

      “That much?”

      “That’s a fair price for them, and I’ll give you the same compensation for Chocolate Cupcake,” I promised. “Talk to Randy about the details, and I’ll have somebody run over with a trailer or two and your payment for the animals. If you’ve got a farm op in need of hands, you just let Randy know.”

      “We don’t have many of our cattle left. Age caught up with us.”

      Jessica would kill me when she found out what I was up to. She’d let me get away with rescuing Chocolate Cupcake’s family, but the cattle about to fall into my hands would result in my demise. “Hey, Geoff?”

      “I’m afraid to ask, Your Majesty.”

      “Make some calls and see if we’ve got any spare trailers. We’re going on a road trip, and I don’t think all the animals will fit in one.”

      “Her Majesty really might kill you this time.”

      “She really might, but I’ve horses to buy, cattle to wrangle, and ranches to work. Randy, you chat with Micky and get us an address and anything we need to do this. I’ll get us to the school to pick up the kid.”

      Geoff unplugged the phone from the car and gave it back to Randy, who resumed talking with Micky to get a head count of my new horses. “Her Majesty will never let you out of her sight ever again after this stunt. I hope you’re aware of this.”

      “With the way our herd is growing, did you really think I’d ever have time to do this again for the rest of my life? I’ve got exactly one shot at this, and I’m going big before I go home.”
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      The boarding school, located far enough outside of Dallas to keep everything quiet for the kids in residence, loomed over the Texan landscape. The architects had opted for Victorian, which clashed with the nearby ranches. I parked in front of the main school building, got out, and headed for the doors to rescue my boy, probably from himself and his latest food experiment. The security guards, paid to make sure nobody came into the school without invitation, moved to block me.

      Before Randy could take offense, Geoff whipped out his RPS badge, cleared his throat, and raised a brow. I chuckled at the agent’s annoyance, ignored the security guards, and stepped through the doors. “Don’t eat the guards for lunch, Geoff. They’re supposed to stop people from coming in and stealing away the inmates.”

      “Children, Your Majesty,” Randy corrected.

      “I’m pretty sure they’re inmates, accounted for every moment of their day from their waking moment to when they pass out from exhaustion. The last time Eddie was on break, he spent at least three days determined to do nothing but sleep before he discovered he could, in actuality, become bored.”

      “Your Majesty,” he protested.

      “What now?”

      “At least pretend to tell the security why you’re here.”

      I stopped and regarded Randy with a raised brow. “But why? I thought it was obvious.”

      Both men regarded me with open curiosity, but neither spoke.

      Randy sighed.

      I made a show of widening my eyes. “Did I start depositing other children here without realizing it? Am I taking home extra kids? My wife might really kill me this time if I expand our herd yet again without telling her. I got away with it exactly once, and that was only because she was about to do the same thing herself.”

      The guards relaxed enough to laugh, and the braver of the two, who couldn’t have escaped from high school long ago, said, “We do try to obey the rules, Your Majesty. The office notified us you would be coming, and they asked us to escort you to the nurse’s suite.”

      Well, that would change my plans. “How sick is he?”

      “We’ve been told to state it’s stress-induced fatigue, which has resulted in a sensitive stomach.”

      I tensed. Ulcers plagued the palace staff—or they had until I’d put my foot down and reshuffled everyone to cut down general stress levels. After the first incident of an ulcer tearing open, I’d been determined to make that unfortunate and bloody affair the last to happen in my home while I ruled Texas with Jessica.

      So far, my precautions worked, but the thought of Eddie suffering from a bloody ulcer because of school would do a good job of worrying me. “All right. How long do I get to keep him?”

      “The nurse will discuss that with you. She’s already spoken with the headmaster about the situation. If you’ll follow me, Your Majesty?”

      I nodded, and as I rather enjoyed being able to follow for a rare change, I kept a step behind the young man. Jessica reminded me daily why I’d taken up the role of being a king, but sometimes, being able to let someone else do the leading appealed. “Geoff? Can you handle going to the office and checking in on everything while I wrangle the boy? Randy, you get to raid his room for anything he needs. I think I can handle a security guard and a school nurse on my own.”

      The RPS agents did as requested without a fuss, leaving me with the guard. “Now that two of the three dads are out of the way, how bad is the sensitive stomach?”

      “It’s bad enough he got lightheaded from not eating enough, but beyond that, I’m not sure. I expect they’ll want him to stay home for a week or two with a light workload to make sure he doesn’t fall behind.” The guard shrugged. “He’s usually ahead of the curve, so I expect the workload will be there to keep him from losing his good ethics.”

      Poor Eddie. He’d gotten a hefty dose of work ethic from everybody in his life, and I usually counted as the worst offender with Jessica coming in at a close second. “I’m sure he’ll be fine on that front.”

      Unlike the office, which was located closer to the entry of the school, the nurse’s office was located in the heart of the sprawling estate, a central location ideal for emergencies. The nurse waited for me, and a pale-faced Eddie came over, latched onto my side, and buried his head against me.

      The guards closed the door and remained outside.

      I would call Jessica as soon as I escaped with my boy, and to comfort him, I rubbed his back before hugging him and keeping him tucked close. “Nurse Serena,” I greeted. “How long do you want me to keep him?”

      “Two weeks,” she replied, offering a smile and sitting on one of the unoccupied chairs. “Fatigue is not uncommon among our best performing students, and Eddie has been doing very well with his classes. A two week break won’t hurt his education, especially with the school being focused on physical activities at the moment. Considering his home lifestyle, the administration feels he won’t fall behind.”

      “He won’t. We’ll be working one of my ranches, and I’ll keep him on light duty. Does he require any medications?”

      “I have a few vitamin supplements for him to take, and I’d like him to take a low dose of melatonin for the next week to make certain he gets sufficient rest. I have written down the dosage and the type best suited for children for you.” Serena handed me a sheet of paper, and as she had a healthy dose of empathy, which helped her better understand the needs of the student, she dared to give me a hug. “You need more attention. Eddie, do make sure you give your father extra hugs while you’re with him, all right? Consider that to be your homework until you return.”

      My boy bobbed his head and burrowed closer to me. I kept rubbing his back with one hand while returning the nurse’s hug. “I was willing to fight his other fathers to get my hug,” I replied with a grin. “Just make sure, once my wife calls, that you report in that I require additional attention.”

      “You just want me to get bossy with her again because she loves it almost as much as you do,” the woman accused.

      “It’s true. Randy and Geoff are here, and we’re taking him to a ranch. How should I handle his responsibilities?”

      “You know what I love about you as a parent, Pat? You bother to ask questions when you aren’t confident you know the answer. So many parents are convinced they are the final authority of their children and know everything that they don’t listen to empaths—or anyone else—about what’s good for them. Just watch him. If he says he’s tired, pick him up, put him to bed or onto a sofa to watch some television, and otherwise let him rest. Eddie doesn’t vocalize something unless he means it, so if he’s tired, you get to be his feet.”

      I could handle carrying my boy around, and I hoped he was tired at least once or twice a day so I could enjoy prowling around my ranches with him in tow.

      Soon enough, he’d be too big to carry anywhere without having to work at it.

      “That sounds good. I’ll give his mother a call once we’re out of here. Let’s review the medications, that way, the RPS agents won’t have a meltdown over them.”

      Serena chuckled and went to her desk, retrieving several printouts and gesturing at the pair of chairs. Aware of her suggestion Eddie should be carried around, I picked him up, hauled him to the chair, and sat down before settling him on my lap.

      As he’d done from the day his father had died in service to the crown, he nestled close, closed his eyes, and went about the serious business of taking a nap.

      Serena raised a brow. “Less than a second for him to drop off?”

      “It’s his normal. When stressed, his response is to sleep it off. He’s been doing it for years, and I don’t feel it hurts anything. He’s an easy sleeper, and he’s not bad to get up. Usually five minutes of coaxing at most, and he won’t stir if I need to move him. I’ll just carry him to the SUV when we’re done here if you can handle the papers.”

      “Of course. I’ll do a check before we leave. He has not been sleeping well the past few days, or so he says.”

      Something truly bothered my boy, and I’d have two weeks to find out what, assuming I didn’t get him to open up. I hoped he missed my little firecracker of a daughter, who had taken to calling Eddie before she talked to Leo in the evenings. As of late, she missed calls with Leo, but she rarely missed calls with Eddie.

      The school had put a halt to calls for a few weeks due to testing. I narrowed my eyes.

      “You’ve thought of something,” the nurse stated.

      “The no-call mandate. I suspect he’s developing empathy, and during no-call periods, his typical evening calls with the family would be blocked. It’s been going on long enough for stress to kick in, leading to fatigue. It would track.” While I didn’t speak to him daily, I’d made sure he got three days a week, often up to an hour depending on Eddie’s needs. “We may need to invoke the empathy clause in the school handbook to make sure he gets a daily call with someone from the family during testing time. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if the calls were monitored or there was an adult in the room.”

      Serena nodded. “I’ll make a note in his file and discuss it with the principal, but frankly, if the king tells the school his boy needs daily calls for his mental health, nobody is going to argue about it. Hell, being frank, if any parent did that, the school would take the same steps. Mental and emotional health is important, which is why we’re here.”

      “I’ll recruit Deidre for the calls. There’s no way she would be able to help him with the tests Eddie’s currently taking. He’s ahead of her right now as he opted to be an overachiever. They get along well, are the same age, and they’re friends, so it should support him. I’ll make sure my wife and I get him a day of the week alone. We’ve learned our children all need some dedicated time, and Eddie’s no exception.”

      “I’ll come up with a schedule that I think should be healthy for him. I’ll also inquire about an extension for three weeks off, that way we can make sure his schedule is set up properly upon his return. He’s so far ahead he won’t have any issues catching up, especially if we resolve these issues now.”

      I could work with three weeks spent doting on my boy. If my wife did catch me before the time was over, I’d take him home, toss him in with Deidre, and let the children exhaust themselves playing with horses and working at giving me gray hairs. “Email it to me, and I’ll send my approval. I’ll spare you from dealing with the wife.”

      “Have the pregnancy hormones taken over?”

      I grinned, as while we hadn’t made our official announcement yet, it was obvious my wife was caring for a new royal baby. “We’ll be making the formal announcement soon, but I expect I have no more than three weeks before I am reduced to being her willing slave for the remainder of the pregnancy. She prefers to make the announcement when she’s comfortable it’s unlikely there’s anything wrong. But she’s had the first ultrasound, and all is well.”

      “Excellent. I’ll make a note in the file that you may call Eddie home for the delivery. Please email me when you can announce the due date, and we’ll make sure he’s available. He’s always marked exceptionally high when working with younger children, so we can cater his education to that when your wife is close to delivery.”

      “I appreciate that, thank you.”

      “It’s much easier on the parents when all children are accounted for and around during the first few weeks, and young Eddie is the appropriate age to begin learning how to care for an infant, so it will be credited time off. I’ll work at getting approval before he is back from his leave. Now, about his medications. Most of these don’t have any actual side effects, but the melatonin and sleeping aids may present certain issues. That said, seeing how it appears part of the problem may be security and an unidentified empathy talent, while I’ll give you the script, I will recommend against using it unless he proves to have difficulty sleeping while with you.”

      She spent the next ten minutes discussing every single potential side effect before she declared she’d done her work and I could escape with my boy. As promised, she carried the papers while I handled the sleeping child. Eddie didn’t stir when I moved him, easing him into place so his head rested on my shoulder. She took care of opening the door, and she shushed the guards, who grinned at me and the child I carried.

      “It’s like you’ve never seen me carry a kid around before,” I said, careful to keep my voice soft and my tone soothing. “At least this one isn’t like Adam. I swear, carrying him was like hauling around a bomb ready to blow, and we had equal chance of figuring out which parent he wanted between the ages of three and five.”

      Serena grinned at me. “There were quite some amusing sessions when the queen had the young prince and all he wanted in his life was his daddy holding him. During a live broadcast.”

      As Jessica and I refused to skimp on our children’s care, the world got to see a few more temper tantrums than I cared to admit, but they also got to witness us navigate the darker waters of parenthood without losing our cool with an intractable, overtired child. Most of the time, we had the interruption resolved within three minutes, although Adam had screamed for ten minutes the one time I’d been out handling a critical phone call while Jessica wrangled the congress.

      I’d cut the call short on a promise to call back, retrieved my distraught boy, and soothed him in a record thirty seconds, much to the amazement of everyone in the room, myself included. Then I’d excused myself, citing I needed to return to an important phone call, went back to the office I’d claimed as mine, and had finished handling the problems needed, all while wrangling a grouchy Adam.

      It turned out he’d contracted the flu, and in Adam’s world, only Daddy could make the evils of the flu go away.

      Smiling, I adjusted my hold on Eddie and nodded. “He caught the flu without showing any symptoms yet. When they get sick, I’m the one who can fix it. I’m not sure why the kids think that, but I don’t mind. It keeps Jessica from going crazier than normal, and I don’t mind handling the sick kids.”

      “It’s the cooking,” Serena replied. “Also, that reminds me. I was asked if we can enroll him in cooking courses. There are waivers that need to be signed by a guardian for the classes, and he keeps wanting to make soup whenever a classmate is sick.”

      Yet another empathy symptom. “I’ll sign the waiver, and I’ll send the school the ingredient list for the soup I taught him to make. Just bill me for the ingredients. He gets that from me. Once anyone in the family or close circles becomes sick, I’m in the kitchen making soup. He asked to learn how to do it so he could help, and he’s almost as good at it as I am.”

      “Excellent. Would you like to have him attend all our culinary courses? The program is meant to prepare students for if they want to attend a more serious school later. We can allow him to take whichever he’d like as electives.”

      “Try to impress upon him electives are supposed to be fun. Horseback riding opens up for him next year, yes?”

      “Yes,” the nurse confirmed. “But considering the circumstances, I can inquire with him bringing his horse to be stabled here and he can take riding lessons as electives. We also have veterinary sciences courses.”

      “For cattle?”

      “Yes. We also have courses meant for horses as well.”

      “Slide in one as a mandatory course; he’ll love it, so it’ll function as an elective for him while appealing to his interests and expanding his education. Just make sure you challenge him on the math courses. He’ll dodge them otherwise.”

      “I’ll pass on your requests. Can I schedule a call to discuss his courses?”

      “Absolutely. Thank you for handling the preliminaries.” Our arrangement wasn’t normal by any stretch of the imagination, but the school’s administration had some common sense between them. The nurse and I got along, she was more than capable of playing messenger, and the headmaster would verify everything with me, saving us all a great deal of time, headache, and effort.

      “Of course. It’s important the students are set up to succeed, and Eddie is quite an excellent student. Please reassure him that he’s done nothing wrong. I’m convinced he’s afraid of disappointing anyone. Alas, I’m not the one he needs the reassurances from.”

      That I could understand. “As always, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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      As I couldn’t drive with a child sleeping on my lap, I took over the middle set of seats in the oversized SUV, and with some help from Geoff, got Eddie situated so he could lean against me while still being buckled in. The situation would put both RPS agents on edge.

      It was one thing to have one person to guard, but Eddie’s state as utterly defenseless tripped their triggers.

      My call with the wife would add to their anxiety. “I’m just going to apologize now, but when the wife asks for a call if there’s actually an issue, I call.”

      Randy sighed and got behind the wheel. “Can you at least give us an overview?”

      “Empathy is my bet, but I couldn’t tell you if generalized or concentrated or a splash of both. It’s a no-call period.”

      Both of the men relaxed, and satisfied they wouldn’t stress more than I could readily handle, I retrieved my phone, thumbed through my contact list, and called my wife’s primary agent on duty, a younger man named Avery.

      The RPS hadn’t appreciated being forced to give agents on our details special phones so I could reach my wife after yet another broken phone incident, but it worked out.

      When I had a way to contact my wife, I didn’t indulge in empathy-driven meltdowns, which kept everyone significantly happier.

      “Your Majesty?” Avery answered.

      “Please give my wife the phone, would you? She told me she’d broken hers.”

      “Of course, sir. We’re on our way to have it replaced before returning to the palace.”

      “Buy three extras, give one a unique number, and tell her that one is so she can talk to me and me alone. There’s no reason to keep sending you all out several times a week because the New Yorkers got on her last nerve again.”

      Avery chuckled. “Of course, Your Majesty.” He paused before saying, “Your Majesty, your husband is on the phone for you.”

      Within five seconds, my wife barked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Simmer down there, babe,” I replied, grinning at my wife’s alarmed tone. “The poor baby is just tired, but he’s demonstrating empathy symptoms. It’s a no-call period at the school. I invoked the empathy clause, and we’ll have him for two to three weeks. There’s no reason to panic, but I won’t be coming home tonight for certain. He needs to settle and rest, and he’s overdue for some peace and quiet.”

      I trusted my wife to read between the lines. Sure enough, after a few moments, she said, “Stay over tomorrow, too, and I’ll keep the herd controlled while you’re gone. If he’s tired and needs quiet, the ranch is better, and if I bring the herd over, there will be no peace nor quiet for him.”

      “I’ll do that. He’ll be fine, but he’s not feeling great, so I’ll cook him soup, make sure his schedule is adjusted, and plan for daily calls with someone from the family. There are six strong, manly men who can probably handle most of the work, but I’d like to recruit Deidre and my most beautiful wife to help us. While we are six strong, manly men, this task may be beyond us.”

      As hoped for, Jessica giggled. “You’re in a good mood. What has you so perky?”

      “I have a sleeping child, one who doesn’t have a tendency to scream if he decides the wrong parent picked him up. I’m no longer carrying him, but I have backseat duties, where I get to serve as a pillow. I find this to my liking.”

      Her giggles matured to full laughter. “And here I thought you were excited to be free from children after they wore you out making a cushion fort. I had the agents dismantle it so I can have a turn being exhausted from making a cushion fort. Everyone I’ve spoken to has indicated the cushion fort did wonders for you between sessions of handling work while I was gone. I became curious. I am testing to see if cushion forts should be part of our regime.”

      If my wife wanted to make cushion forts with the kids, I’d stay out of the way and let her have a turn at being a child again—or for the first time. While I couldn’t give her a childhood of her own back, I could work to make certain the rest of her years were filled with joy.

      In so many ways, we lived through our children.

      “I think it should be part of our regime. I had a most excellent nap inside the fort. It was either nap or have to deal with more politicians.”

      “Heaven forbid.”

      “I feel I was not sufficiently warned about the politicians.”

      “Do you need me to kiss it better when you come home?”

      I loved everything about my wife, but she was out of her mind if she thought I’d refuse that offer. “Absolutely.”

      “I’m sure I can think of something. But Eddie will be all right?”

      “He’ll be fine. I talked with the school nurse about adjusting his schedule to minimize how much we’ll have to deal with that headmaster.”

      “Isn’t he technically a dean?”

      “He’s never not responded to me when I’ve addressed him as a headmaster, so as far as I’m concerned, he’s a headmaster.”

      “Well, you are the king. You also happen to be a king with a reputation of ignoring formalities whenever you can get away with it, and the smart people just go with your flow. You don’t have temper tantrums like Adam, but you’re far more creative when it comes to making sure someone pays for ruining your delusions.”

      I resisted the urge to shrug as I didn’t want to disturb Eddie. “I’ve found there are a surprising number of benefits to being the king, and having the best wife in all of Texas happens to be one of those benefits. But I do wish people would stop ruining my delusions. Am I the only one who remembers I started as a boot scraping?”

      Randy and Geoff snorted their laughter, and I grinned that the agents had decided they were no longer technically working. I knew better than to try to break them of all their work habits, especially as they were being paid to make sure I remained in the land of the living and dodge any future kidnapping attempts.

      One successful kidnapping was more than enough.

      Thus far, there’d been one half-hearted attempt, which I had declined through use of my knee, their gut, and one of Baby’s bridles, which I’d been hauling to the palace for a repair.

      The bridle had needed to be replaced.

      I’d enjoyed receiving praise from my agents for handling the situation without loss of life. I’d also enjoyed ribbing Randy over it while I’d sat on the fellow’s back. Once the circumstances had come out about the why of it, I’d issued my first and only Royal pardon and gone to help him with the problem.

      A horse empath bonded to a heavily pregnant mare about to deliver twins with no money was a good reason to fall prey to desperation. Like my Morning Glory, with a little help from a royal vet, the mare and both foals had come into the world alive.

      The man hadn’t had money, but he’d been more than helpful in assisting the RPS in where to find those who’d made the bounty offer for my living head when I’d been kidnapped. As a result, he had walked and the masterminds enjoyed their stay in prison, where they’d remain for life. As the cherry on top, I had one extra horse guzzling grain in my barn.

      My wife still had no idea where the filly had come from, but her owner had wanted me to have her as thanks for saving his beloved mare and the other foal.

      Compassion meant a great more to me than justice most days of the week. I hadn’t needed any justice, but that man had needed a great deal of compassion.

      Still, I needed to make sure my wife never learned how Defiance had come to join our home, why the feisty filly was on my list of horses never to be sold, and how she came about her name. I thought I’d done a good job of being defiant, resulting in her unusual name.

      Defiance preferred to cuddle rather than create equine mayhem in the stables, and she was a favorite among the stable hands, who appreciated how little trouble she gave them.

      One day, Defiance would become a school horse for my children, although she might excel at dressage and go the distance—assuming I could find the time to train her along with the rest of my animals.

      “Quite possibly. But you’re my prized boot scraping, so anyone who complains might get the shock of their life.”

      My wife’s comment dragged me back to the present, and I worried for those who might earn a shocking from yanking on her chain. “I thought we weren’t teaching the babies to shock people while in the womb.”

      “I’m willing to make an exception or two.”

      I bet she was. “Try not to shock anyone. I give it a few months before Deidre takes after you.”

      “I’d get mad, but it’s true.” My wife giggled again. “We’re going into the phone store, and Avery just asked for five phones at the counter?”

      “I told him to get you extras to save the RPS from multiple trips a week thanks to the New Yorkers foolish enough to upset my beautiful wife. One phone is just for me to reach you if you break your phone, so don’t break that one.”

      “I think I can manage that much. Avery? Get the gaudiest color of phone you can for the one I need to use to call Pat on. I might not lose or break it that way. And get Pat a gaudy phone he uses just to talk to me, too. We need to match.”

      I chuckled at her request. “I’m fine with carrying around a second phone just for you.”

      “Good. It wasn’t optional.”

      Hmm. “Are you upset because of Eddie or is there something else bothering you?”

      “The next person to tell me I’m too old to have another baby is getting shocked, and I don’t care how many bad habits I teach the food-thieving tyrants.”

      Goodness. If my wife did that, she’d have a severe case of talent exertion by the end of the day. “Can we start with teaching the food-thieving tyrants they have to save you some dinner before we add talent exertion to the complications list?”

      Jessica grunted, made me wait for an answer, but she finally snorted like one of our horses before saying, “Fine, but only this once.”

      “I’ll make you cake once I get home,” I promised. “And I will ignore the doctor’s advice and make sure you get all three flavors of icing. We’ll teach the food-thieving tyrants to love cake long before they enter the world.”

      “Okay. I accept your terms. I’ll use Avery’s phone to text you my new personal number once we’re done in here. They’re waiting for me to admit I’m horrible with phones again and really need a collection of new ones.”

      “All right. I love you, get cases this time to hopefully extend the phone’s lifetime by a few days, and enjoy building a cushion fort.”

      “I love you, too.” Jessica hung up.

      I grinned over the whole cell phone issue. “New Yorkers are taking the blame for her latest phone being broken. I have been instructed to stay at the ranch with Eddie tonight and tomorrow night, which buys us more time to make our plans and get a head start before she realizes I am up to no good.”

      Randy made a thoughtful sound. “I’ll tell the missus. Can we involve our women in this?”

      “I don’t think six men are capable of defeating my queen, even when working together, so I think we should accept all the help we can get,” I admitted. “I don’t suppose you have any extra trailers kicking around, do you?”

      “No, but I have a wife willing to drive a rental trailer, and rentals are easy enough to get this time of year,” Geoff replied. “Randy?”

      “I bet my wife would be willing to drive a rental trailer the instant I inform her the queen is pregnant with twins,” the head of my detail replied. “It’s trivial to get trucks and trailers this time of year. We’re between seasons, and there aren’t any notable auctions for a few weeks. We can probably get at least eight large trailers and trucks on short notice without much work. I can make arrangements for our accomplices and their wives to join in. That should give enough vehicle room for horses and cattle from the acquisitions.”

      “And my horses for sale?”

      “I can finalize the sales tonight and have the wires hit your account tomorrow. It’s trivial to get the banks to play ball, and we can make certain your wife isn’t notified prematurely,” Randy promised.

      “Then let’s get this show on the road. Oh, and Geoff?”

      “Yes?”

      “Find out if Micky and his family are intending to sell their farm, where it is, and how viable it is. If so, get a hold of the real estate agent and make sure they have a good place for their retirement, one that won’t overwhelm them. Their horses can’t thank them, but I can, and so I will.”

      “Consider it done,” Geoff replied.
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      While I took over the ranch kitchen, Randy and Geoff began the tedious work of selling my horses so I could buy several ranches to continue my operations. As I meant to buy them out from under my wife’s nose, I contacted the bank while I cooked, had them open an account specifically for the purpose of depositing funds and paying for my ranches, and warned them there would be a substantial amount of money moving around. The tax issues ate an hour, but upon hearing I was out to buy ranches without my wife’s awareness through selling horses, the bank’s rep went to bat for me.

      For some reason, Texans enjoyed tweaking my queen’s nose whenever possible.

      With the bank taken care of, I focused on my next problem: Eddie. In what had to be a record, he’d stayed passed out for the entire drive to the ranch, hadn’t budged on the journey to the couch, and remained oblivious to the general fuss going on around him. Once the soup was simmering and ready for consumption, I sat beside him and rubbed his shoulder until he protested. “It’s supper time. You slept through the entire road trip, but it’s time for you to get up and eat. You can go back to bed after if you want and take your shower in the morning.”

      As a general rule, we required our children to shower or bathe in both the morning and evening, something I hoped would become quiet times in their day.

      Eddie yawned, rubbed his eyes, and nodded, which was the most I expected out of him for a few more minutes. Once I got him on his feet, I herded him to the smaller of the two dining rooms in the ranch, where Randy and Geoff waited.

      “Sorry for the fuss,” Eddie mumbled.

      I sat the boy down on one of the center chairs at the table and chose a seat beside him. “It’s no fuss. Your mom would kill me if I even thought about letting you go to school while sick. You don’t want your mom to kill me, do you?”

      That got a soft giggle out of him, and he shook his head.

      Satisfied, I pulled the pot closer, gave him the first bowl and passed it to Geoff. Taking the last serving helped put everyone at ease, me included.

      Some habits refused to die, and despite years of living as Texas’s king, I found comfort in returning to my roots. When I missed the days of having barely gotten by and struggling to reach my goals, I reminded myself I’d won more than wealth.

      I’d somehow captured a wild west Texas wind in the form of my wife.

      I expected I’d miss her within three days. Running so she’d chase me still appealed, although I would need to remind myself I needed the two to three weeks to build my empire without her being aware of my activities.

      Once the pot made its way back to me, I dished up and said, “As you will make a fuss for having been kicked out of school to have fun for two to three weeks, I will make a deal with you.”

      “What deal?” Eddie asked, and his tone reminded me a little of Jessica and a little of his father, skeptical blended with curious.

      One day, I might forgive myself for the actions of others. I’d needed more therapy than Eddie to come to terms with his father’s death. While we’d made plenty of mistakes along the way, the empaths had reassured me of one thing: we might never be able to replace his father, but Eddie understood he was a loved part of a rather untraditional family.

      And on holidays, he became king of the world. Six Christmases in a year, where each family treated him just like he was our flesh and blood, had worked wonders for him. The concern Eddie might follow in his father’s footsteps bothered me.

      Like father, like son—and we all served in one way or another.

      “I’m about to get in trouble with your mom as soon as she figures out what I’m up to,” I confessed in a conspiratorial tone. “You know how pretty Chocolate Cupcake is?”

      “She’s gorgeous,” he replied. “And her foals are adorable.”

      “Well, it’s time you learned how to raise up a foal yourself, and I’ve a line on Chocolate Cupcake’s sire and dam. They’re up for sale, and I’m purchasing them.”

      “You’re dead,” Eddie informed me. “Mom’s going to hang you up from the barn this time for certain.”

      Randy snorted, and Geoff fought valiantly, but a sound suspiciously like a giggle emerged from him.

      I ignored the RPS agents and winked at my boy. “That’s why we aren’t telling her what we’re up to. So, you’ll get one of the foals, but you must help me make a few illicit acquisitions your mom can’t find out about until everything is finalized. The longer I pull the wool over her eyes, the better it is.”

      “Mom’s already pregnant again, Dad. You should at least wait until she’s not having another kid.”

      I choked on a laugh, gave up fighting it, and chortled at the disapproval in his tone. “We’re having twins, Eddie. If I make it through this pregnancy, I’ll have earned every one of the ranches I’m buying.”

      Eddie’s eyes widened. “Twins?”

      “Twins.”

      “Oh.” He took a sip of his soup, swallowed, and said, “I sure do hope you survive, Dad.”

      “Me, too. The nurse told your mom she’s too old for any more babies.”

      “That wasn’t a smart thing of the nurse to say. What did Mom say?”

      “She wants at least three more kids after the twins in retaliation.”

      Eddie blinked, stared at his soup, raised a hand and opened his mouth, spluttered, and decided to eat more while coming to terms with the insanity of being part of the little group we called our family. “She didn’t think that through at all, Dad.”

      “We will never tell your mom we talked about this, but yes. So, I have to sell some of my horses to afford the ranches I’m buying to house my new herds. One is going to be a rescue ranch a lot like this one, but I’m going to enroll it into one of the worker training programs to get renovations done on it. You’re going to help me plan out the barns, the ranch house, and the pastures. The second one is going to be a general purpose ranch, probably meant for raising and training young horses. The general purpose ranch might end up a temporary home for some of my cattle. Your mom has dictated the field will be dealt with.”

      “You got sick again?” Eddie glared at me.

      “I have a few more days on the prescription left, and I won’t handle any of the cattle without them being bathed and treated with antifungals first,” I promised. “Randy will confirm it.”

      “Pops?”

      “He’s telling the truth,” Randy confirmed, chuckling at our boy’s suspicion. “It was mild, he’s been proactive about getting better, and he’s promised to stay out of the field. Assuming you’re feeling better, you can help wash the bulls down. They’re going to be released into the cow pastures.”

      “You’re going to have a lot of calves,” Eddie warned.

      I laughed, amazed as always at the boy’s ability to perceive the consequences of my actions, including what would happen if I released my bulls into the cow pastures. “Yes. I’m planning on releasing one bull per pasture to do a controlled hybrid test. If you help with the calving, you can pick one calf to be yours.”

      “Really?” he squealed.

      “Yes. You’ll be responsible for the calf, and if the genetic tests don’t come back suitable for breeding, you’ll have to decide what the calf’s purpose is.”

      “If I pick a cow, she can be a dairy cow, right?”

      “That’s right. If you pick a bull but the genetic tests don’t come back with good results, you can turn him into a steer, but you’ll have to figure out a purpose for him. If the tests don’t come back with good results, you can pick a calf next year and try again.”

      In any case, he’d begin to learn how to be a proper rancher, caring for an animal from the start of its life to the end of it.

      “Riding?”

      Like father, like son. “This time, no, but if you get a healthy bull when you pick from the stock and he can be used for breeding, I’ll help you train him to be ridden.”

      “Is there a way to tell if a calf won’t have genetic issues?”

      I resisted the urge to rub my hands together. “As a matter of fact, yes. Randy, bring in the nice ladies to meet our boy when fetching Bullmanchu, would you? If he really wants to have a calf, he can start right from the beginning and become responsible for the cow whenever he’s at home. I’d get the cattle myself, but I’d rather not be murdered by my wife this week.”

      Randy snickered. “I’ll have someone fetch your favorites—and I’ll make sure Bullmanchu finds his way into their pasture.”

      “Excellent. Anyway, don’t worry about school for the next few weeks. I’ll make sure I record the many ways you’ve been useful during the ranch acquisition. We’ll meet horses, and if you take to any of the Akhal-Tekes, consider the foal yours. I don’t know how many we’ll be getting, but you’ll have first crack. Chocolate Cupcake’s dam is also pregnant, so if you want the foal, you can claim it now and jump the line.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Was there anything as joyful as a child’s hope? “I’m sure. You’ve more than earned a foal, and I’ll start teaching you how to train your own horse.”

      “I’ll meet the horses before deciding.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do. After dinner, we’ll meet the cows, groom the bulls, and get them into their new pastures while your mom has my field razed and purged of fungus.”

      “About time,” Eddie muttered.

      I sighed. The boy had a remarkable understanding of how the world worked, knew why I kept getting sick, and would give me a hard time over it until he got the resolution he wanted. Each day, I saw more of myself and Jessica in him along with splashes of the RPS agents who’d also accepted the banner of being his father, pops, pa, pappy, and da.

      We’d let him pick his pace, and it’d only taken him one Christmas to decide how he’d approach the issue.

      His collection of new mothers received similar treatment.

      I’d been given the title of Dad, and when he slipped or was truly upset, he’d toss a daddy my way. The first time he’d called Jessica his mom, she’d cried the instant he couldn’t catch her doing it.

      Jessica had become only the first of his mothers, filling the void the loss of his mother had created from the day of his birth. Near most holidays, we visited his parents’ graves, an offer we made without fail. The trips hurt, but until the day he refused the tradition, we would go.

      Nobody could bring back the dead, but we could keep their memory alive as long as he needed us to.

      “We do need to be a little careful with your dad,” Geoff said. “He has a few days left on his medications, so we want to keep his workload light until his prescription is finished and we’re headed off to the new ranches.”

      “He hasn’t been skipping, has he?”

      Yep, Jessica had gotten to Eddie when I hadn’t been looking as he’d delivered his question in her most skeptical tone.

      “He’s been proactive,” Geoff assured our boy. “The only reason we caught it is because Randy was aware he’d been in the pasture and was keeping an eye out for trouble. This bout was mild, but we’ve been taking every precaution.”

      Randy cleared his throat and added, “And since we’re all being honest right now, we’re here because your dad needs a break. Your mom just got her vacation while your dad held down the fort, and since your mom won’t be able to hold down any forts starting within the next month, we’re making sure he gets in some rest. His form of rest involves buying ranches, setting up rescue operations, and picking up horses and cattle, but he’s selling off foals and rescues to fund everything.”

      “Stall Blight?” Eddie asked.

      “Yes, he’s being sold.”

      “About time. He’s a great horse, but you do not need another horse just like Chocolate Cupcake.”

      I would be feeling that blow for a while. “I see your other fathers have gotten to you.”

      After a moment of thought, I eyed Geoff as the most probable offender.

      “You have worked wonders with that devil, but he’s still a devil. You did not name him Stall Blight because he’s sweet. You named him accurately. And anyway, he’s selling for top dollar.” Geoff picked his phone up off the table and checked the screen. “Are you ready for the final offer for him?”

      I hated selling my babies, but I had ranches, horses, and cattle to buy. “I’m ready.”

      “Half a million dollars.”

      I blinked. Someone had wanted to buy Stall Blight for how much? “Repeat that?”

      “Five hundred thousand dollars,” Geoff replied.

      I’d expected low six figures for the horse. “How did we go from a hundred or maybe two hundred thousand to five?”

      “I sent the buyer Stall Blight’s genetic report, a copy of his papers, and several videos of you working with him. The buyer then went and spoke to some of the leading experts on Akhal-Tekes, who confirmed you’d bred an excellent animal while also stating he was quite possibly one of the best examples of the breed. While not the golden chestnuts many desire, Stall Blight’s conformation is perfect, his bloodlines are clean, he has a good generational lead outside of the predominant breeding lines, so he’s going to be an excellent stud for breed conservation purposes, and he’s excellent on the track.”

      Well, shit. “I mean, I was very careful in picking the stud for Chocolate Cupcake.”

      “It shows. The stud you picked for Chocolate Cupcake is only going to end up covering a few mares just to help preserve the genetics as much as possible. Like you, the breeder is careful about crossing lines. The breed has limited lines, which makes this even more difficult.”

      I was well aware of the breed’s struggle, part of why I wanted Chocolate Cupcake’s entire family. “But he’s really selling for half a million?”

      “Post tax,” Geoff added. “I guess that part is important.”

      I sat back in my chair. “Huh.”

      Randy laughed. “Eddie, in case you weren’t aware, this is your dad’s version of being caught completely by surprise when hard work actually pays off. It’s a bad habit of his, picked up from before your mom wisely caught him to be her king. Your mom has done a great job of reining in his self-deprecating commentary, so now he settles with this sort of reaction.”

      “That’s a lot of money for a horse, though. A lot of money for a horse.”

      “Racehorses can sell for ten million or higher,” Geoff said. “Five hundred thousand is a solid amount for an unproven, young horse—one that can’t compete for racing purses. What your dad doesn’t know is that he has a horse on the list selling for more than Stall Blight.”

      I almost told Geoff to bite his tongue, except he never lied on matters of money. Instead, I stared, blinking at him. “But which one?”

      “Remember that gangly legged thoroughbred colt you picked up from the meat market last year?” the RPS agent replied. “The one you introduced to every mare with a foal in the stable until you made sure he had a full belly for the first week he was with you?”

      I remembered; Jessica had jolted me four times because I wanted to take a whip to the assholes who’d taught the colt the meaning of fear. Within six months, I’d tamed the beast, educating him that men weren’t actually terrifying and making sure any interested and able RPS agents visited him in the morning. I’d already done the preliminary work to break him to saddle, using Morning Glory’s old saddle to begin the work when he’d showed an interest in joining the school horses in the arena to learn.

      I’d named him Twilight Rose, hoping he’d bloom after adversity.

      “While I think the world of Twilight Rose, and I’ve worked him through most of his abuse symptoms, I was unaware he’s a half a million dollar horse.”

      “Remember how you had me do a lineage check of his papers because you know nothing about thoroughbreds and just saw a cute foal in need of salvation?”

      “Well, his dam had died and they were going to butcher him because it’s a lot of work raising a foal without his mother. It just happens I have a few mares who don’t mind an extra mouth to feed as long as we supplement with goat’s milk.”

      Well, the mares had allowed the little foal to have some milk, and I’d spread the load of the foal without a dam as much as I could while searching for a mare who’d lost her foal and would accept the colt. Jessica had forgiven me for buying the mare from her previous owner.

      Some things she accepted would happen, and if I needed to buy a mare to provide milk for a foal, we bought a mare.

      “You have a ridiculous number of mares who’ll accept an extra mouth to feed because you have a functional empathy talent, you become desperate to save the foal, and the mares will spare some milk for the little one to make you calm down,” Geoff replied.

      I scowled at the reminder I had a habit of flaring under stressful circumstances involving foals in dire need of a mare who could provide milk. “All right. I didn’t do my due diligence for Twilight Rose. Why is he selling for so much?”

      “His sire has won several notable races, his grandsire is also a champion, his great grandsire is a champion, and his dam is a champion. His greatdam has won several important races and has a history of producing winners. This has resulted in a rather energetic bidding war. The bidder I’ve selected was not the highest, but I feel he’s the best owner for Twilight Rose. He has a history of taking great care with his thoroughbreds, he pays out for recovery for horses broken to saddle early, and he uses healing talents to maintain the horse’s health during the early riding process. As such, none of his thoroughbreds suffer like Spartacus or Barbara Anne. The other potential owners do not take those extra steps.”

      “You mean his dam was a champion,” I corrected.

      “No, is a champion. His dam is alive and well, and we’ll discuss the reasoning for the separation of colt and dam later.”

      I read between the lines; somebody had either stolen the colt or the dam or abuse had somehow been involved, and Geoff didn’t want Eddie to be around for the conversation. “How much is he selling for?”

      “Three million,” Geoff announced. “After taxes.”

      I did the only thing I could think of when presented with a figure I couldn’t comprehend. I got up and headed for the kitchen to bake. “Talk to me again after I have cake,” I ordered.

      Randy snickered. “I told you we shouldn’t have told him the price for his colt. Now he’s going to be questioning that all night long.”

      I stopped in the doorway dividing the dining room and the kitchen. “Three million? After taxes?”

      “And that wasn’t even the top offer, it was just the best offer going to a home we thought would be best suitable for him,” Geoff replied. “Go make your cake and don’t forget to eat your soup when you’re done putting it in the oven. Take your time coming to terms with his sale value. Truth be told, I was expecting a million and a half for him considering his lineage. But we have his track times from when you’d been running Barbara Anne, and he has enough promise three million is probably a bargain for him.”

      Randy cleared his throat, which did a good job of keeping me from fleeing to the kitchen. “If it makes you feel better, I have lines on some cattle you can spend some of your windfall on, and you can buy your wife that promising yearling you’ve been eyeing when you think nobody is watching.”

      Busted. “Well, I can certainly afford her now,” I admitted, raising a hand to scratch my temple. “I better tie ribbons onto that filly and get her nice tack to sweeten the present up.”

      “I’ll get an offer for you,” Randy promised. “Eddie, why don’t you go learn some of your dad’s baking secrets while he comes to terms with the situation. Take your soup with you, and take his into the kitchen, too. Maybe that way he’ll actually eat.”

      “Okay.” He got up and obeyed, and I shuffled out of his way, considering the agents through narrowed eyes. “My baby sold for three million?”

      Geoff nodded. “You saved an exceptional horse that had no business going to the meat market in the first place. But he’s worth three million now because of how you tamed him and taught him to love the track before he even carried his first saddle.”

      With a lot to think about, I retreated to the kitchen to bake my worries away, hoping the ranch had enough flour to contend with my newfound anxiety over the sale of my rescues.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            “Why can’t I ban meat markets?”

          

        

      

    

    
      While it took me three hours, I accepted the idea I’d somehow plucked an exceptional horse from the meat market. However, I struggled to understand why someone would have dumped such a valuable horse to be turned into someone’s dinner. I hunted for Randy, found him in the barn bringing in my cows from their pasture, and waited until he had them all rounded up and secured to crossties before asking, “What sort of idiot dumps a horse worth three million dollars?”

      “The kind who can’t afford to raise a racer, can’t afford to feed yet another mouth, and bought a pregnant mare with zero idea of the value of her foal. I tracked down the broodmare, and she was scheduled for market, so she’ll be showing up at the palace tomorrow afternoon. I asked the seller to add a bunch of bows and deliver her directly to the queen. I’ve also tracked down the mare’s trophies and put in a request for photographs of them. It turns out the previous owner doesn’t care about the trophies or ribbons the mare earned, so they’ll be delivered sometime tomorrow afternoon as well. I even asked three times if the owner was sure he wanted to dump the mare for a pittance.”

      I twitched. “What’s a pittance?”

      “The meat auction was going to give him seven hundred for her since she’s in good health, on the larger side, and has a solid record of good health. That translates to premium meat.”

      “Why can’t I ban meat markets?” I complained.

      “You can’t ban them because Texans need to eat, and when there isn’t sufficient cattle, we rely on horses. Most of the animals who go to the meat market are lamed in some fashion or another, but there are exceptions.”

      On one hand, I understood the necessary evil of the meat markets, but on the other, I struggled to accept a shit owner would send a perfectly good horse to the market solely due to the animal being an inconvenience. “I’m not sure ribbons will save me once you send the mare over to my wife.”

      “The mare is in foal, and the stud is a good one. While I doubt you’ll end up with another prime seller, you might have a solid racer should you decide to try your hand at a derby. While you’ll never be riding a race, not with your size and weight, the method that will be used on your colt will keep the horse happy and healthy for a lengthy racing career.”

      “And what’s the vet bill for that?”

      “Far less than correcting it after the fact. It’s nominal considering the palace staff. But it’ll only work if the horse loves to race. You never know with the foals.”

      “Better add a few extra bows,” I muttered. “And add a note to my wife she can champion for a ban on mares in foal being sold to slaughterhouses or meat market auctions. That is unacceptable, and it will not be happening in my kingdom.”

      “I will make certain the queen understands you have decided that practice will be ending.”

      “That might keep her busy for a few days.”

      “It’ll also be trivial to pass, especially if you allow any auctions except to slaughterhouses and meat markets.” Randy grabbed the nearest hose, turned it on, and went to work cleaning my cows so I could have my turn with them. “While their field should be safe, we aren’t taking any chances with you, so you’ll have to wait till I’m finished here. Geoff has already caught Bullmanchu and is rinsing him off and applying the antifungals, so once he’s done, you can help Eddie groom the beast.”

      I acknowledged my dismissal with a nod and headed for the other side of the barn where I typically brought in Bullmanchu, as he had a rather amusing relationship with one of the rancher’s geldings. Given a ball and an hour, the animals would exhaust themselves and take a nap together.

      I adored my strange bull and his gentle and playful ways.

      As expected, Eddie and Geoff had Bullmanchu secured to crossties and battled a rather thick layer of muck. “What did you two do, roll him through puddles on the way in?”

      “Bullmanchu decided he wanted to dig a hole in the pasture. Once he dug the hole, he took a nap in his hole. The hole happened to be near the pond and became a mud puddle. This was extra appealing to your bull. As I don’t want you to get another infection, don’t come any closer until we get this mess cleaned up.”

      As I wanted nothing to do with a reoccurring fungal infection, I did as told. “I don’t want you two getting ill, either.”

      “We’ll be evaluated and watched, especially considering how bad this is. The hands are gathering the other bulls and getting them cleaned up so they can go to their new fields. They’re just waiting for their assignments. When they were notified there would be one bull per pasture, there were requests for calves.”

      “Two per ranch hand, and they won’t be able to select the viable hybrids for breeding. Those need to be work animals for the lines,” I replied. Two calves each would give the ranchers something to be happy about, and outside of a few rules on care, I didn’t care what they did with their calves. Some showed, some grew them for their dinner tables, and some turned them into pets. “I’ll get one of the wife’s pesky attorneys to draw up the paperwork and issue bonuses to cover their taxes once we’re back from our trip.”

      “Why don’t I contact the attorneys?” Geoff’s tone implied he believed I would cause yet another row with my wife’s pesky attorneys. “You can’t add to the royal nursery right now anyway, and you can’t wait a year before dealing with them.”

      I snickered at Geoff’s jab over the harpy-screeching fights inevitably triggered whenever I had to deal with my wife’s pesky attorneys. “It’s probably for the best.”

      “Dad, have you been fighting with Mom’s attorneys again?” Eddie put his hands on his hips and glared at me.

      Damn. Jessica really had gotten to our boy. “When am I not fighting with her attorneys?”

      Eddie blinked, opened his mouth, and then furrowed his brows before turning to Geoff.

      “At moments like this, it’s just best to let your dad enjoy his victory. It’s one of the perks of being his wife’s king. Whenever he annoys your mom’s attorneys, they tell her about it, and they have one of their happy fights.”

      “Oh!” Eddie nodded. “It’s all right if it’s one of their happy fights.”

      While we called it our harpy-screeching fights, we’d taught Eddie the difference between adults blowing steam in a safe environment versus an actual dispute, changing harpy to happy around him. In one, we warred against each other in competition while allowing ourselves to express the emotions we were often denied.

      The others were just fights, and we tried to avoid those.

      “As everyone in the palace says, when the dust settles, there’s probably a new royal brat on the way,” I said, rubbing my hands and observing the pair wash Bullmanchu. “Finish washing my baby so I can cuddle with him, please. I need time with my bull.”

      “You’re something else, Dad.”

      I grinned. “I don’t want all those RPS agents sneakin’ around here to be cranky with me for a change.”

      “It might be a miracle,” Geoff muttered.

      “Don’t get your hopes up it’ll last, Geoff. I just need help driving the trailers.”
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      Between Randy and Geoff, they’d acquired twelve trucks and trailers for our use and summoned most of Eddie’s mothers to help with the transport of animals. In an upset Geoff and Randy would eventually forgive me over, I called my favorite truck dealership, asked for their three biggest trucks on the lot that could handle cattle and horse trailers, and bought them. Then I called my favorite trailer dealership and bought my wife three new horse trailers she’d love. They would get their special modifications after my plan.

      Then, as I had a mean streak a mile wide, I had Eddie’s mothers call in for trustworthy backup to help drive the extra trailers.

      Once I had sufficient drivers, I made a call to the one man I knew had a ranch with fallow pastures, four of them.

      Senator Padrino answered on my third ring and said, “Good evening, Your Majesty. How can I help you?”

      “Do you still have that ranch with the four fallow pastures north of Dallas?”

      “Six now, but yes. Why?”

      “The wife has dictated my ranch is being razed and redone, and I need to move my cattle. I’ve got the trailers, but I need a spot to put my cattle for a few weeks.”

      “Bring them over. I’ll warn the ranch hands they’ll have work and some help. Everyone’s bored because I overhauled my operations and was going to get new stock next year for that ranch, and I kept everyone employed. You’re sending your crew over?”

      “Sure am. Still got your genetically clean cows?”

      “I’ve some, yes. I unloaded most of mine to the meat market; the dairy cattle were older stock, and I stopped breeding to keep after their genetic tests came back as bad as they were. The diverse cows I kept.”

      “Pregnant?”

      “No.”

      “Leave them in one of the pastures. I’m setting my bulls loose to enjoy some time with the ladies.”

      “Your good bulls?”

      “My good bulls.”

      “Is Bullmanchu offering his services?”

      I chuckled. “He got a bath today, antifungal treatments, and is stalled in my barn while we’re arranging housing.”

      “I’ll make sure my cows are tagged clearly so we can separate them out when you come to retrieve your cattle. Good to hear about the field razing. You’d mentioned wanting to do it, but money’s a problem with a ranch of your size.”

      I grinned, as my wife had assigned the senator to be one of my babysitters when she couldn’t attend congress sessions and I had yet another infection. At a single gesture from him, the session would be delayed so I could be given a break to mitigate risk of setback. Overall, the arrangement had worked well. “I found an eloquent solution. Also, don’t tell the wife this, but I just bought her three new trucks and trailers for her enjoyment. The trailers were her wish list trailers.”

      “And to think as I’d actually started to like you, you’re going to die at the hands of your pregnant wife. A pity.”

      I snickered at the senator’s commentary. “I sold a bunch of my rescues, so they’re cash payouts from my cattle account. I needed the trailers to move the cattle, and the payout covered the fields and the vehicles. She might be proud of me for a change.”

      “When isn’t she proud of you?”

      “Whenever I do something she doesn’t want comes to mind. That’s fairly often, but it’s a price I’m willing to pay.”

      “Along with being her personal slave for the duration of her pregnancy. Rumor on the grapevine has it there’s more than one?”

      “Twins,” I confirmed. “I’ll start getting this show on the road. With fifteen trailers, we can have most of the cattle moved today.”

      “I’ve been using that ranch to store my cattle transports. I’ve got five, and they can handle full loads, and the drivers for them are in residence. Move the prized cattle in your wife’s trailers but leave the mass hauling to me. We can get your whole herd moved today with a little work. Why are you at your ranch today? It wasn’t on the schedule.”

      “My boy’s not feeling well, so I called dibs to get him from school. He’s a budding empath, and it was a no-call window with the school. He’ll get a few weeks at home before we send him back, and we’ll have the empathy rules in place. So, no worries, but if you could nudge one of your kids to check in with him, that’d be ideal.”

      “You got it. I’m sure Mindy won’t mind. She remembers when his daddy died but she never knew what to do about it.”

      I grinned at the thought of his daughter, a rather feisty six, making friends with Eddie and creating mayhem. “She as into horses as you are?”

      “Absolutely. We’re all horse mad here. She likes cattle, too.”

      “When I get the ranch back up and running, bring your girl over for a ranch tour when Eddie’s home. That should start that without them being aware we’re meddling.”

      “Sounds like a plan. We were rather surprised when your wife stormed the congress this afternoon without you, especially as she was in a no-prisoners mood. Then, when her RPS agents told her something between sessions, she started hissing about the food-thieving tyrants? There was a hot mic on the podium, but we weren’t broadcasting.”

      “She has dubbed our future babies food-thieving tyrants. She was eating for two and not three, so the RPS dragged her in for the ultrasound. It’ll be common knowledge soon enough, although I’m surprised she started that at a session. I guess she’s decided she’s distracting everyone with the news while I am enjoying some time with my boy at the ranch.”

      Senator Padrino chuckled. “Well, nobody cared you had left the palace after hearing the words ‘food-thieving tyrants’ leave her mouth, that’s for certain.”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised she made it as long as she did after the ultrasound before slipping in congress. She’s probably ready to make her announcement soon. I wasn’t particularly expecting her to inform the congress she’s having twins through hissing at her RPS agents, but this is my wife we’re talking about here. She lives to do the unexpected. I suspect a distraction ploy. You can just quietly tell the congress Eddie isn’t feeling well. I won the draw to pick him up from school and be Dad for the next few days. The school nurse requested quiet.”

      “Yet you’re moving your entire cattle operations with him in tow?”

      “It’s the sort of quiet he appreciates.”

      The senator snorted. “I can’t tell if you’re an excellent or terrible role model.”

      “A bit of both. Now that I have you batting on my team for cattle, can I ask for a favor?”

      “What do you need?”

      I smiled at the thought of sending my wife all over Texas while I went to my new ranches and set up my operations. “Cover for me. I’m about to challenge my wife, and I need you and some other members of congress to help with my efforts.”

      “Okay. What do you need?”

      “I need a list of ranches I can go drop by for five minutes to say I was there, and then you all talk about how I’d sprung a visit on you with my boy in tow. I have some destinations in mind, but I need to get my cattle handled here first.”

      “You’re running away?” He snickered. “Considering you haven’t taken more than a day or two at rare intervals since your coronation unless forced upon you, this is an interesting change.”

      “I am running away with my boy, and I plan to enjoy every minute of it. Jessica is pregnant with twins. I will never be able to leave the palace unattended after this.” I didn’t mind, as once we added two more to the herd, I would become too busy to even breathe. “I’m not against begging.”

      “You could use a vacation—one that wasn’t triggered by a bunch of twisted politicians who thought it was a good idea to remove a family man from the picture.”

      Yep. Senator Padrino still harbored a healthy amount of resentment over my kidnapping, which had smeared the Texas political field for months afterwards. Jessica had needed to convince the entirety of our kingdom we didn’t need to toss out every elected official and that those responsible for my kidnapping had received a fair punishment for the crime.

      The ones who had run and stayed in Texas had ended up going to prison—in a different kingdom, where they would remain for life. The rest had accepted their exile without a peep.

      We’d accomplished our most important goal, sparing their families from a punishment they didn’t deserve.

      In a way, one of the representatives had paid far worse prices. Upon learning the truth, the entirety of his family had turned on him, sending him into exile alone.

      His family had declared their innocence in front of those who could sniff out the truth, and we’d granted them the mercy we hadn’t been shown.

      They still lived in Texas, their lives a careful balance of the past, present, and future.

      Jessica, in particular, worked hard to keep their lives pleasant, shielding them from the vindictive and giving members of the family opportunities when necessary. One of the representative’s younger daughters, recently turned eighteen, worked in the palace as an aide to a senator. The senator in question knew who she was, had helped her change her name so she could go through life undetected, and believed she would likely marry his son one day.

      We worked hard to protect that, too.

      Not a day went by without remembering everything I did had some sort of consequence—consequences others often paid.

      “You’ll cover me?”

      “You got it—and we don’t even need you to swing by our ranches. We’ll just complain we keep having to accommodate you flitting around Texas, unchecked and wild from freedom. We’ll have fun with it. And to sweeten the pot for you, we’ll complain about how you make doe eyes at our foals every time you come to our ranches and hate having to break your horse empath heart.”

      I laughed. “Absolutely none of you dislike breaking my heart. You do it for fun because you can.”

      “You can’t have every horse in the kingdom.”

      “I don’t understand why not.”

      He joined me in chuckling. “You must leave some of the horses for others. Like me.”

      “Well, I suppose you can have a few of them. That seems reasonable. Somewhat.”

      “I’ll let you go. While it would be amusing to witness the utter panic when trailers loaded with cattle start showing up without warning, I’d rather have my cattle trailers on the road where they do you some good. I’ll put a few calls out to the other ranches to see if we can get your place cleaned out in record time.”

      “Appreciated. At current calculation, we’d be at it for the rest of the day and through tomorrow with our fifteen trailers.”

      “I think we can get you transferred faster than that. And if you give one of the ranch hands the keys to the one you’re driving, I’ll bring over enough to feed everyone so you can barbecue to your heart’s content. And I’ll deliver a plate to your queen, making use of the helicopter. Just get me clearance to land on the palace roof.”

      “Clearance shall be yours, and I’ll send enough over for the kids, if you don’t mind.”

      “Don’t mind at all.”

      “I’ll see you later, then.” I hung up, texted Randy with my request for Senator Padrino to land his helicopter on the palace roof to feed my wife yams and chicken, and then put in the same request to the head of her detail. Between the two of them, he’d have the landing authorization in record time.

      Only a fool came between Jessica and her chicken.
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            “No, it’s the act of a dad, Dad.”

          

        

      

    

    
      The instant Eddie realized we were mass evacuating the ranch to have all the fields redone along with other important maintenance projects, he dived straight into panic. I waited all of three seconds before chuckling at his horrified expression, realizing he wouldn’t get to stay in his room for at least a few days.

      “Eddie, you’re not being evicted. You’ll be on a road trip with me, and we’ll be hotel cruising and ranch surfing until the work is done. We can’t meet the horses here, and it’s a good time. Everyone here will be housing at Senator Padrino’s ranch and working there.” I pointed at the offending wall in Eddie’s room. “That wall is coming down, you’re getting your own bathroom, and you’ll have space for a desk in here without having to go into the dining room unless you want to. Nobody’s ever used the bedroom next to yours, and as this is your house, you get the new master bedroom. The head rancher already approved my request, and as he had a list of house maintenance tasks we need to do anyway, we can get everything done while we’re gone. You’ll like it.”

      Eddie stared at his bed. “But what will happen to my bed?”

      I joined him, eyeing his size and the bed, which would be too small for him given another few months. “We’re going to make some time to pick you a new one, because at the rate you’re growing, your feet are going to be off the end of it by next week. You’re grown enough it’s time you picked your own bed, and I expect you to be spoiled about it. A queen is the smallest you can go. You’ll have plenty of space for it once the renovation is done.”

      “I’m getting a new bed?”

      “One you will pick out, that is the right hardness or softness, whatever your preference is,” I promised. “Now, pack your bags. If you don’t have enough for a week, we’ll go clothes shopping. I expect you need some new stuff at the way you’re packing on inches again.”

      “My boots are starting to get tight again,” he admitted.

      “Well, I guess it’s time we need to get you some new boots then, too. That problem is easily solved. Leave your schoolwork behind. We’re both on vacation, and the only work we’re doing is fun work. We just won’t tell your school you love the work I’m forcing on you, as I am a cruel and evil tyrant who informed them you would be slaving away as child labor.”

      In the hall, Randy snorted a laugh, and the head rancher, the man I’d bought the ranch from, stuck his head into the room. “Are you even capable of being cruel or evil, Pat?”

      “I’m hurt, Frankfurt. I’m capable of being cruel and evil. I’m also capable of being a tyrant. I’m going to have you take this bed out and repurpose it while I make him pick a new one. That is truly the act of an evil, cruel tyrant.”

      “No, it’s the act of a dad, Dad,” Eddie informed me.

      I grinned, ruffled his hair, and left his bedroom. “You’re old enough you need to pick your own furniture, too. During renovations, have them clean out everything, and I’ll take him to a store on our way out. I’ll give you a call if he wants to keep any specific pieces. If nobody wants the stuff he doesn’t want to keep, send it to one of those thrift stores and have them distribute it appropriately.”

      In the case of royally donated furniture and other odds and ends, it went to those truly in need, who often couldn’t afford even thrift store prices. Thanks to some clever thinking on Jessica’s part, we’d gotten a program set up to funnel basics to those at or below the poverty line, all with the goal of making sure every Texan could afford food, shelter, and a few luxuries.

      We had a long way to go, but year by year, we made a little more progress.

      “Oh. I doubt Senator Padrino has the supplies needed for yams and chicken, so we need to empty the fridge and freezers, get the coolers loaded into the cabs, and grab the spices. I’m having supper flown out to the wife and kids so they don’t miss out. Randy?”

      “Landing authorization has already been approved, and Avery took care of informing the food-thieving tyrants they will be given a large meal of yams and chicken. They seemed pleased with your offering.”

      “Jessica’s rampaging, isn’t she?” I bet she was stalking the helipad, waiting for the arrival of her supper.

      “She’s not quite rampaging, but she’s doing a little dance. Then she realized you were making yams and chicken, which will be delivered by Senator Padrino. This caused questions. Over the phone, upon being called by Her Majesty, Senator Padrino informed her he is housing your cattle so all of your pastures could be redone. With a nudge from myself, he told her you had sold several rescues to pay for the entire ranch to be renovated. She’s stunned, for the record. She can’t figure out how your rescues could possibly be paying for the whole ranch to be renovated. The last I heard, she was talking to the bank, who only confirmed the purchase of her new trailers and trucks so you could move the cattle. They told her the makes and models, which caused more dancing. I may have texted your bank representative to question the purchase of large bows for the trailer. You are now in her good graces until she realizes you are doing more than fixing your fields.” Randy stepped into Eddie’s bedroom long enough to herd the boy out, who had haphazardly stuffed clothing into his duffel. Over Eddie’s head, he mouthed, “I’ll get the stuffed animals.”

      I nodded, and to make sure Eddie wasn’t aware we were onto his need to cling to his stuffed animals, all of which had been given to him by Deidre over the years, I asked him to set the duffel bag down. We went through it together, repacking it and checking he had everything. When I confirmed he’d done a good job, he beamed at the praise.

      In the time it had taken us, Randy had made his escape with the collection of stuffed horses, cows, bears, and snakes, most of them stuffed into one of Eddie’s duffels. His favorite, a floppy black horse, was tucked under Randy’s arm.

      We had a collection of ten identical horses, two of which were hidden in Frankfurt’s room while the rest were at the palace, which we gave to Deidre to give to Eddie when they were no longer serviceable. We’d already pulled the trick once, as the first one had gotten nabbed by a horse and played with to death. Jessica still had the battered horse, which lived in a box in our closet.

      Eddie had put on a brave face, Deidre had cried because it’d been her horse who’d nabbed the beloved toy, and we’d managed to calm everyone within twenty minutes of providing the replacement along with a promise we’d repair the old one and put it in a safe place. One day, I expected Deidre to sneak into our room to steal the horse.

      She still adored Prince Leonid, but I’d noticed a few worrisome little things—the kind of worrisome things that might drive her to find comfort in Eddie’s first stuffed animal, replaced because Spartacus loved toys almost as much as my children.

      Deidre spoke to Prince Leonid most nights, but she talked about Eddie’s calls for days after. While she always insisted on those calls with her foreign prince, I worried she made them out of duty more than anything else.

      I wanted a lot more for her than fulfilling some duty. I wanted her to avoid the heartache her mother had faced. I wanted her to avoid the trials my parents had faced.

      I wanted her to have what I cherished with her mother, and not because of any of the reasons our families had been thrown together from generation to generation.

      What I wanted came second to giving my children the freedom to make their own mistakes.

      I carried Eddie’s bag and asked him to go check on Bullmanchu, gathering his things to take to Senator Padrino’s ranch. The boy ran off, and I sighed.

      “That is not the contented sigh of a father who has an obedient boy off to do his chores,” Frankfurt pointed out.

      “He was afraid of people making fun of him because of his stuffed animals, so he left them behind. I’m concerned it contributed to him not feeling well,” I replied, running a hand through my hair and giving my scalp a scratch. “I’m going to have a talk with him and make sure he takes his favorites with him when he goes back to school.”

      “Send him with an extra pillowcase and have him put the animals inside when he’s at classes or someone is in his room if he’s not comfortable with others seeing them. That’s what I did as a kid. It’s an option.”

      “I’d prefer if he felt like he didn’t have to hide his favorite things.”

      The older rancher clapped my shoulder. “He’ll figure it out soon enough. With the whole lot of you keeping an eye out on him? He’ll be fine. Try not to worry yourself sick. Having one of you stressed is bad enough, and the last thing we need is you having yet another relapse. We’ll have the whole farmhouse and barn treated with antifungals since we’re doing everything else. Off you go. You have a busy evening ahead of you.”
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      As there was no way in hell anyone else was transporting my prized bulls and my favorite cows, I loaded them into the trailer I’d claimed as mine and engaged Randy in a twenty minute argument over the matter. I walked away triumphant when Geoff tossed Frankfurt the keys to the trailer he’d intended to drive so he could accompany me and help with the trickier parts of handling a heavy load.

      “The issue was you making the trip alone,” Geoff pointed out while climbing into the passenger seat of the new truck. “Randy forgot the plan had been for us all to split up.”

      “I’m not mad at Randy,” I informed my wife’s agent. “I just refuse to let anyone else drive my babies.”

      “I will insist you maintain the towing speed limit.”

      “I was thinking five under to give me some wiggle room.”

      Geoff eyed me, but then he nodded. “Five under is acceptable. As you’ve never backed a trailer before, I’ll give you instructions, and if needed, serve as your eyes.”

      To get my truck and trailer out of the ranch, I’d have to back it up, but unlike Geoff’s belief I’d never backed a trailer, I’d gotten in practice with one of the RPS instructors on the sly. Charlie hadn’t liked the idea of me being armed with enough knowledge and practical experience to cause the RPS even more trouble, but he’d gone with my plan to master hauling my own animals at my whim.

      I’d threatened to cry to my wife and refuse to make yams and chicken for at least a month.

      Nobody had wanted to test the consequences of my wife without her beloved yams and chicken for at least a month.

      As such, I enjoyed surprising the hell out of Geoff when I handled the trial like a proper Texan, backing up and bailing when it was my turn to join the convey headed to Senator Padrino’s place. To preserve the peace of mind of the RPS, I’d been placed not quite in center, and Randy drove the trailer behind me so he could monitor me at all times.

      He had Eddie as he didn’t want our boy to suffer from a heart attack over my lackluster driving skills.

      Geoff called the lead driver and informed him we would be paced to five under to accommodate my special needs. Laughter on the other end of the line reached me, and I shook my head over the insanity of it all. “At least tell me whoever is leading is happy I’m not doing fifteen under.”

      “It’s my wife, and she’s impressed because she expected twenty under and tears to get you behind the wheel.”

      I adored Geoff’s wife, who took no nonsense from anyone, especially her husband. “Please thank her for coming out, and if she’s actually talking while driving, I’ll have you spank her later.”

      Geoff pointed at the truck’s navigation system. “She’s using speaker, so never fear, plus she’s parked at the end of the driveway waiting for us to line up nice and neat. We will be an orderly convey.”

      “She gets extra chicken tonight, assuming we have enough.”

      Geoff relayed her reward, which won me his wife’s approval for at least a few hours. “There won’t be any problems on the chicken front. Senator Padrino went to your old haunts and cleaned out several stores to make sure you had enough of everything. The Tech Menace and his wife are coming with extra trailers, and they’re bringing their cattle transports as well. We should be able to have all the cattle moved by the time you’re done cooking dinner.”

      Huh. “Remind me to set up an emergency transport volunteer group—something official if we get a natural disaster of some sort—so we can organize this equally fast or faster.”

      “I’ll email you with a reminder for when you’re back at work.” Geoff informed his wife he loved her more, ordered her to drive carefully, and pulled one of Jessica’s tricks, hanging up before she could reply. “I’ll pay for that later, but she’ll be wondering what I’m up to the entire drive now rather than wondering if you’re going to crash your trailer.”

      “Smart man. There is no way in hell I’m crashing a truck and trailer this expensive with my prized cattle on board. I know my stop distance by heart, and I will become excessively grouchy when idiots get into my braking distance.”

      “The wise Texans won’t. The others… well, I doubt the truck will budge when you drive right over them. We do have to take care to prevent flipping the trailer, but this truck was built to last.”

      “And to haul a ridiculous amount of weight.”

      “Yes. Your wife is going to delight in this truck, I’m certain. Even more than you will.”

      “Is it bad I’ve decided this one is mine?”

      “I’m sure she’ll be satisfied with the two others you bought for this venture.”

      I hoped so because I’d have a fight with my wife to keep it. “I bought it, I drove it first, and as such, it is mine.”

      “You can’t add any extra children to the upcoming delivery, Your Majesty.”

      I laughed at the well-aimed jab over what happened whenever I got into a dispute with my wife, especially over things like trucks and trailers. “She wants three more after the twins, Geoff. At least three more. I wish I could guarantee that could happen, but…”

      “Menopause is an unfortunately common occurrence in older women.”

      I snorted; if Jessica learned Geoff had called her older, it would end in two shockers facing off against each other. “I won’t tell her you said that, and you won’t tell her I agreed with you. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      “The doctors are concerned she’s showing zero signs of menopause sweeping in yet,” I admitted. “She’s behind on the pre-menopause symptoms. But they’re basing their knowledge on women who have only had two or so children and had them early; we started late, and Jessica becomes rather irritated if she’s not expecting a new family member starting a few months after the last one. I made the mistake of trying to be a voice of reason once and exactly once. It turns out asking if she’s really sure is a bad, bad idea. Not recommended.”

      “As it seems you survived, you were not killed by your wife for breaking one of the rules, so it’s fine,” Geoff replied, snickering.

      I pulled into the line, put the truck into park and let the engine idle, and settled in to wait while the rest of the drivers got situated. “I bet the entire RPS is having a cow or two right now.”

      “I will neither confirm nor deny the presence of RPS agents with the various wives who came along to help with the operation.”

      I shrugged. “If I spot them, I’ll play dumb—or recruit them to find me more trailers along with bringing their wives along for the ride if they have them. Or husbands if some of the ladies decided to show us men how cattle should be moved.”

      “There were inquiries on why you didn’t just do a proper cattle drive between the ranches.”

      “Fungal infection,” I replied.

      “We washed all the cattle down before loading them, and all were treated with antifungals as we were loading them up. But yes, we cited the fungal infection problem—and that you were still on your prescription. There was significant mourning. Now you’re to be pitied due to having lost a chance to properly ride the range.”

      “I’m not going to just be riding the range, I’m going to be buying the whole damned thing. How are the sales going?”

      “They’re going fine. We’ll have signed paperwork for your acquisitions tomorrow, and we’re cleared to go pick up your Akhal-Tekes tomorrow or the day after, depending on how long it takes us to get to their farm. We have a total headcount of horses.”

      “Hit me with it.”

      “They have twenty Akhal-Tekes. And unbeknownst to me, they have four different lines. They got two new horses about five years ago as foals who aren’t from the same lines as the others. I checked their lines between other work today, and you’re going to be really happy with them. The stud comes from a line believed to be dead. The registrar lost track of him after his sale and assumed he hadn’t made it since he hasn’t been bred yet.”

      “Any other miracles you’ve been working I should know about?”

      “The mare is from a clean line that hasn’t been bred much. The last instance of inbreeding with that line was seven generations ago, and he had a DNA test done because the inbreeding was closer than any of us would appreciate. There is no evidence of genetic issues with the mare.”

      “Why didn’t Micky mention that pair?”

      “I assume he’s embarrassed he bought horses he ended up not being able to handle or breed. They’ve had minimal training.”

      I loved when I got my filthy hands on horses with minimal training. It got me out of my office and to the palace arena, where I spent several hours of my day, with my children, teaching my new horses their manners and how to properly behave. “Do I even have enough money for all this?”

      “Twilight Rose alone is covering all your acquisitions, and you’ll have money left over. Your budget is fine.”

      Damn. “I feel I sold too many of my rescues.”

      “They’re all going to good homes for premium dollar. Now your rescue stalls have room for new rescues. Would it make you feel better if we find a horse to rescue on the way home?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “I’ll see what we can do. Technically, the Akhal-Tekes count as rescues.”

      “They might be rescues, but they’re needed to save a breed, so I can’t just unload those. I’ll have to find suitable buyers for the ones we won’t use for breeding.” I drummed my fingers on the wheel and eyed the line of trucks and trailers lining up behind me. “I did not bring shame to myself moving my truck this time.”

      “You get top marks for backing your trailer, and you didn’t need any coaching from me. In fact, it appeared like you have been putting in some significant practice driving trailers. Now, how did that happen, precisely?”

      “Remember how I told Charlie I wanted to drive the fastest car the RPS had for training?”

      “With unfortunate clarity.”

      “I translated that to mean truck and trailer, and we stole one of my wife’s for lessons. I made him teach me every maneuver in them until he was confident I would not bring shame to the RPS or myself. I also made him promise not to tattle on me about my lessons. I wanted to be able to make off with a trailer whenever I wanted, especially if I found a horse to surprise my wife with.”

      “How is it you always manage to find new ways to shave years off my life, Your Majesty?”

      “It probably has something to do with my wife’s tendency to call me the Trickster King.”

      “We should get that officiated,” Geoff muttered.

      “Just because I find ways to do things I want in unexpected fashions doesn’t mean we should officiate that as my title.”

      “Anyone who has met you knows.”

      “So?”

      Geoff sighed, and he gestured to the truck and trailer in front of us, which had its trailer lights on. “Just get us to Senator Padrino’s ranch alive and well.”

      “And with no new gray hairs?”

      “I’m trying not to ask for miracles today.”

      I snickered.
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            “Are you upset from selling your horses?”

          

        

      

    

    
      Chaos surrounded me, and I basked in everyone’s utter lack of care we’d gone overboard in the effort to move my cattle and transform the pastures into something a great deal safer for me and my animals. I went with my quick barbecue, and I delighted in ruling over the hungry ranchers with my tongs.

      Until every single head of cattle was nestled in their new home for the night, nobody would get fed—and that nobody included my wife. I hadn’t expected her to show up with Senator Padrino via helicopter with Deidre in tow, but it worked out.

      Deidre pounced Eddie, Eddie glowed, and the pair went off to court trouble somewhere, likely with Bullmanchu, who had no idea why he was being held in a small paddock near the field he’d be set loose in. As soon as all the cows were appropriately marked with a tag showcasing who would be servicing her, he’d be set free to earn his keep and begin the next phase of my breeding program.

      Jessica resisted pouncing me, but she wasted no time getting her owed hugs and a kiss. “Empathy, huh?”

      “Yep.” As the children had vanished off to get into trouble, I shrugged. “I was going to have your yams and chicken flown to you.”

      “He offered to fly us over, and the RPS didn’t mind. Did you know he’s former RPS?”

      I hadn’t, which startled me enough I stared at her.

      “I hadn’t known, either. He’d served my father for a while, but then he got into politics because he wanted to make a difference. So, when you were taken, that really got to him. He’s on our allowed list of people to call if we want to get away now. They let me fly over for dinner, and I decided to behave for once before they changed their mind. Deidre came because I was about ten seconds short of a temper tantrum. Adam picked his favorite RPS agent of the hour to play games with, and at last check, Carl was waiting in the dining room for his share of the yams and chicken. His agents are prepared to risk their lives playing with him should he bore of waiting for his favorite food. I fear the agents will become bored long before he loses his patience.”

      I laughed. “And Laurette?”

      My wife pointed in Geoff’s direction, and I discovered the agent had made off with our daughter. “Ah. I missed her arrival.”

      “You had owl eyes when you realized I’d come for my yams and chicken, and then Deidre ran out of the helicopter, and you were too busy making sure she couldn’t jump high enough to hit the blades. Avery had Laurette and went out the other side. Geoff intercepted, as he’s pretending he’s off duty for some reason.”

      “He called in help, and he’s been babysitting me all day. He’s probably tired.”

      My wife giggled, and she stole another kiss. “Are you upset from selling your horses?”

      “I’m upset I rescued a horse I just sold for several million dollars,” I admitted. “It took me three hours to get over that, and then I decided my pastures were all getting fixed with the extras, we’re renovating the farmhouse, and I’m taking Eddie out to pick new furniture for his room, including a bed.”

      “A busy day for someone who is supposed to be resting.” She narrowed her eyes, peering around to locate the subject of our discussion. “Where is he?”

      “He ran off with Deidre with the same energy as someone who was recently fed cake.”

      “You did not make a sick child cake.”

      “He’s not sick. He’s having empathy issues. He had soup, and I made cake to comfort myself after finding out how much Twilight Rose sold for. He expressed interest in the cake, so he got the cake. His stomach is fine. He slept the entire trip to the ranch and until I finished his soup, so he’s got some charge on his battery. He’ll sleep well tonight, although I expect he’ll take up most of the bed while I hope I don’t fall off.”

      “That bad?”

      “It’ll get easier from here. The school will allow calls, and I promised he would be monitored when talking with Deidre or the other children so there’s no concern about him cheating on tests. The official verdict is fatigue, and we’re fairly sure it’s empathy driven. Shortly after I got there, he got on my lap and conked right out. I ended up having to carry him to the SUV while Randy and Geoff gathered his things.”

      “And your back?”

      “I’m surviving. I’ll go to the RPS clinic if it starts to bother me,” I promised. “They just love when I show up at the RPS clinic because my back is bothering me.”

      She snorted. “And how goes the chicken?”

      I checked my watch. “In about twenty minutes, I’ll get the chicken into the oven or on the grills. I’m doing a mixed batch this time. I’ll have some of each for you. We got too much, and I’m making it all, so expect to take a lot of leftovers to the palace.”

      In reality, my wife would have enough yam and chickens to last her until I got back. I’d already written up directions for the palace chefs to thaw the batches I’d have them put in the freezer to feed the food-thieving tyrants until my return.

      “So, you got over a million for Twilight Rose?”

      “Three million after taxes.” I sighed, held my wife, and closed my eyes to enjoy the moment. “I got you two new trucks and trailers, and I got one truck and trailer for me with some of the extra. I’m having the whole ranch done because I have the money now, and I won’t have to worry about the cattle budget for a while. I cleaned out my rescue stalls.”

      Jessica laughed and rubbed my back. “You poor thing, having to let go of your precious rescues. But now you have rescue stalls open, so you can go take Eddie to one of those evil markets you hate so much and pluck an animal or two out. Also, why did a heavily pregnant mare come into the palace today? Covered in ribbons? The RPS agents brought her directly into my office.”

      I laughed, hugged her a little tighter before pulling away and kissing her forehead. “I’m more impressed she arrived already. She’s Twilight Rose’s dam, and I plucked her off the meat market for seven hundred. Were you told about the legislation I want yet?”

      “No. I was too busy trying to figure out why my husband had sent me a pregnant mare.”

      “No pregnant or nursing mares are going to the meat market in my kingdom. Other auction types are permitted, but we will ultrasound every mare to go to market to confirm there isn’t a pregnancy. We will not be butchering pregnant or nursing mares. The rule will be the foals must be weaned or unable to be saved due to deformities to go to the meat market. And I gave her to you because Twilight Rose earned me three million dollars, so it’s your turn to potentially get a champion. If the foal loves racing, we’ll try the developmental rehabilitation trick the ethical race owners are doing. I’ll handle the training. If the horse runs like the wind when I’m riding, they’ll win races with a proper jockey.”

      “You’re never going to get over not being able to actually race often, are you?”

      I shook my head. “Not after learning what it feels like to fly with a horse, no. At least the jumpers are game to handle my size and weight. You don’t mind handling the legislation? I’ll get mean about it.”

      She nodded and gave my cheek a pat. “I’ll handle it. I’ll let you win this one because you’re not asking for anything unreasonable.”

      “It’d be a pretty shitty thing to fight over,” I admitted.

      “It doesn’t hurt I like when you get bossy. How are Bullmanchu and his friends doing?”

      “They’re fine. They liked bath time, and they loaded into the trailer without a fuss. Senator Padrino’s ranchers and some others are using their transports to haul the rest of the cattle, so hopefully it’ll all be done before dinner is ready.”

      “They’re about twenty minutes out, so your plans to feed everyone should go off without a hitch. The banker I spoke to was real concerned, Pat. You? Buy three trucks and trailers to go with them at one time without carefully handling every line of paperwork? The poor man asked if you were sick.”

      I laughed at the thought of some banker covering for me so my wife wouldn’t discover my other acquisitions early. “I’m not sick. I’m calling it therapy. If I moved all my cattle here and fix all the fields at the ranch, I won’t get any more fungal infections. If I don’t get any more fungal infections, my wife might praise me.”

      “I could see that happening,” my wife admitted. “And what might your wife do while praising you?”

      “I’m really hoping she’ll drag me to my favorite rooms in the palace to do whatever she wants with me, if you want me to be honest about it.”

      She giggled. “If you don’t get any more fungal infections, I’m sure your wife will keep that in mind. I’m going to go check on the kids while you prepare an offering for the food-thieving tyrants.”

      “It will be the best offering I can make for them,” I promised.
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        * * *

      

      Peace came in many shapes and sizes, but little beat the satisfaction of feeding a hoard of hungry people, especially my family. As desired, I had enough leftovers to send my wife home with a cooler loaded with chicken, everything wrapped to my satisfaction and numbered. I made use of one of the rancher’s laptops to email the head of the kitchen staff so he knew what to do with my meticulously packaged meals for my wife, making a few adjustments to how much she should be fed to appease the food-thieving tyrants. I thanked him for covering for me before going to see my wife off.

      Senator Padrino flew off with her without incident, and I sighed my relief.

      “He suggested we should spend the night here,” Geoff said, coming to stand at my side. As I wouldn’t budge until the helicopter was out of sight, he waited with his typical patience. When I remained silent, he added, “After Deidre left, Randy gave Eddie his black horse. There were tears, and Randy handled having the talk about how it was all right to have his stuffed animals. This made the crying worse, but Randy thinks he’s just overly tired.”

      Ah. “He’s putting Eddie to bed.”

      “Yep.”

      “Then I guess we’re staying here for tonight. I hope Randy came prepared with a story. I didn’t.”

      Geoff laughed. “I’m sure he can handle it. Randy asked me to occupy you with making plans for tomorrow so we can hit the road fairly early. We’ll be getting up before you to do a full check of the SUV, as it was left unsupervised. We’ll need to figure out what time to leave, where we’re going, and who to expect to go with us. Even if we took all three trailers, we don’t have enough to transport the horses, so Randy offered to drive one of the trucks while we take the SUV with Eddie.”

      I nodded. “We can take the six best that way, and one of those will be the foal Eddie picks unless he decides he wants the unborn one.”

      “He’ll probably pick one close to training,” Geoff admitted. “He’s a chip off your block for that. He wants to be in the saddle, and he wants to train animals just like you do.”

      “Has he been tested for horse empathy?”

      “No, but he will be, especially with the other empathy symptoms cropping up. We, as a kingdom, have learned through our mistakes with you.”

      “Pardon?” I eyed Geoff. “I mean, I accidentally bonded with Jessica, but did anyone think I would escape her?”

      “One of your parents was a Royal empath, completely missed because of the nature of our system. You’re very probably a Royal empath as well—and that’s even ignoring your bonding ability with horses, which continues to develop in strange ways. You’re sensitive to horses you’re bonded with, but once you sell off a horse and transfer ownership, outside of your close bonds, you drop bonds. Almost at will. There are those who consider this to be a royal level talent. Not Royal, not like the one that killed one of your parents, but royal enough.”

      I grunted at the reminder of my parents’ death. I’d wanted them to see the wedding, and it had taken me months to stop grieving each night before bed, something that had alarmed Jessica at first.

      She’d grown up surrounded by men who’d never shown emotions, giving her no idea how to handle when I’d cried over the parents I’d loved and lost. In a way, seeing my vulnerability had helped her when her parents had died.

      In our rooms, new and old, she understood she could cry for everything she wished she’d changed before reaching the point of no return. Her father had held on long enough to meet Adam, and on his dying breath, he’d kissed my cheek and thanked me for restoring hope back to Texas.

      Jessica had never understood what he’d meant, but I’d figured it out.

      In his eyes, Jessica had been the embodiment of his hope for Texas’s future with our children becoming his ultimate legacy. They carried my name rather than his, but his hands had helped shape our family.

      “Her Majesty’s father found a great deal of comfort in your parents’ deaths. He grieved along with you, as you know. He’d grown to respect them before they passed. But he understood, in that moment, that you were truly the best man for his daughter. And now you’re going to be in his same shoes.”

      “Deidre’s showing the same symptoms as Eddie.” A statement, not a question.

      “Her Majesty has caught her trying to get to the other horse in the closet several times now.”

      Ah. “A simple enough problem to solve. Give her the horse.” I shook my head, dug out my phone, and shot off a text to my wife so she knew what I was doing and another to one of the palace staffers I trusted in our bedroom to retrieve the horse, put a pink bow on it, and deliver it to Deidre’s bedroom along with one of the spares. “Deidre needs the freedom to make her own choices and mistakes. She has convinced herself that Prince Leonid is her prince. She has to decide, for herself, to sever the betrothal documents when the time comes. I’ll be there to catch her when she falls, but I know her and her mother. She’ll fall. How? That I don’t know. But I’ve had a feeling from the start.”

      “A bad one, judging from your commentary.”

      I shrugged. “I can’t afford to take away her independence. This is her mistake to make. I’ve done everything I can to give her ways to continue making her mistakes. I don’t want her to be railroaded like Jessica was. But I also understand a five year old child isn’t able to make decisions like that. But she’s Jessica’s daughter as much as mine, and she won’t quit just because she’s young. I just wish I knew what was wrong about the whole thing. Prince Leonid, on the surface, appears to be the perfect prince.”

      Geoff nodded, and he waited until the helicopter’s lights disappeared into the night to say, “But few are as they appear.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “He’s charming, and that’s the problem. Once he’s a little older, he’s going to realize he’s charming. Deidre is methodical. She’s not like her mother, who will flaunt her father’s rules for the fun of it. I’d wager Morning Glory and Baby Boy he’s not going to stay loyal.”

      “I hate that you’re probably right. But you’re also right about Deidre’s personality. It needs to remain her mistake to make.”

      “Nobody told me how hard being a father can be. If anything, now that I know, I realize I didn’t appreciate my parents enough.” I turned and regarded the ranch’s driveway and front yard, which had been taken over by cattle transports, trucks, and trailers. “Of course, back then, the last thing I expected was to be responsible for an entire kingdom of Texans.”

      “You’ve handled the burdens and responsibility with far more grace and dignity than anyone expected. You, just from being king, have done far more for your human rights plans than anything else. They see you, and they remember you were among the lowest of the low. Texas doesn’t have all that many nulls to begin with, and you were a sole step up.” Geoff clapped my shoulder and nodded in the general direction of the farmhouse. “You’re due for your medications, and everyone else is handling the cleanup. It’s time for you to get rest, too. You’re the one who needs it the most. I’m afraid I’m going to insist you get to sleep in, and I’ll take care of notifying the queen we feel you need to delay coming home for at least another day.”

      “Me? Sleep in? Did you forget we’re watching Eddie?”

      “He won’t budge until after ten.”

      “A new hat for me says he’s up no later than six and is at least half the reason you’ll be taking me to an RPS clinic for my back by the time we head home.”

      “You’re on.”
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            “We might even indulge in fast food breakfast.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, I hated being right. At precisely a minute before six, Eddie climbed into bed with me and indulged in the sort of squirming, fidgeting, and bouncing destined to account for at least ninety percent of the reason I’d be back in the body shop for my back. “Dad? Dad?”

      I considered hiding under one of the pillows, but instead of triggering an early morning tantrum, I said, “Geoff’s Dad today.”

      The boy snorted, informing me I would not be pawning off any responsibilities onto the RPS agent. “It’s time to give the cattle their breakfast.”

      Why had anyone thought it was a good idea to start feeding the cattle at six in the morning? No, more importantly, who had thought teaching Eddie that cows were fed at six in the morning had been a good idea? Oh. Right.

      Me.

      If I wanted to work my ranch, I had needed to get my poor agents on the move at three in the morning to be at the ranch no later than five so I could start feeding my cattle at six, and when I came, even at six in the morning, Eddie came out to help. I’d made the bed, but I wouldn’t get to sleep in it. I had a child to tame and cattle to feed. “All right. I’m up, I’m up.”

      Eddie bounced off the bed, and I winced at the cascade of cricks along the entirety of my spine. As I didn’t hurt yet, I’d pretend I hadn’t gotten rolled over by a child determined to maintain his morning routine.

      “Are we making breakfast this morning?” he asked.

      “For the cattle, yes. For the people, probably not. We might even indulge in fast food breakfast.”

      Eddie sucked in a breath and stared at me with wide, adoring eyes.

      “Take some of that excitement and get your other fathers out of bed, and make sure Randy knows we’re hunting fast food like the apex predators we are.”

      That got the boy to give me a few minutes alone, and I did my best to work the kinks out of my back before getting dressed. Ten minutes later, a bedraggled Geoff and his wife staggered out of their guest bedroom. I kissed the woman’s cheek. “Sorry to wake you. Eddie loves his routines more than I appreciate some mornings.”

      It had taken me and Jessica a few months to realize neither one of us minded showering other people with affection, and my wife had learned early on that I appeased Geoff’s wife through such displays. She smiled and kissed my cheek as well. “I’ll make sure that cretin of mine picks out a good hat for you. I already informed him he’d made a stupid wager. Finally decided it was time for a new one?”

      I plucked my hat off my head and regarded it with a sigh. “Jessica thought leather would last longer, but in reality, I just get it filthy, it’s even more work than the other hats, and it’s getting worn from the number of times horses take it off and use it as a toy.” I eyed one of the spots What’s the Story, Morning Glory had damaged with her teeth. “Pick whatever you think will make Jessica drool the most, honestly.”

      “She’s already pregnant. You do not need any additional prowess. If I did that, the poor woman might implode—or hold you hostage in your room for longer than comfortable for anybody.”

      I laughed at the woman’s honesty. “You don’t mind me keeping your husband for a while?”

      “Take him. I want to go to the beach without him sighing over his fate and having to retrieve me in the evenings. Return him in comparable condition, and if he misbehaves, you let me know so I can correct him upon his return. Go feed the cattle before that boy loses his mind. Catch a nap if you need one and watch your back. Now, off you go.”

      As Geoff’s wife meant business when she issued edicts, I herded Geoff off so we wouldn’t face her wrath. Once safely out of earshot, I whispered, “She’s a lovely woman, but did you forget to run when she caught sight of you?”

      “She was wearing a bikini and I got distracted,” he replied.

      While she wasn’t my Jessica, I could understand how the woman in a bikini might ensnare the RPS agent. “I might have forgotten to run, too. If Jessica had picked a bikini as her first weapon of choice, I would have been even more hopeless than I was then.”

      “I find that difficult to believe.”

      I laughed. “She showed up the first time at my apartment dressed like the rodeo queen she is, and that was bad enough. A bikini would have ruined me. Or might have resulted in me fainting from shock. I had enough trouble coming to terms with a princess visiting my apartment as it was.”

      “An apartment she viewed as utterly adorable. Did you know she thought about buying the entire building just so she could get her hands on that specific unit?”

      I hadn’t. I halted and stared at Geoff. “But why?”

      “That was where she realized you were it for her, Pat. Why else? That apartment is one of her favorite memories.”

      Huh. I hadn’t thought about it that way before. “Is the building even still standing at this point?”

      “It hasn’t been that long.”

      I’d packed so much into my life since becoming Jessica’s king. I did the math in my head and realized he was right. “It’s in a good location, it’s quiet, and generally safe. Put in an inquiry with the owner about the unit. We’ll enter a permanent leasing agreement with him and use the unit for incoming RPS agents who need housing and so on. If there’s someone in the specific unit, offer them a year’s worth of free rent to move somewhere else and cover the difference in their rent.”

      “You’re going to be unreasonable about this, aren’t you?”

      “About as unreasonable as the suite in the palace nobody else can use because I refuse to relinquish it to one of our children,” I admitted with a shrug.

      “Are you two causing me trouble?” Geoff’s wife demanded.

      I laughed. “Absolutely. Want to help us cause some trouble?”

      “Do I ever. What do you need, Pat? Your expression says you have a new idea you will pursue or you will have one of Adam’s tantrums. We have you figured out. Adam gets his tantrums from you. And that shocks everyone because you work so hard to avoid having tantrums. You must have been hell on wheels as a child.”

      I filled her in on what we’d discussed, gave her the address, and set her loose before taking Geoff to the barn to start the morning work. Randy and Eddie had beaten us and had already started tending to the cattle.

      “What kept you?” Randy asked, eyeing me.

      “Geoff told me my wife had tried to buy the entire apartment building where I used to live, and I came up with a better—and actually feasible—plan for her to get what she wanted.”

      “Geoff,” Randy complained.

      “It’s been bothering her.”

      I recognized when the RPS agents had been bickering over the situation, which meant everyone knew what had been going on except for me. “Next time, just tell me when something like that is bothering her. There’s usually a practical solution that won’t break the budget. We need temporary housing for incoming RPS agents anyway, and there’s no reason we can’t be notified when the apartment is available so she can take a walk down memory lane. She probably wants to be able to have yams and chicken and cake without having to worry about the kids now and then. That apartment was the one place she could escape to. I have the ranch. If she needs an old apartment, then there’s no reason we can’t make it work out.”

      “Told you,” Geoff stated.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      I snickered. “Geoff’s wonderful lady is already on duty and will be handling the matter personally.”

      “What did that landlord ever do to you to get you to do that to him?” Randy blurted.

      Geoff snickered, grabbed a pitchfork, and went to the hay bale Randy had been working on before our arrival. Once we filled the hay bins, we’d check the water, haul the feed bags to the proper bins, and make sure everyone had their breakfast. Bullmanchu and his friends would get groomed assuming they weren’t busy entertaining their new ladies, and we’d be on the road within two hours—after we all had a quick shower and changed our clothes.

      “I was after efficiency, but that may have been an act of cruelty on my part. After we get the cattle fed, we need to hit the road. How far to Micky’s ranch?”

      “Six hours if we don’t stop.”

      “I promised Eddie fast food breakfast, so we will need at least one detour.”

      “I have been made aware of the breakfast situation,” Randy replied in a wry tone.

      I chuckled. “Eddie, go check on Bullmanchu. If he isn’t busy with one of his new ladies, please bring him into the barn. We’ll take care of the feeding, but you need to do a nose to tail check. Look for any signs of a fungal infection, and if you spot anything, ask for help from one of the ranchers if we’re not around.”

      “Okay.” With the energy only a child possessed, Eddie grabbed Bullmanchu’s halter and a lead line and bolted from the barn.

      “Randy, go ahead and book me into the RPS clinic for my back after we’re done this trip, by the way.”

      The head of my detail sighed. “What happened?”

      “An enthusiastic child crawling all over me finished what living and breathing started.” I shrugged. “It’ll hold for a week or two. I just know it’s going to get bad again, so I may as well be proactive about it. It doesn’t hurt right now, but I am assuming it will.”

      “All right. I’ll schedule you in for a comprehensive once we have a better idea of when we’re headed back to the palace, and I’ll talk to the dispatchers to make sure the clinics are aware we may stop in earlier. I’ll get a list of the ones best qualified to treat you while we’re roaming Texas.”

      With that out of the way, I went to work. The faster the cattle were fed, the faster we were on the road—and the faster I got home to see my horses. Or I caved and asked someone to haul them to me.

      Some separation would do us good—or so the other empaths said. I could only hope Baby Boy and What’s the Story, Morning Glory decided to leave the barn intact when they finished expressing their displeasure over the disruption to their routine.
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        * * *

      

      After fast food breakfast and once convinced I wouldn’t be going anywhere without him while driving the SUV, Eddie conked out for a nap. Geoff, who’d claimed the front passenger seat, sighed. “I thought he’d never run out of battery.”

      I raised a brow. “Are children actually equipped with batteries now?”

      “This one obviously is. Isn’t he supposed to be fatigued? This is not a fatigued child. This is a hyperactive child who got bored enough he decided to sleep off the part of the trip he doesn’t like.”

      I snickered at Geoff’s exasperated tone. “Are you upset he’s excitable or that he possesses the talent of falling asleep at his whim in three seconds flat?”

      “I spent a great deal of time staring at the ceiling last night, and I’m at the stage of tired I couldn’t nap if I wanted to,” the RPS agent complained.

      I checked my mirrors and counted RPS agents. “You’re not going to be working on this trip anyway. I count five RPS pairs pretending like trouble is going to happen. Honestly, I’m impressed they’re all behind me rather than boxing me in.”

      At our current stage of the trip, the RPS agents tended to become rather nervous their monarchs demonstrated a willingness to function outside of set protocol. They’d adapted to Jessica’s wild side.

      I tended to do what they expected most of the time, but when I went off the beaten path, I did so without any regard for their comfort.

      “Charlie probably told them to let you run wild and free. And anyway, Randy has the point position. Nobody is going to win against that truck or trailer if he intervenes. And yes, we’re trained on how to make use of a truck and trailer if that happens to be what we’re driving at the time.”

      I winced at the thought of Randy weaponizing my new truck. “I should have made him drive one of the wife’s.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. It’s been a while since anyone has tried anything seriously. It’s an unannounced trip, and your dislike of driving borders on legendary. Half of Texans wouldn’t believe you’d drive without being forced even if we told them you do it fairly often now. The other half would just nod their approval and offer recommendations on how to drive properly.”

      “Charlie keeps promising me interesting things to drive,” I admitted.

      “That was part of the reason we brought him in. His enjoyment of fast cars is rather contagious. You could buy your own fast car, you know. You can certainly afford one, and the RPS keeps a list of makes and models that are easy to customize to be appropriate for royalty to drive. It would surprise your wife if you came home in a new car of any sort.”

      “It really would, wouldn’t it?”

      “Your trucks and trailers are practical. A car? That’s not nearly as practical. And if you buy a sports model with only two seats, you’ll astonish her. Then you can take her on a drive while Charlie and a few of his friends shadow you.”

      “You can talk me into a car a little later in the trip.” The idea of sneaking off with my wife appealed, although it would likely result in additional consequences if we waited until after the twins were born—just like she wanted. “You get to explain to Randy when I plan a weekend getaway with my wife in my new car.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem. We’ll fight over who gets the kids off-duty and send the rest off with you in the shadowing cars. You two don’t get out often enough. A few weekends won’t hurt anything, especially if you send the kids off to weekend activities they’ll enjoy.”

      Once the twins were born, it would be at least a year before we had any hope of making off for even a weekend. Even if Jessica didn’t mind someone babysitting our herd, she tended to get rather irritated if she was separated from our babies for more than a few hours. “But are you sure?”

      “I’m booking you in for therapy for working too much.”

      I chuckled as I’d already gone through several rounds of therapy over the subject. I’d frustrated the therapists into needing therapy. The sessions amused me more than appropriate. Did they really expect me to do anything other than my best when it came to my wife?

      Not only that, but I couldn’t walk away from my fellow Texans, either—and that meant doing the best work I could in the limited time I had.

      “Make sure you enroll the therapist for therapy. For some reason, they always seem to need therapy themselves once I get a hold of them.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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            The stallion would be coming home with me.

          

        

      

    

    
      The farm had seen better days, and I eyed the house, aware if it crumbled, the rest of the place would struggle to meet the bare minimums required to keep horses. “We’re going to need more trailers, and someone is going to have to give Senator Padrino a call and ask if we can take over the last of his pastures for horse storage.”

      “I’ll handle the senator,” Randy said, digging out his phone and stepping away.

      “Eddie, steal a notebook from one of the on-duty RPS agents along with a pen. I want you to make a list of everything you think needs to be done to turn this place into a working ranch.”

      The boy bobbed his head and went to ambush one of the RPS pairs. My agents had learned early on to keep small pads of paper and pens in their pocket to appease my need to take notes. With that out of the way, I headed for the front porch.

      Before I had reached the door to knock, an older man, bent and walking with the assistance of a cane, stepped outside. “Your Majesty,” Micky greeted.

      “Micky,” I replied, pushing back my various misgivings about the condition of the man’s home to focus on the important business ahead of us: his horses, which were soon to become my horses. “Where are the horses? I’d like to get a chance to look them over and get the first lot of them onto the trailer to drive them over to the ranch they’ll be staying at for the next few weeks before they’re sent to their permanent home.”

      “If you don’t mind sparing my old bones, they’re all out in the pasture. We rigged an open stable for them so they come and go as they please. The youngins ain’t seen a trailer in their life.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. I’ll get them loaded up. I expect we’ll have all the livestock off your hands by the end of the day.”

      “You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

      “Pat,” I prompted, tipping my hat his way. “Geoff? Can you handle the rest of the business while I go see to the horses?”

      Geoff could evaluate the situation and make certain everything would go smoothly.

      “Of course,” he replied, joining me on the porch and taking my place while I went to see what I had to work with—and bracing for the possibility I’d have a lot of hungry mouths to feed. To my relief, when I spotted the horses, many of them black like Chocolate Cupcake, I saw no obvious signs of neglect beyond a need for all of them to get a good grooming and their hooves checked.

      I wondered where the bays and sole chestnut had come from and how many lines I had to work with among the blacks. The mystery would remain a mystery until I reviewed their papers, identified which horse was which, and otherwise calmed the chaos surrounding the animals.

      I could only assume Micky had transitioned to an open stabling method to save him the effort of retrieving horses each night and turning them out to graze in the morning.

      When I approached the fence, the entire herd of them found me to be most fascinating, and they came over to see what I was about. The braver ones, a dark foal and a bay yearling, sniffed at me and accepted my affection. As the yearling wore a worn halter, I took hold of it, climbed the fence, ignored my back’s complaints, and headed in the direction of the open stable.

      A quick check informed me I had a rather tractable stallion in the making. He followed me without putting up a fuss, and once I was in the stable, I located the lead lines. I selected one, clipped it to his halter, and secured him to a post. Arming myself with several other halters and lines, I began the work of catching horses and tying them, pleased to discover they’d been trained enough to stand still once captured.

      Only one, an older black stallion, opted to challenge me. After a quick discussion with Geoff, who instructed me on which horse had been best broken to saddle, I got mounted up on the mare with a lasso.

      The stallion would be coming home with me. I needed his fire in my lines, and I’d recognized the gleam in his eyes. Chocolate Cupcake’s sire would have a nice home near his spitfire of a daughter, and I’d hope her dam would give me a few more foals with the same spirit.

      The mare in question tolerated my weight with good grace, responded to the lightest touch of my heel, and behaved with the curiosity I expected from a smart, healthy horse. While a leaf or plastic bag might send her bolting for the next kingdom, I’d worry about it when either I went along for the ride or she left me on the ground in her wake.

      I prepped the lasso, gave it a whirl to make certain the rope behaved like I expected, and tested the mare’s ability to read my signals only using my legs. She moved like a dream, and I expected to be sneaking time in the palace arena teaching her how to be a showcase example of breed.

      Maybe his age had caught up with him, but Micky had worked wonders with the mare.

      I regarded the stallion with a raised brow, and I used the mare’s presence to herd him in the pasture’s corner, keeping an eye on the fence and the various ways a stubborn stallion might hurt himself—or me—should he get too close. “I reckon you don’t agree with me, but you’re going to be coming along pretty as a picture once I’ve got you roped.”

      The stallion’s ears turned back, and he snorted at me.

      Once I had him within easy lasso range, I reined the mare in and let fly.

      I could only presume Micky hadn’t lassoed his horses often, as the stallion stared at me with white-rimmed eyes the instant the rope tightened to a snug fit around his neck. I understood the astonishment.

      The first time my wife had lassoed me with one of my ties, I’d been stunned at her aim along with her ability to transform a piece of clothing into a weapon of seduction. As a general rule, when her preferred tie for lassoing me came out, it went one of two ways. I put up a fight for fun or froze and forgot what I’d been trying to do or say, my common sense dribbling out of my ears.

      I gave a tug of the rope, and while the stallion snorted at me, he came closer. “That’s a boy,” I crooned to him. Once I had him close enough to touch, I offered my hand so he could get a sniff. I kept my fingers, he relaxed, and I rewarded him with attention.

      Like his daughter, the stallion drank up the affection and decided following me might give him more of what he wanted. Pleased he hadn’t put me through hell bringing him in, I led him back to the stable, staying mounted so he wouldn’t get any ideas.

      Stallions tended to get ideas at the worst time.

      “Nice catch,” Randy praised. “Micky said those are Chocolate Cupcake’s parents?”

      “This little lady is going to be doing exhibitions within two months, you mark my words.”

      “She’s moving beautifully, I’ll give you that,” the head of my detail agreed. “I’ve figured out these grain guzzlers. Micky’s having trouble with their hooves because this farm has a fungal problem, too.”

      Damn it. “How bad?”

      “Mild, but we’ll have to raze the fields to make it habitable, and we’ll have to quarantine the horses until the infections clear up.”

      “Where the hell am I going to quarantine an entire farm’s worth of animals?”

      “You can send them to the new ranch near Dallas. I’ve called, and they’re confirmed to have no fungal problems, and they are working to set up a quarantine paddock with an open stable like this. We’ll treat them before we set them loose, and it should be fine. We’ll just have to spray down all the equipment with the antifungals to keep it from spreading. I recommend putting out a public health advisory on the fungal strain. One farm is bad luck. Two at this distance is a strong indication we have a bigger problem brewing.”

      I heaved a sigh, shifted in the saddle, and retrieved the gaudy phone meant to contact my wife. I dialed, braced for the worst, and held my phone to my ear.

      “What’s wrong?” Jessica demanded.

      “Why is something wrong every time I call and want to hear your beautiful voice?” I asked. “But there is a minor nuisance I need you to handle.”

      “Okay. I can work with minor nuisance. What’s the problem?”

      “I found a pair of presents for you, went to go catch them, and discovered the fungal problem is not just at my ranch. I need you to get the medical records from my current and past infections and put out a health advisory for ranches to test their farm and animals. Your presents have fungal infections, and I need to put them in quarantine. We’ll need to pass something through the congress in form of financial relief for the ranches with the infection. Entice the earthweavers with a year of no taxes paid on income if they only charge a thousand per ten acres for the work. Have the government dip into the emergency fund to cover a thousand per ten acres of treated farmland. The earthweavers will need to confirm the presence of the fungus in the acres to be paid.”

      “Damn it, Pat! Are you playing in another fungus-filled pasture?”

      “Well, I’m riding in one, but I didn’t know it had fungus when I got mounted up. I’m riding Chocolate Cupcake’s mother, and I just lassoed her father, and I’m bringing them home to you.”

      Jessica sucked in a breath. “You found her parents?”

      I smiled, as I bet my wife’s eyes were as wide as the stallion’s when I’d roped him. “I can’t claim credit for the discovery, but I’m claiming credit for the purchase. I spent out of my cattle budget to get them for you.”

      She chuckled. “All right. If you’re spending out of your precious cattle budget, you had to have them for me. And you knew how much I wish we could have matching horses. How much?”

      “Fifty thousand a head, and the mare is a two-for-two special. She’s pregnant but ridable, although I’ll take her off the riding list once I know how far along she is. She’s not close, as the gentleman I bought her from recommended I give her a ride to bring in her stallion.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.” I hesitated, and as I’d already spilled some of the beans, I added, “I may have bought them out of Akhal-Tekes. The entire living line now belongs to me.”

      “Damn it, Pat!”

      I fought my urge to laugh at her exasperated tone. “The owner is older and can’t keep up with them. They needed to be sent off to new homes, and I pitched fifty a head for every Akhal-Teke on his farm.”

      “And since you sold Twilight Rose, you can pay for them.”

      “And their upkeep for a while, although I expect to get a pretty penny for some of these horses. They’re perfection.”

      “Pat, you think every horse on the planet is perfection.”

      “These are more perfect than usual.” I nudged the mare forward, and once near Randy, I gave him the stallion’s rope. “Take good care with my boy, Randy.”

      “You got it,” he promised, and clicking his tongue, he guided the stallion into the open stable.

      “Anything else I should know?”

      “Well, considering I have to find a quarantine farm for my new herd, I’ll be delayed coming home.”

      “I can live with that. You’re not going to sleep well if you were to leave that to someone else. I’ll tell the children you found Chocolate Cupcake’s parents and that Chocolate Cupcake will have a sibling soon.”

      “I gave Eddie first pick of the Akhal-Teke foals. Deidre will get the best of the remaining horses or the one on the way,” I informed my wife. “So, if you want to create mayhem at home, tell Deidre she has to pick a stall for her new horse. The horse will be black.”

      “You’re something else, Patrick Laycal.”

      I really was. “But you like it.”

      “I do, but Deidre’s going to lose her mind.”

      “Yes, she will. Especially if she ends up with the one on the way. If the foal doesn’t make it, she’ll get one of the other Akhal-Tekes. We’ll just plan the delivery to be when we expect this mare to drop her foal.”

      “Late season foaling,” my wife commented.

      “As I said, the owner is old, and I suspect he barely made her fertility window. We’ll have to check the other mares here. The stallion was left unattended in the same pasture. We may have to take certain steps.” At the end of the day, I only cared about having healthy horses, but if the stallion had bred with one of his daughters, we’d have to evaluate if the foal could have a healthy, happy life. At the very minimum, any inbred foals would be barred from breeding. In the case of the males, they’d be gelded to prevent genetic deformities from spreading to other horses.

      “He could have been set loose after all the mares were out of season,” my wife reminded me.

      “That’s what I’m hoping for, but we’ll need to do our due diligence and check—and you can handle anything necessary.”

      She remained silent for a long moment. “You’re actually approving of the procedures?”

      “The foal’s health comes first, and if the foal can’t have a reasonable chance at a good life, then we do what we need to do.” The first and last time I’d approved of aborting a foal it had been due to an unexpected pairing of two horses carrying the lethal white gene. The stallion had been a little younger than I preferred to geld, although he’d been gelded upon confirming he carried the gene. After conferring with the vets, the difficult decision had been made to terminate the pregnancy.

      Exactly nobody in our home had been willing to watch the colt suffer through a horrific death, not when the tests we’d done confirmed he’d be born white and die within days of birth.

      My wife sighed. “And there’s the chance of naked foal syndrome.”

      I grimaced, as one of the other conservatory breeders had discovered his lines had the gene. While recessive, when it showed up, the foal suffered until dying several weeks after birth, usually from a skin infection. At most, I’d heard of a diligent owner keeping a horse with the syndrome alive for two years before laminitis-induced pain resulted in the animal being put down out of mercy.

      Afterwards, he’d made the difficult decision to geld all his stallions with the gene, further reducing the breeding pool.

      Chocolate Cupcake’s genetic tests had come back clean, a relief. “The stallion’s not a carrier, babe. Chocolate Cupcake doesn’t have the gene.”

      “Oh. Right. I’d forgotten.” Jessica huffed. “I got focused on the potential consequences and stopped thinking.”

      “It’s okay. I think I broke out in a cold sweat thinking about what would happen if one of them carried the gene. I think the animals here are all right, although he has unrelated horses I’ll have to test for the gene.” As I knew my wife would ask, I said, “I don’t see any sign of wobbler’s in the stock here, nor am I seeing any evidence of kissing spine thus far, but I’ve only ridden the one mare.” Kissing spine we could fix with an operation, patience, and money, all of which I’d invest in to give the horse a better chance at a good life. “DSLD is a possibility, but we didn’t see any evidence of it in Chocolate Cupcake. But until we identify the markers for that one, we’ll have to do lameness checks on every horse.” I wouldn’t appreciate the vet bills later, but I’d grit my teeth and bear it with a smile. “They look healthy.”

      “You realize we pay the royal vets a salary, right? And that we only pay for supplies for the treatments at cost? This is not as expensive as you are surely thinking it is. We put several vets on salary at the palace because of how much it cost to treat What’s the Story, Morning Glory. The only time we pay the insane bills is when we need specialty equipment or someone with additional expertise—and even then, they usually go to bat for us because you’re a horse-crazed man who might cry if you can’t get the proper care for one of your animals. And for some reason, not a single damned vet in this kingdom can handle you when you’re about to cry because you want to save a horse.”

      Busted. “I am a full-grown man, and I can cry when I want to,” I informed her, aware she’d be pleased with my assertiveness.

      Randy, on route to the stable, laughed at my commentary as did the collection of RPS agents around.

      “I hear you have an audience.”

      “It’s just a bunch of pesky RPS agents who have had years shaved off their lives because I drove an SUV today.”

      “You can’t trick me, Pat. I have a video of you backing your new truck and trailer in my possession. It was a seriously sexy piece of driving.”

      “But did the video get the astonished expressions of everyone around when they realized I can actually drive a truck and trailer?”

      “Even better. I got to hear one of your agents blurt ‘what the actual fuck?’ while recording what he presumed would be a disaster. I loved it. Then I was sent the video along with an accusation of taking you out in one of my trucks and trailers to treat you. I replied with a question, demanding to know who the hell had gotten to my husband. Then we both worried. So, enlighten us. Who taught you to drive a truck and trailer with such finesse?”

      “Charlie.”

      My wife paused. “The driving instructor for the RPS?”

      “Yes, him. Charlie taught me. It was in one of your trucks and trailers, too. That part scared the liver out of both of us. What would you do to us if we scratched either? Neither of us wanted to find out.”

      Her laughter burst out of her. “I’ll tell Charlie he did a great job and show him the video so you’re given a fun course. I should have guessed. He has you twice a week trying to teach you how to be a proper Texan. I’d lost hope long ago.”

      I couldn’t wait to pick her up in my new, sporty car just to see her expression. “Please forgive me for the rescues.”

      “Of course. You’ve been working so hard to help the Akhal-Tekes. I wouldn’t dream of stopping you from getting an entire line of them. I’ll handle the ultrasounds of the mares and the genetic testing to make sure we don’t have to take any precautions.”

      “Thanks, babe.”

      “I’ll get to work on the fungus problem, too. Expect news of that to hit by tomorrow morning. You’re okay with your medical files for that being released to the public?”

      “I’m all right with it. Just warn the RPS before you do it as they’ll surely have a mass meltdown. And get one of the RPS clinic folks to give you the doctored files so nothing private slips up.”

      “You have privacy?”

      “I mean, I’ve been fertility tested a few times.”

      “The results of your fertility test are already public knowledge, Pat.”

      I lost the war with myself and choked on a laugh. “Which child do you think confirmed my fertility test results with the kingdom?”

      “The kingdom was pretty happy with number one, they were dancing at number two, and after number three, the glee became concern we might not survive our herd.”

      I snorted in an attempt to control my laughter, gave up, and chuckled openly. “I lost count of the numbers of offers to babysit. But some recanted, as they realized if we had babysitters, we might end up with even more children.”

      “We need babysitters.”

      “We’re going to need an entire herd of babysitters to handle our herd. Then the babysitters will probably require therapy.” I swung off the mare’s back, praised her, and led her into the stable. All but one RPS agent worked at grooming the animals, making sure they’d had breakfast, and I recognized one of the jugs we used to haul antifungal to my ranch in an effort to keep me from getting ill. “Ah. Someone brought the antifungals so my horses are getting treated. Probably leftover from when I visited Bullmanchu and didn’t insist on meeting with all my favorites. I didn’t take a nap in the pasture at least. I just grabbed a horse or three, saddled one, and brought in a straggler. I’ll take a shower and get the physicians to prescribe the antifungals again just in case I can’t beat off another infection.”

      “Those precautions are acceptable. If you get an infection again, we’ll get you a week off work and make the congress call in with the truly important matters. A week won’t hurt anyone.”

      On top of the two or three weeks I’d be stealing, an extra week probably wouldn’t kill any members of the congress, although I would worry for their sanity by the time I returned. “Call that agricultural guy we pay to help write up guidelines for checking the fields. He may as well earn his keep.”

      “You mean our gardener?”

      “He knows plants, and he was the one who identified how I’d picked up the infection—and he keeps it out of our gardens. I bet he’d have good thoughts. I bet one of those thoughts is a scolding for letting our fields get into that condition, but we can handle a scolding, especially as we’re working on fixing the problem.”

      My wife sighed. “I’ll take care of it. Go rescue those horses and get a report on how bad their hooves are, the cost to fix the problem, and if they’ll have any other health complications from exposure to the fungus.”

      “I’ll have someone bring you info as soon as it’s ready. Can you nudge Padrino and ask him to give me a call? I have a question for him.”

      “Sure. He’s around and about today. He is getting information on the antifungal you’re using because he has a large stock of cattle that probably needs to be treated for some reason.”

      “Not sure how that happened,” I replied. “How strange.”

      “You’re something else, Pat.”

      “The store that carries it is half hour out of town and is the veterinary supply depot for Dallas. They keep it in high supply at my request.”

      “Because you understood, probably years ago, that if your field has the fungus, others have the fungus, and if there is a fungal outbreak, you need a supply to handle a lot of animals at one time.” My wife giggled. “Just when I think you can’t surprise me any more, you do something so practical it’s painful—and then it works out to be accurate.”

      “I was fixing to suggest ranches keep a stock just in case. I won’t have to now.”

      “You’re going all Texan on me again. Got tired of being prim and proper?”

      “Damn straight, ma’am.”

      My wife lost her tenuous grip on her mirth and laughed so hard I bet she cried. “Are you worried I’m going to be mad at you for getting your very own herd of Akhal-Tekes?”

      “Maybe a little. But only a little. I’m more upset I’d been trying to stay out of bad fields and wandered into one.”

      “We could probably identify every fungus-filled field in Texas if I sent you off to visit ranches. You’d go straight for the bad fields and roll in them.”

      “I didn’t roll in this one. I just rode across it to fetch a horse.”

      “You’ll probably be fine but tell Randy to keep an eye on you more than he usually does, okay?”

      “I’ll ask my babysitters to make sure my lungs behave.”

      “Good. What’s Eddie doing?”

      “He’s helping the RPS agents treat the horses,” I admitted. “I’m staying out of it because I don’t want an entire herd of angry men and women accusing me of trying to get another infection.”

      “Isn’t he supposed to be resting?”

      I heaved a sigh.

      “Well, that doesn’t sound promising. What’s going on?”

      “Remember how I’d go to the ranches at three in the morning to visit with Eddie before work?”

      “I do. You’d try so hard to slip out of bed without waking me, but you can’t seem to go without tucking me in, thus waking me up. Don’t stop that, by the way.”

      I loved how she appreciated the little things. “This morning, right before six, he crawled all over me to get me up to take care of the cattle. Don’t be surprised when I stop at the RPS clinic.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Your poor back. All right. It’s not hurt badly, is it?”

      “It is deceptively in good shape, which is how I know trouble is lurking on the horizon, waiting to catch me off guard.”

      “Ah.” As that had happened more times than I cared to think about, my wife joined me in sighing. “Which clinic?”

      “Whichever one Randy and Geoff decide is best for my specific issue of the hour. I’m sure it’ll be fine. I just wanted to let you know a rambunctious child had bounced all over me and my back snapped, crackled, and popped in alarming ways without immediate pain.”

      She muttered a few curses. “I give it three days before one of the RPS chiropractors is turning you into a living pretzel to fix that mess.”

      “I’m betting one week and five days.”

      “If you legitimately last one week and five days, I am going to take a day off, load you into my trailer, and pick you out three new cows. And if we need to get your cows imported from overseas, I’ll let you go pick one random cow as a pet. The pet rules apply.”

      As most cattle ranchers burned through their livestock in two to four year cycles, I’d decided there would be rules regarding how my ranches operated. The dairy cows worked until they no longer produced excess milk, after which they were assigned a new job: diversifying breeding stock. If the cow couldn’t be bred due to being bad genetics, she entered one of two programs. She either went to pasture with the end goal of being slaughtered for the meat market or she became a pet.

      The pets all lived at a ranch without a single bull in sight, and they were used to teach children and other ranchers about cattle care. In rare circumstances, I would put the pets to work to breed for a rancher who needed calf stock or dairy cows, bringing in the most diverse bulls I could find to salvage an operation falling on hard times.

      “Can I get a fancy breed and have her live at the Dallas ranch?”

      My wife snickered. “If the cow gets along with horses and doesn’t mind being with horses instead of other cows, you can keep her at the Dallas ranch, although I may insist you get two fancy cows if you do that. They’re herd animals, and we don’t want a sad cow moping around.”

      “That’s fair. If not, I’ll just visit my pet on days off.”

      That got her laughing in earnest. “We get days off?”

      “I have been hinted at, rather severely, we need to start taking days off.”

      “It’s not a bad idea, although I question where they think we’re going to find the time to take the time off. As it is, we have to plan for one missing monarch. Both of us wandering off on non-vital business at the same time might break the entire kingdom.”

      “Maybe we need to implement a strict training regime for politicians and support staff, starting with making sure we take the weekends off except in case of actual emergency,” I muttered. “Health advisories on fungal infections classifying as an emergency. Congress being upset over proposed legislation is not an emergency.”

      “Pitch me when you’re back,” she ordered.

      “I’ll try. You’ll be fine dealing with the health advisory?”

      “I’m pregnant not helpless, Pat.”

      I raised a brow despite knowing she couldn’t see me. “You’re pregnant, and given a few weeks, you’re going to be spending most of your time doing what?”

      “Probably sleeping on your lap, and I’ll enjoy every moment of it. And you’ll just have to cope if I snore again.”

      With twins, she’d more than earned the right to snore and interrupt meetings for the next few months. “I will suffer through somehow, I’m sure.”

      “Give Eddie hugs and kisses for me, try not to get yet another fungal infection, and let the agents handle the treatments. Observe and stay out of the puddles.”

      “I will.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      She hung up, and I chuckled over the oddities of the conversation with my wife. I eyed my agents, decided Randy would be my best bet for reminding me, and said, “The wife wants me to pitch actual time off from work once I’m back.”

      “I’ll remind you,” he promised. “Anything else?”

      “She’ll be sending out a health advisory for the fungus problem by the end of the day. How bad off are my horses?”

      “It’s mild. I give it a week of treatments and they’ll all be sound, and as long as we hose down all the vehicles in question, there shouldn’t be any spread. We’ll all be queueing up for showers just to make sure none of us get an infection, but I doubt we’ll pick anything up. It’s probably just started to set into the fields and the horses may be stressed.”

      I eyed the animals, who all seemed healthy enough. “From what?”

      Randy nodded in the direction of the farmhouse. “He’s had them a long time, and he’s getting old, as is his wife. They probably noticed their owners aren’t as spry as they used to be. I can’t see anything wrong with the animals. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s a minor animal empath—not enough to bond, but strong enough to stress the animals when he can’t take care of them like he wants to. We’ll monitor them for active bonds once we get them moved, and if any of them are bonded, we’ll make sure they’re moved to be near him.”

      “He’s confirmed to be selling the farm?”

      “Yes.”

      I nodded, as the whole place would need a lot of work. “Set this place as a getaway royal ranch, put the RPS in charge of it as a riding and training facility, and once the fields are fixed, see if we’ve got space to set up a proper quarantine pasture.”

      “There are a lot of acres. Wrangling the cattle will be work. They’re a bit wild.”

      “Hire some good ranchers to bring them in, do their health tests, and get DNA tests done on the beasts. Assume they’ll be pets, although if any of them have good genetics, we may adjust the plan. Mark them for consideration if there is a food shortage.”

      I hated authorizing any of the pets to be slaughtered, but the buck stopped with me and Jessica. If Texans needed food, it fell to us to provide. Thus far, we hadn’t had to implement any of my plans, but they were in place if needed. “Don’t tell the wife this, but if the cows are genetically sound and can be good beef cattle, breed them. We’ll move the weaned cattle to a different farm and boost the supply.”

      It could go either way with herds left to their own devices. It depended on where he’d gotten the cattle.

      “Micky says he got fairly diverse cattle. The herd is four years old, and he only has a single bull from a different line. He got the stock from one of your earlier projects.”

      That would save me a lot in genetic testing. “How early?”

      “They meet your minimum standards for the food supply. They produce damned good milk in his opinion, but not in high quantity.”

      “Talk with Micky, identify the cows with the best milk supply, and send them off to supply the palace. We’ll register half the calves for the meat market and half for continuing the dairy supply, assuming their milk quality breeds true.”

      “Actionable enough items. I’ll call Senator Padrino and inquire if we can borrow his transports again. At last count, which was two weeks ago, he had over a hundred head of cows, a single bull, and the calves. He hasn’t culled any of the calves.”

      “Weaned?”

      “Barely.”

      “Separate them off to different ranches, give the ladies a breather and a chance for health evaluations, and test the bull. Mark the bull to become a pet if he doesn’t pan out.”

      “Anything else, Your Majesty?”

      “A hotel. I am going to need a long and hot shower after today.”

      “And dinner?”

      “Let Eddie pick what to feed us tonight, and we won’t tell the physicians.”
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            If the horse couldn’t defend itself, things got sketchy in a hurry.

          

        

      

    

    
      We took over every available room at the nearest hotel to Micky’s ranch, and before I could panic over being a room short, two auxiliary agents who’d come without their partners offered to share. With that problem out of the way, I hauled Randy, Geoff, and Eddie up to the room we’d be sharing. At everyone’s insistence, I showered first in the hope of preventing the fungal infection from reoccurring.

      I expected to be at an RPS clinic within two weeks for more problems than my back.

      Once I’d taken my shower, Geoff claimed the bathroom, and I dealt with the next problem on my agenda: dinner.

      Where I went, chaos happened at restaurants, but I had a promise to keep.

      “Any idea what you want for dinner, Eddie?”

      The child stared at me in adoration, and it hurt to witness how something as small as letting him pick dinner filled him with wonder and joy. At his age, I’d been the same.

      My reasons for wonder and joy were different, but I understood all the same.

      I remained the reason his father had died. While he viewed me as a connection to his past, I viewed myself as the primary source of the tragedy in his life. We’d made everything work out, but I remembered.

      “What are my choices?”

      As I had zero idea, I turned to Randy for help, aware I likely mirrored the child.

      Randy snickered and went to work informing Eddie of his options with an alarming number of fast food restaurants leading the pack. When the RPS agent announced there was a steak and seafood restaurant, Eddie’s eyes widened. It pained me to see his expression.

      I bet my parents had witnessed the flash of hope followed with the determination not to be a burden.

      “You know what to do, Randy. It seems we’re going to have to have steak and seafood tonight. Please pass along an apology for making a mess of their restaurant. If they’re willing to stay open a little later, we’ll invade closer to closing. It’ll take us all that long to get cleaned up anyway.”

      I would do my best to keep my anxiety under control. No amount of therapy had been able to conquer the problems I suffered through when eating out at restaurants. Without fail, the instant a Royal stepped through the doors, everyone panicked, which set me and my oversensitive empathy off.

      I wasn’t even a generalized empath, but restaurants always managed to do me in.

      I’d do my best, but I would have a fight on my hands by the end of the night. In good news, once the dust settled, I’d be exhausted and ready for a full night’s sleep, which would come as a relief to the RPS agents stuck with me.

      Randy nodded, grabbed his room key, and stepped out into the hall to make the call.

      “Are you going to be okay, Dad? They’re going to be cooking, and they won’t let you into the kitchen.”

      I grinned at his concerned tone, determined to hide the real problem from him. “Don’t tell your mother this, but I’m tired enough I don’t mind that someone else is cooking for me right now. We’ve both had an exciting day, so I’ll keep my cooking ways reined in for tonight. I have a little more work to do right now than I anticipated, but that’s all right. The horses need to be taken care of first, and we got everything situated on that front.”

      By tomorrow afternoon, my new babies would be at my new ranch, where they would suffer through visits from the vets, the farrier, and trainers to begin their lives as spoiled pets. After they passed their quarantine, Chocolate Cupcake’s parents would make the journey to the Royal stable to settle into their home with their daughter.

      “Oh. That’s okay, then. You’d beat the cooks with your ladle when you’re that tired.”

      I fought the urge to laugh at the reminder of when one of my old teachers had come into my kitchen and had tried to tell me how to cook. Afterwards, I realized my sneaky wife had put the man up to it, aware I’d been shorter tempered than usual and itching for a fight—and not the kind we indulged in before running a risk of adding more kids to our herd. I’d spent the entire dispute smacking my ladle against the side of my leg.

      Unbeknownst to me at the time, Eddie had witnessed the entire thing, and Jessica had taken care of explaining how even calm people, like me, could be pushed into having an argument with someone.

      My teacher had left laughing, praising me for having finally managed to rule something properly.

      “I wouldn’t actually beat them, not unless they were hurting a horse. And then can anyone blame me for smacking around an idiot with a ladle if he’s hurting a horse?” No matter how hard my wife tried, whenever I witnessed someone abusing a horse, somebody got hit, the lawyers got involved, and as a general rule, I won the dispute because nobody could come up with a good reason why I shouldn’t use a little force to stop the fool from beating a horse.

      If the horse could defend itself, I observed before using minimal force.

      If the horse couldn’t defend itself, things got sketchy in a hurry.

      “Mom says I should probably not follow you in your footsteps on that one, but she can’t really blame you. She’d shock them for doing it, and then she’d have to use her lawyers, too,” Eddie informed me in a grave tone. “But I’ll be just like you if I see somebody hurting a horse.”

      I didn’t care if Eddie’s other fathers yelled at me; I nodded my approval. “Once Geoff is done in the shower, it’s your turn, and I want you to dress in your nicest pair of jeans and a button-up shirt. I know you had a quick shower at the ranch, but let’s make sure there’s no fungus among us. Don’t worry about the restaurant’s dress code if they have one. I am going to be dressed casually as well.”

      Nobody enforced dress codes on the king, and I enjoyed that part of going out and about in society. When we gave the RPS agents warning, a few came wearing similar clothes, likely in an effort to mitigate my anxiety.

      I’d wisely left all my suits at home, and upon figuring out I meant to run away, one of my agents had brought a bag with my casual clothes. While my agents would worry about my anxiety levels, I would delight in dodging suits for the next two or so weeks. Considering my back problems, I really would be lucky to make it a week and five days, but I wanted my new cows, and I wanted my wife to give them to me. I would hold on, even if I had to fake being all right after the three days Jessica anticipated it would take for my back to give out on me.

      Five minutes later, Geoff emerged from the bathroom, and he’d gone the casual route as well. Eddie barreled in, dragging his bag with him, leaving the RPS agent to regard the closed door with a raised brow. “What did you do? Promise him a second horse?”

      “We’re having steak and seafood for dinner tonight,” I informed the agent. “This is apparently motivation to conquer the shower without making a fuss over it. He’s probably taking the fungal infection part of things seriously. I told him I knew he’d taken a quick shower at the ranch, but he didn’t seem to object to another round.”

      Micky had invited everyone to use his shower, but the child had been the only one to be ordered in. Adults knew better than to roll around on fresh beds while potentially carrying around fungus.

      Children saw freshly made beds and wished to roll upon them, so we’d wisely taken care of him first. The RPS agents had likely wanted me to do the same, but a promise to be the first to shower once in the hotel had been enough to appease them.

      Everyone’s shoes had endured their soles being sprayed down with antifungals and dried off with rags before we’d gotten into the vehicles.

      “That he would. He’s almost as bad as we are whenever you get ill,” Geoff replied in a rueful tone. “If you could follow your wife’s example a little more, we’d appreciate it.”

      I chuckled; I did everything I could to boost my poor immune system. “I do seem to have this habit of picking up most bugs every other Texan is spreading around for some reason. It’s like now that I can afford to get medical care, my body has decided I need it. And it pains me how grateful I am that I can afford my constant visits to the physicians. They wish they saw less of me, though. Just be glad I seem to only make friends with one cold a year rather than every single one.”

      “We’re very grateful for that. But I will be inquiring with the physicians why you seem unable to fight off fungal infections in your lungs.”

      I read between the lines and eyed the RPS agent. “You think there’s an underlying health issue.”

      “I am concerned there might be one or two. I’m more concerned that you might develop asthma. I’m concerned to the point I may have gotten inhalers for you that I carry around if they’re unexpectedly needed.”

      As the fungal infections caused wheezing that rescue inhalers treated, I tended to have two in my pocket, one meant for short term relief along with the first one’s much bigger brother. If I used the second one, I was to go to the hospital. Engaging Geoff in a staring contest, I retrieved both, displayed them, and raised a brow.

      He pulled the same trick, but he had a third one. Intrigued, I pointed at it. “What’s that one?”

      “This one is a preventative, designed to be used before excessive exercise. Just in case. If you need the regular rescue inhaler more than four days in a row, you’re to use this one in the morning to see if it lessens severity or prevents them altogether.”

      I returned the regular ones to my pocket and held out my hand for the new one. I examined the label and read the warnings along with dosage amounts to discover it might raise my blood pressure, much like the others could—and did—along with something about some men suffering through reduced fertility. “Riddle me this. How can an asthma medication reduce fertility?”

      My other medications could do the same, although the existence of the twins on the way, both healthy, implied my fertility had beaten the inhalers.

      “It is unknown if the inhalers or the condition decrease fertility in both men and women, but we may have inquired if it might prevent the next batch of children. The doctor I had asked laughed at me, told me to keep dreaming, and implied you were in the top percentile, if not at the very top, of general fertility. As such, it would take a lot more than an inhaler to stop you at this stage.”

      I snickered. “You actually asked a doctor?”

      “We thought your wife might enjoy a break from being pregnant all the time. It seems we were wrong. Fortunately for everyone involved, we did not notify the queen of the potential risk to your general fertility.”

      Right. Jessica would put some serious thought into destroying my inhalers if she thought it might prevent us from adding to our herd. Then she’d go on a rampage in her effort to eradicate everything requiring me to have inhalers kicking around in the first place. “I would have missed you if you’d made such a severe lapse of judgment.”

      Geoff joined me in snickering. “That was the general consensus. Where’d Randy disappear to?”

      I pointed at the door. “He is cajoling the restaurant into allowing us jerks into the place so Eddie can have his dream meal. We need to make sure we take him to a steak and seafood restaurant every few months as a special treat. I’m not sure if it was the steak or the seafood that got to him, but it was clear what he wanted.”

      “Are we going to be experiencing any meltdowns tonight over having disrupted the restaurant?”

      “I asked Randy to ask if it would be better if we came closer to closing,” I replied.

      The first time I’d been the reason a restaurant had closed down for part of the day, it had taken Jessica over an hour to calm me down. While her adventure into where I worked had turned out to be one of the best moments of my life, I also remembered the chaos, the anxiety, and the consequences of their unexpected visit.

      My inability to make certain the restaurant wouldn’t suffer because of our presence had done the most damage. For the most part, I managed to go out without melting down, although I made certain to do my best to keep the restaurant on track for its earnings.

      “I would like to remind you we have an entire herd of RPS agents loitering around. They all require dinner. The restaurant will be fine,” Geoff stated.

      I recognized his tone as the one he used when he worried he might be the poor bastard stuck with me and my anxiety-based tendencies. “I had forgotten how many of us are here,” I conceded. “And I can foot the bill for it thanks to Twilight Rose, so make sure everyone knows they’re to attack my wallet like they mean it. They can fight over the drinking restrictions for on-duty agents, but they have to do so quietly and in a way that doesn’t alarm Eddie.”

      Geoff shook his head, chuckled, but got out his phone and tapped at the device. “I’ll have them draw straws, and we’ll keep four sober while the rest get in some quality drinking with the caveat we can’t have any uncomfortable conversations with Eddie in the morning. That’ll keep everyone mostly sober but willing to have a beer or two with dinner or a shot of something. Your limit is one and only one beer.”

      While the king, I’d learned the RPS ruled, and when it came to the alcohol consumption of the royal family, they did so with an iron fist. I assumed the medications were the excuse they used to make certain I was limited to no more than a drink.

      Apparently, the RPS in Texas worked hard to make sure none of the monarchs developed alcoholism. As long as they didn’t stop me from cooking with wine and stealing a sip here and there, I didn’t mind the restrictions.

      The last thing I needed was to come down with alcoholism to go along with my severe case of Royal.

      Randy came back into the room, caught sight of me, and chuckled. “Are you already fretting about the restaurant?”

      “Yep,” I answered, as there was no point in hiding the truth. I nodded in the direction of the bathroom. “My goal is to get through this with Eddie thinking the only problem is my general addiction to cooking for my friends and family.”

      “If you manage that, I’ll tell your wife,” Randy replied.

      I snickered as Jessica wanted me to be able to go out and experience restaurants like a regular Texan. “How do you think she’ll reward me for working a miracle?”

      “Ideally, she won’t try to kill you for the rest of the stunt you’re pulling.”

      He made an excellent point. “When you phrase it that way, I think I will try to act like I might actually be a Royal and I deserve a night out at a restaurant. It’s like a work event.”

      “With the number of agents having dinner, the restaurant will not suffer in the slightest,” Randy informed me. “If anything, they’ll have high profits this evening. This is a smaller area, and we’re after their prime dining time. It being a weekday helps with that. We’ll try to remind you.” Randy checked his watch. “I told the restaurant we’d be there in an hour; they have no reservations then, and they’re aware of how many are in our group. I assumed you would not want the extra tables to be closed down so they’re making sure the leftovers are near the door to mitigate any risk.”

      “And I’ll be in the back?” I guessed.

      “You can sit wherever you want, Pat. The odds of an incident out here in the middle of nowhere is slim. Hell, most of the people here aren’t going to be able to figure out which one of us is you; we’re all dressed alike.”

      “My face is on the money, Randy,” I complained. “Jessica made them put me on a damned bill. She said if she had to suffer so did I.”

      Both RPS agents laughed at me.

      “You’ll survive,” Geoff informed me. “You might not like it, but you’ll survive. I would like to remind you that your face is only part of the bill and that the image your wife picked was of you riding Baby when he had something to prove; she found the image to be particularly sexy.”

      I joined them in laughing. “I tried telling her we’re supposed to be dignified not using the money to flirt with each other.”

      “And then you did what?” Randy prompted.

      “I sent in a picture of my wife in one of her best gowns when we had to update a different bill. Not only that, I sent it to the mint with a recommendation she be used in a commemorative coin or something if a bill wasn’t possible. They put her on the bill because the picture was too good to pass up. And that’s the story of why I keep several twenty dollar bills in my wallet at all times. Personally, I think she deserves to be on the hundred, but then I realized more people carry twenties than hundreds and stopped complaining I’m on that one. She might put me on the ones next time. I’ve already found a choice of ten excellent photos of her with her horses to put on the ones when the mint notifies us it’s time for a change of currency.” I shuddered at the thought of being put on the ones. “Think they’ll let me get away with not being on another bill ever again?”

      Geoff winced, realized his error, and sighed. “The ones were already submitted.”

      Damn it. “I’m going to be on the ones?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      I bowed my head and slumped my shoulders. “Which picture?”

      “It’s the picture of you and Jessica jousting,” Randy informed me. “Much to the anguish of the entire RPS.”

      I lifted my head with wide eyes. It had taken a miracle to convince them to let us joust. For the first run, we’d been armored, there’d been a ridiculous amount of padding under the armor, we’d both been wearing helmets, airweavers had been on guard to redirect lances if needed, and the lances had been made of stiff foam meant to break apart upon impact. Once the lances had been confirmed to work as intended, we’d been allowed to ditch the armor although we’d both been wearing special protective sunglasses to safeguard our eyes on the subsequent runs.

      We’d spent hours charging at each other with foam lances, and once we’d gotten tired of that, we’d battled each other with padded swords until we’d worn ourselves out to the point we’d barely been able to return to our suite.

      Someone had captured a picture of us charging each other, lances set, the moment before impact. I had a copy of the photograph in our suite, and it was one of my favorite memories.

      “They’re putting that picture on the ones?”

      “Yes, they are.”

      I couldn’t complain, so I shrugged and replied, “If they want to put one of the best pictures of us together on the money, I have zero problem with this. I actually look like a regal cowboy king and she’s a fierce rodeo queen in that picture. And our horses were in great form.”

      The brother stallions had loved every minute spent charging down the field at each other.

      Randy snickered. “And exactly nobody won that bet, Geoff.”

      “What bet?” I asked.

      “Everyone had an ongoing pool regarding how you would react to the new bills. Nobody had bet you would be pleased with the chosen picture,” Randy informed me.

      “Why wouldn’t I be pleased? That’s my favorite photograph of us together. I mean, it’s a little weird it’ll be on the money, but please ask the nice people at the mint if we can leave that picture intact for longer than normal to spare everyone the hassle of changing it.” As I had a habit of keeping cash but rarely checked the bills, I dug out my wallet to check my ones. All of them were the old bills, which featured Jessica’s parents. “Are they out yet?”

      “They released three weeks ago. Your wife asked us to stay quiet about the bills as she wanted to see how long she could hoodwink you.”

      I would enjoy making my wife pay for her cunning. “Have the tens been done yet?”

      “Yes,” Randy admitted.

      I narrowed my eyes. “And what picture is on those bills?”

      “It’s one of the parade pictures. You happened to be riding Baby while dressed in a suit, wearing the crown you utterly abhor and wish you could burn but without the mantle you tried to hide in your closet so you wouldn’t have to deal with it again.”

      I considered the picture, and if it hadn’t been for the damned crown, I would have liked it. I’d been keeping an eye on Deidre, who’d been toddling around with a pony on a lead line as she hadn’t been old enough to reliably ride yet. Unbeknownst to me, I’d drawn a great deal of attention. I’d been so focused on my child and her pony that I’d lowered my general guard.

      When I lowered my general guard, I tended to come across as disgustingly regal.

      Jessica always laughed when I complained I couldn’t do regal on purpose and that it took keeping a child out of trouble to make me look even remotely kingly.

      Five minutes after the picture had been taken, I’d needed to get off my horse to comfort pony and child, as a loud noise had startled them. Rather than ride my horse and maintain my kingly appearance during the short parade, I’d ended a temper tantrum by walking beside Deidre while she rode her pony. That had resulted in Jessica also walking rather than riding.

      There were a ridiculous number of pictures of us escorting our daughter on her pony and acting more like the parents we were than royalty on display for our kingdom.

      “It could have been worse,” I conceded. “A lot worse. They could have used one of the ones where I was sitting on that damned throne.”

      That got Geoff and Randy laughing, and the head of my detail shrugged. “Your wife was trying to be as inoffensive as possible for a change. She was going quite crazy trying to pick the perfect picture. I may have suggested she pick the pictures you liked enough to keep in your suite.”

      Both of those pictures were in our suite, although I’d put the one of me on Baby out for Jessica because she liked it. “That’s actually a really good idea. I really appreciate that, Randy. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Just try to remember that this restaurant will only benefit from your presence tonight. They don’t have any reservations, they have plenty of space, and as I am aware of your concerns for stocking, they had plenty of warning for the size of our group to stock their kitchen at their local butchers. Everything will be fine. If you make it through dinner without any issues, you can even have a glass of port with dessert.”

      Damn. Randy meant business when he dangled such a prize; if I were to develop an issue with alcohol, it would be with ports, as I found them to be delectable, sweet treats. As a result, I collected port bottles and drank very little, limiting to no more than twice a week, and that was only if I forewent any other alcohols.

      Other kings would have bristled about the restrictions, but I understood their wisdom.

      The few times I’d gotten drunk, I became a cheerful, laughing mess of a man who could be lured off into doing whatever anyone wanted as long as they were nice to my wife and children. If they weren’t, I got mean in a hurry.

      Fortunately for me, the experiments had been done when the children hadn’t been present, and the RPS had ruthlessly used my wife to contain me until I’d sobered up.

      Some problems were worth dodging, and me drunk was one of them.

      “If I do end up with any port, I’ll keep it small or snitch off with an entire bottle to add to my collection. My current bottles are lonely.”

      The agents snickered, and Randy replied, “As nobody here would even dream of saying a word that might upset Eddie, I think it’s safe for you to have the port if you can otherwise behave.”

      “I’ll do my best, but that’s all I’m willing to promise.”
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            I clung to my temper by the thinnest of threads.

          

        

      

    

    
      The dinner went better than I expected. True to the RPS’s belief, the puzzled staff struggled to figure out which of us was the king. They’d wanted to assign me their most senior servers, all men and old hands at containing the insanity. I’d gotten a rather young woman new to her job, and I took the time to whisper a few tips on how to help get through the night and the chaos, suggesting she use her notepad and write everything down. My suggestion of numbering the tables and seats brightened her expression, and she scribbled notes to herself on her pad before running off to fetch our drinks.

      Eddie gorged on steak and seafood, consuming enough for three grown men. Only when he shook his head upon being asked if he wanted some of his favorite foods did I decide he’d eaten enough.

      I earned my glass of port, and I’d spied an old, dusty bottle of port, still unopened. A quiet word to Randy sent the agent skittering off to potentially add to my collection. Over ten thousand dollars later, the bottle belonged to me, and I slid the transaction in with the ridiculous bill the herd of agents had managed to ring up with some help from Eddie.

      The prized bottle would return to Dallas, where my wife would guard it until my return. I assumed one of the RPS agents would handle transporting it to the palace during one of our trips to relocate my horses and cattle.

      That night, I slept deep and hard, and I was the last to get out of bed. I questioned how Geoff and Randy had wrangled our boy, but miracles had happened and I was the only loose end to be handled. According to my watch, I’d made a mess of the checkout times as it was almost one in the afternoon.

      I thought about going back to sleep, but rather than panic the entire detail assigned to keeping me breathing, I got up, took a bath, and wasted an entire hour pampering my back rather than taking a shower. Once I emerged, feeling more like a human than a zombie, I checked my phone for messages, ignored everything that wasn’t from my wife, and grinned at the series of pictures she’d sent, which involved the kids passed out in a cushion fort.

      “Coherent yet?” Randy asked, regarding me through narrowed eyes.

      “I was taking the rest and relaxation portion of my vacation seriously,” I replied, putting my phone away before gathering my dirty clothes, shoving everything into the duffel the RPS agent gestured to, and did a check to make certain I wasn’t forgetting anything. “I can’t help but notice I slept through checkout time.”

      “Most of us are checked out to avoid disrupting the hotel, but you were down and out for the count. The physicians said the best thing for you was the rest you clearly need, so you slept. Eddie has begun learning the art of planning a route.”

      As it was a fairly straight haul between Senator Padrino’s ranch and Micky’s place, I furrowed my brows. “Which route?”

      “While I fear I might regret this, Geoff and I surveyed a few ranches that might be of interest. Eddie has charted our route to the ranches, he has called the property owners, and he has made appointments for us to take a look at the places. There are a few head of cattle that might interest you. They qualify for your breeding program.”

      According to Eddie’s grin, he was rather pleased with himself. I grinned back, praised the boy for his initiative, and asked, “How many ranches are there?”

      “We are scheduled to see three today,” Eddie announced. “Your budget can afford all three, and two, according to the listings, don’t need much work. The third is a project, but it might be a good breeding ranch for horses. It’s a large equestrian center.”

      While Texas had a great number of equestrians and horse lovers, Texas had few actual equestrian centers. The only one I could think of in the area was a Grand Prix training center serving most of Texas and neighboring kingdoms. In addition to the Grand Prix school, it boasted a racetrack, a complete event center, a dressage ring, and a steeplechase track. “The Montgomery Center is up for sale?”

      Everyone nodded.

      As I had a colt I wanted to take all the way to the Grand Prix, having a facility dedicated to the cause would help a lot. If I rigged my schedule right—and established an RPS center nearby—I could make it one of the retreats, handling the mandatory royal affairs before working my horses. “You have my attention. How much is it selling for?”

      Eddie winced. “The public sale price is three million, but they’ll sell it for cheaper to the crown if the crown is going to keep the school intact. They’re willing to cut their profits if their staff can remain hired. If the crown is buying, they’re selling for a million.”

      While I would have preferred having Eddie avoid the harsher realities of life, I would address the situation the best I could. “Severance for that many employees isn’t cheap, and if the crown keeps the employees, they can walk from the center in a much better position. However, a million is cheap for the land. Randy?”

      “They have the fungus, they’re shut down due to the contamination, and all the horses there are infected—and are likely going to be abandoned by owners due to their inability to work. You can get the livestock for a hundred thousand.”

      Rather than bellow my fury over the idea idiot owners would abandon horses because of fungus, I inhaled, counted to ten, and exhaled, drawing it out until I reached the count of twenty. “How many horses?”

      “There are around two hundred. There’s a group of twenty mares, all with foals about to be weaned, and the rest are yearlings or up to three. They aren’t ready to be ridden yet, and the owners feel the hoof damage will compromise their ability to perform. There is talk of sending them to the market to cut their losses. The facility won’t reopen until the fungus has been eradicated from the pastures, and they have a lot of acres. When Eddie called, explaining you were looking around at ranching properties, the property owner made calls to the horse owners. He doesn’t want to see good stock killed because of, well, fungus.”

      I clung to my temper by the thinnest of threads. However, I saw a way I could get the best of all worlds. The RPS needed to be able to handle jumpers, Eddie needed the exposure to equestrians and the idiotic reasons someone dumped a horse when they felt the horse couldn’t earn a purse, and I refused to see that many horses killed for no reason.

      There was no reason the horses couldn’t become RPS animals down the road, and every member of the RPS received a horse—a good horse.

      The facility would be loaded with good horses, ready for training as soon as they turned five.

      Some would fly.

      The rest would serve the RPS and enjoy the best care the kingdom could offer.

      “Eddie, I’m about to abuse your status as a devilishly cute child for my profit,” I informed our boy.

      His eyes widened. “You are? But how?”

      “You’re going to buy me that equestrian center, and you’re going to guilt that owner into lowering the price on the land as low as he can go. On the way there, I’ll coach you on the financials. But those horses will not be going to the market.”

      Randy sighed. “Your Majesty.”

      “My Majesty refuses to see over two hundred horses slaughtered because of idiot owners lacking patience, common sense, and integrity. I can’t stop them from sending horses to market, but if those horses are possibilities for the Grand Prix, they’re excellent animals with decent temperament. Those horses can, if they aren’t suitable for flying, work for the RPS. That will let me tap the RPS budget for horse acquisitions for their sale. At five hundred dollars a head, I would be acquiring RPS animals for thousands each below our budget. How old are our horses when we start buying them?”

      “We’ll buy foals,” Randy acknowledged. “All right. You can erase a hundred thousand from the acquisitions; our accounting department will sing for joy over grabbing quality animals for only five hundred a head. That still leaves the issue of a million for the land plus paying the employees.”

      “They will be hired by the RPS to care for the herd, and we will convert the center to an RPS training facility. With the number of children I’ve got underfoot, the RPS will be expanding again, and our current facilities can’t handle the load.”

      Geoff sucked in a breath. “You could write the entire million off through assigning the property to the RPS because it is a legitimate need.”

      Rubbing my hands together, I considered the possibilities. “I will personally hire their Grand Prix trainers unless they show an interest in the RPS. The money I’m saving will go to additional horses or animals for the new hires. Geoff, get on the horn with the accountants. Inform them I’m buying that equestrian center on behalf of the RPS. If I can give them the bill, even better, but if not, they can pay me back for the acquisition.”

      Geoff nodded, got out his phone, and stepped out into the hallway.

      “Eddie, pick lunch,” I ordered.

      The boy laughed and requested the nearest fast food place I could tolerate.

      Turning to Randy, I said, “Find some way to get me out of this alive, because when my wife finds out, I’m a walking dead man.”

      The head of my detail raised a brow. “She is more likely to praise you for solving a known issue within the RPS, one that has been on your docket for a while. However, there were no sustainable solutions. This is a sustainable solution. I might not be able to help you about the other two ranches, but the equestrian center is something I can help you with, especially as you have plans for Alexander the Great.”

      “I was even thinking about sending him to this center, too,” I muttered.

      I’d just begun the work of breaking the young stallion to saddle, and he’d proved even more tractable than I’d hoped for. He approached everything with resilient equine curiosity, and I’d taken the gentle approach with him, allowing him to become familiar with the saddle while it was on the ground. Then I’d put the saddle on another horse, showing him how it worked. He’d sniffed it, regarding me with a wary eye.

      By the time I’d put the saddle on his back, he’d been ready for it, and while tense and uncomfortable, he hadn’t gone bucking across the arena. He’d stood still but tense, waiting to find out what I would do.

      I’d walked him around the arena, praising him at intervals, especially when he showed the behaviors I wanted from him.

      It wouldn’t be long until I was on his back giving my wife gray hairs. Once in the saddle, I’d teach that horse to fly.

      I’d already caught him jumping on his own, mimicking the other horses we had.

      “Well, you can go to the center with him and work on his training during one of your training cycles with the RPS. The center would be excellent for that. It won’t take much to make it secure enough to be a royal retreat.”

      “And the other two ranches?”

      Our budget allowed for a set number of retreats, which allowed us to do diplomatic business with other kingdoms away from Dallas. Last year, we’d retired an old ranch, as we’d gotten a lucrative offer from a young rancher who wanted a good property and wished to join my cattle program.

      As such, I could slide another into the official government budget—if the price was right.

      I had three hundred thousand of government money to work with, assuming that the retreat could also be used for one of the various government projects.

      “The one might work,” Randy admitted. “The other would be ideal for a rescue project. The listings on both places are questionable, so I’m assuming they’re messes. They’re bargain bin acquisitions. You won’t be adopting any ranchers off it; the situation is more like Micky’s.”

      The old rancher’s property, mine as soon as we could help get the man and his wife resettled, would keep me busy and allow me to offer aid to struggling ranchers and some of the unemployed. I’d be able to apply for funding for those projects, especially once I enrolled my ranches into my cattle breeding program.

      I ran those as non-profit, with the excess funds going to buying more cattle, buying more land, and funding public services. The amount that returned to the government influenced how much my programs got the following years, something that stressed me out more often than not.

      “The bank is going to get mad at me,” I predicted.

      Randy snickered. “I’d be more worried about the royal accountants, especially if you authorize what is below the official budget. They can’t stop you if you stick to beneath the budget.”

      “They’re also going to be mad at me,” I predicted. “And then my wife is going to be mad at me, and then the kids will be mad at me solely because the wife is mad at me. You might be the only one not mad at me by the time this is over.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
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      As the equestrian center would eat up the most time, we saved that property for last. The other two were oddities, and while the listing had red flags, one proved suitable for renovations into a royal retreat, falling ten thousand below the budget. I considered negotiating harder for a discount, but the three hundred acres of good land at a pittance decided me; I’d accept I wouldn’t be doing any more than sneaking it in right under budget.

      The second property redefined what it meant to be decrepit, and I questioned my ability to salvage it. However, thanks to the acreage, the deterioration of the buildings, and the owner’s reluctance to keep the deed any longer than necessary, I talked him down to a piddly thousand dollars per acre. Any horses, cattle, or other livestock running wild on the land would be my problem.

      He thought there might be a herd or three running loose, but he’d turned out his animals a few years back and let them run free. The neighboring ranches maintained their fences, and he’d kept up only on the one section that skirted the road to remain legal. If there were living animals on the range, I’d have to go take a hike to find them.

      Rather than move on, I expected to set up shop at the equestrian center for the next few days, either sending for, buying, or renting a few horses to do a personal ride to wrangle whatever animals might be out there.

      With the money issues sorted away, I dealt with the precautions to keep from getting sick again, which involved spraying off my shoes and dealing with damp feet.

      Once in the SUV and on the way to the equestrian center, I asked, “Eddie, how do you feel about riding the range tomorrow to check out the new wild herds? Hopefully, we’ve got healthy stock, but it’s always an uncertainty when animals are set loose to be wild.”

      “Really, Dad? We can do that?”

      Judging from the glares from the RPS agents, I’d angered the protection.

      Unfortunately for them, I wouldn’t be changing my mind. “We can. I’ll call in a few favors to get some helicopter coverage to see if there are any herds out there, but we’ll get a look at them from a distance if there are. If there are any in obvious need of help, we’ll go retrieve those animals, wrangle them, and send them to the equestrian center.”

      “Your Majesty,” Randy complained.

      “I won’t be roping any of the wild animals personally,” I promised.

      Geoff heaved a sigh. “All right. It’s not an unreasonable request, but you get to decide between playing at this new ranch versus exploring other parts of Texas. If you want to ride the range, your shopping activities end after the equestrian center.”

      “After the equestrian center, I’m going to be picking the cream of the crop and planning how to take over the Grand Prix circuit by storm. And I will be riding, Geoff. You mark my words—I will get my ribbons because I went the distance with my horses.”

      “This is going to be a disaster,” Randy predicted.

      “Oh, yes,” I agreed, rubbing my hands together. “And I’m not going to tell my wife I’m doing it until it’s too late for her to stop me. I will trick her into believing I want to go to the Grand Prix to watch. And then there I will be, riding.”

      “You do have to qualify, Your Majesty,” Randy reminded me.

      “And when I’m qualifying for the Grand Prix, Her Most Royal and Beautiful Majesty will be working a different circuit. I’ll plan trips for around the circuits and handle the diplomacy she hates, and I’ll cover my tracks by offering to take the kids to the competitions. A few bribes will hopefully keep them all playing the game my way. I’ll even sneak the purchases of trained horses so I can practice for this while she’s not looking my way.”

      Eddie clucked his tongue and shook his head. “She’s going to catch you, Dad.”

      “And that’s half the fun. Do you know what she’s going to do when she catches me?”

      “She’s going to call you the Trickster King. Then you’ll have even more kids.”

      As the boy had gotten it in one, I shrugged and replied, “I’m not seeing the problem.”

      Randy snickered. “Just let your dad have it this time, Eddie. When the fireworks go off, just pop some corn and enjoy the show. There’s nothing else you can do once he’s gotten it into his head he’s doing something. He’s decided he’s going all the way, so we can either get out of the way, try to stop him and fail, or help him along. Helping him along has the most benefits, although we might face the queen’s wrath when he finally is caught.”

      “You might face Mom’s wrath, but I’ll be fine,” Eddie replied in a solemn tone.

      I loved when the kids understood their place in the world and made certain us adults knew it. “For that, he gets to pick dinner. I ain’t ever heard truer words spoken.”
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        * * *

      

      While I’d heard about the equestrian center, I’d never been to the place, and on the outside, it oozed wealth and regality, featuring pristine, manicured lawns, pastures as far as the eye could see, and a plethora of young horses watching us over the fence, their ears pricked forward in equine curiosity. Rather than meet the three men waiting at the entry to the center’s office building, I went to the fence to introduce myself to the horses, mostly yearlings. A sorrel mare came up, thrust her head in my direction, and rather than aim for my outstretched hand, she decided she needed cuddles, pressing against my chest. I settled into the important work of giving her the attention she craved.

      “Dad?” Eddie came over and tugged on my elbow. “I think the owner is waiting.”

      “Come meet this little lady,” I ordered, waiting for the boy to obey before trying to transfer the mare’s attention. The introduction went well, and within a few moments, Eddie forgot all about the owner, crooning to the mare and petting her velvety nose. “I’ll deal with the owner and find out who owns this horse. Her temperament is excellent.”

      With that settled, I headed for the office, ready to wage war, especially if anyone thought they’d be sending the sorrel to the meat market over a fungal infection.

      Before I could open fire, Randy swooped in, shaking hands with one of the men, old enough I marveled at his good health, bright and cunning eyes, and steadiness. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Jerrod. What can you tell us of the situation?”

      “The center’s boarding rules are simple; if there are ever problems in the field, like the fungal infection we’re trying to eradicate, all boarders are required to share the financial burden. We’ve a lot of acres they get to use, and as we can’t prove who brought the infection into our fields, everyone pays to make the center safe for the stock again.” Jerrod eyed Eddie and the mare, his eyes narrowing. “That filly won’t be jumping for you, Your Majesty, if that’s what you’re hoping. Her owner is a bloody fool, thinking he can force a horse to do what she’s not good at. She wasn’t bred for jumping, her conformity isn’t right, and she’ll break something if we try what he wants.”

      I hated people sometimes. “Is she in the lot for sale?”

      “She is.”

      “Here’s the deal. The RPS needs horses, good, reliable horses. The ones that aren’t suited to active duty work will be given to interior RPS agents for parade work. Every agent in the RPS gets a horse, and we need a training facility for them. I want your center to be that training facility. I also want it to be a Grand Prix center, because I have a colt that might fly for me given the right training and care—and I’ll be riding him when he wins his championship. That means I need training as much as my colt does. I’ve started the groundwork with him, and he’ll be ready to be ridden as soon as he gets his vet clearance. The stable staff would be hired by the RPS to help with the horses, and yes, they’d be eligible to receive a horse each as part of their service.” As magical talents mattered a little too much for most Texans, I added, “We do not have talent requirements for interior staffers, and the equestrian staff would fall under exterior. The kingdom would ultimately own the center, but we’d allow private citizens to make use of the Grand Prix trainers. The Grand Prix trainers would also need to help train the RPS horses. They’ll receive the education they need from our current trainers.”

      Jerrod focused on me, and after a moment, he nodded. “That leaves the issue of the fungal infections.”

      “The crown is limiting costs to a thousand an acre, and as the crown is buying the acreage, it’s our problem. If you’ve already paid earthweavers to have the infection eradicated, I’ll have the wife talk with them.”

      That made the man wince. “I’d heard you could be rather vicious at times, but seeing is believing. A thousand an acre is something we can afford. We were going to be charged ten thousand an acre. While I could afford my share of it, the buyers are refusing.”

      With a property as large as the equestrian center, I could understand why. “And they’re all right with five hundred a head to offload the horses?”

      “They don’t want to pay the vet bills, either.”

      “It’s a fungal infection, not a broken leg,” I grumbled, shaking my head.

      “They have it in their heads that none of these horses will be able to jump because they’ll get soft hooves.”

      Idiots. “Did they consult with a vet?”

      “The vet said there was only minimal risk of such a thing happening, and that would only be due to negligent care. The reality is this: I won’t train sick horses, and they’ve all got problems with their hooves due to this fungus. And according to the boarding contracts, sick horses don’t leave my center to prevent the spread of any diseases.”

      “Good man. I’ll have my wife’s lawyers come help with any of the contractual problems, but if you’ve got yourself a plague of profit mongers, I’ve got the five hundred a head to take these animals off your hands. If the horse isn’t coming home with me, the horse will be going home with an RPS agent. None of them will be headed to a meat market, not on my watch.”

      “That’s good enough for me. I’ve been running this place for a long damned time, and it’s time to put it in younger hands—or find it a new and better purpose. Lately, people are wanting to train their own jumpers because everyone has it in their head they can be just as good as the professionals. Our client base is down, and our boarded horses are down to half of what it used to be. And I won’t lie, Your Majesty, these aren’t the cream of the crop. There are a few promising spirits among them, but most of them aren’t born jumpers. You’ve got a couple of dancers who don’t know they’re dancers yet, though. But jumpers? I can think of three who might jump for you with the right training.”

      “Young owners who are after purses?” I guessed.

      “Bingo. They’re quickly finding out that those purses are expensive to even try for. But, if you want to try for the Grand Prix, I’ve got a trained horse that might be up for your weight. She lost her second foal, so she worked as a nurse mare, but the colt is about weaned. She’s gotten out of her paddock a few times, and I’ve caught her going over the jumps for fun.”

      “Age?”

      “She’s eight.”

      An older horse ready to learn would help me train Alexander the Great, which fell in line with my plans. “Who owns her?”

      “She’s one of mine, but I’ll give her to you; that’s the least I can do for you taking a big problem off my hands. I’m not up for working my animals like they need, and while I’ll help with some training on your project, I know I can’t do her justice.”

      I nodded. “I appreciate your faith in me, Jerrod. But why?”

      “I’ve been around the block, and I’ve seen videos of you working those rescues of yours. I don’t do the rodeo circuits, but we talk to each other. You have a knack for finding a horse’s true potential, and you don’t give up on them, not unless there’s truly no hope for them. That’s the kind of care I want for these animals.”

      “I can’t promise them safety,” I warned, and I nodded in Eddie’s direction. “That boy’s father lost his life in the line of duty. We do our best, but we lose horses sometimes, too.”

      “The best care you can give is all I could ask. Let me show you the property. Bring the boy along. I’ve got a steady school horse he can ride.”
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        * * *

      

      While Jerrod didn’t know how the fungus had gotten onto his property, he had an important clue I hadn’t seen before in the form of a dead tree covered in something resembling peach fuzz. “Don’t touch it,” the man ordered. “Stay away from the ground near it, too. It puffs up something fierce if disturbed.”

      Well, well, well. I’d seen something like it on my ranch in the trouble field. I took a photograph of the tree and sent it to my wife. A moment later, my phone rang.

      “What is that?” Jessica demanded.

      “That would be a tree covered with our fungus problem. I’ve got patches just like it in my field. I’m going to be taking a week off work and making sure I take my medication with as low stress of a schedule I can get. I just bought the kingdom a present. In bad news for the kingdom, they’re paying for it.”

      “You bought a fungus-covered tree?”

      “I’m buying the Montgomery Center to be our new RPS training facility, and there are around two hundred horses that’ll be marked for RPS use—and I’m coming in below budget on the acquisition. I’m getting the horses for five hundred a head.” As I expected my wife to erupt, I hurried to add, “The center ran into issues with their boarding contracts and the owners. The owners didn’t want to pay their share of the fungal treatments, and they wanted to unload the horses to the meat market. These are Grand Prix contending horses, mostly younger stock starting ground training. I’ll probably cherry pick a few for the royal stable, but they’ll be good horses for the RPS.”

      “Five hundred a head?” Jessica blurted.

      “That’s right.”

      She erupted into nonsensical sounds that might have started life as curses she cut off to prevent exposing the kids to foul language. I waited out the storm before saying, “I’m sorry I didn’t discuss the situation with you before making a decision, but this is too good of an opportunity to give up. We’re going to inherit the staff from the center, and we’ll put them in the RPS as interior employees.”

      “How much for the center?”

      “The asking price is a million before the horses.”

      Silence.

      I waited for my wife to work through her thoughts, and after a few minutes, I asked, “Are you all right?”

      “You’re buying five hundred acres of premier pasture land and buildings for only a million?”

      “That does seem to be the case,” I said, scratching my temple as I hadn’t researched how many acres the center had. “Everything is in great condition, and the situation with the owners isn’t ideal, so we’re buying quite a few problems.”

      “I have lawyers for that, and I’m willing to send them your way. Aren’t you supposed to be resting and relaxing, though?”

      “I find it very restful getting a long-term problem off my desk accidentally. Add in a good sample of this fungus in action, and I think I deserve some praise.”

      My wife giggled. “All right. I’ll take the picture to our gardener, and I’ll have somebody go to your ranch with a hazmat suit to gather as much of that crap as we can. Can I send someone to the center?”

      “Hey, Jerrod?” I asked, turning the bay mare he’d loaned me with a signal from my leg.

      “What can I do for you?”

      I pointed at the fungus monstrosity. “My wife would like to send someone to have a good look at this to see what it is and how best to eradicate it. Since we haven’t finalized the sale, I need your permission.”

      “Send as many as you’d like. As soon as we found this, we closed the pasture, but we’ve got smaller patches just about everywhere.”

      “You can send a team over, babe. Apologize to the accounting team for me. Also apologize to those real estate people we keep around. They’re about to have a busy day.”

      “I’m sure they’ll survive. For some reason, I don’t think the paperwork will be that bad.”

      “Until you remember we have two hundred horses that are being offloaded by questionable owners due to a boarding contract dispute,” I countered.

      “I stand corrected. I’ll warn the attorneys. Try to hold your temper about those owners. If the horses are going to you and the RPS, they aren’t going to the meat market. You have no reason to find a whip and teach them their manners.”

      I considered telling my wife about the other ranches, both of which I’d purchase using the funds from Twilight Rose’s sale. As I wanted to see the shock in her expression myself, in person, I decided to live up to her belief I was the Trickster King. “With your leave, I’m going to ride through infected fields to see what’s going on with this property, with the promise I will get my prescriptions renewed and started over in anticipation of infection.”

      “I’ll nurse you back to health, and we’ll put us both on a light schedule to limit the odds you have a relapse. Just don’t roll in the fields, wear a mask if you must go through something dusty and you know it’s infected, and hose yourself off outside before taking a shower.”

      “It shall be as you demand, my queen.”

      She laughed. “You just want to pretend you’re out camping with Eddie.”

      Hmm. Well, if my wife wanted to give me an easy alibi, I would accept it with a grin. “That might be true, but you’re going to have to get rough with me if you want a confession.”

      “If you can find a way to do so safely, camp with Eddie. It’s fine. We know how to treat your infections now, and I’ve been told repeatedly that stress is the primary factor in your illnesses. If it takes rolling around in a bad field to get you on the mend, then roll around in a bad field. You sound happy, so that’s all I care about.”

      With her, how could I be anything but happy? “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Go camping, explore the center, and get in that rest and relaxation you need. I’ll talk with the folks here about better scheduling time off for us. We’re useless if we keep going down from various ailments.”

      “Infants are not ailments,” I reminded my wife.

      “They’re not infants. They’re food-thieving tyrants. Address them appropriately, Patrick Laycal!”

      I laughed. “And how are our food-thieving tyrants doing?”

      “They have accepted many offerings of yams and chicken in recent days, and this pleases them.”

      If yams and chicken was what my wife wanted, I could provide. “If I’m not done here before your supply wears off, I’ll ask someone to deliver another batch. And if that isn’t possible, you can bring the children out here. We’ll camp in a hotel and use someone’s kitchen to make certain my most beautiful queen and our food-thieving tyrants are appropriately fed.”

      “We should be okay for two weeks, but after that, things might start getting sketchy.”

      “I think you’ll be fine. After all, aren’t you the one who bet my back would give out after three days?”

      “If you make it even a week with going camping, I’m going to have to up your reward. That’s the main reason I agreed. I know you. I know your back. One night of camping will have you skittering home to me.”

      I narrowed my eyes. No matter what, I would last a week, and I’d smile the entire while, no matter how badly it hurt. “You’re on, woman.”

      “You’re going to regret that, Pat.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Laughing, my wife told me she loved me and hung up, allowing me to enjoy my victory. Once I stowed the phone, I turned to Randy and said, “My wife thinks we’re going camping, Randy. And she approved us going camping.”

      Eddie’s eyes widened. “Dad, camping involves sleeping on the ground with bugs.”

      “We’re going to camp in a hotel, but we’ll get everything we need for a fire pit and pretend we’re sleeping on the ground. In reality, we deserve soft, fluffy beds when we aren’t running around the kingdom unchecked, wild, and free.”

      His eyes still wide, Eddie regarded Randy, waiting for confirmation the insanity would become a reality.

      “Sure, why not? What could go wrong?” the RPS agent said, bowing his head. “I’ll make the arrangements with the RPS so you can go gallivanting across the kingdom unchecked, wild, and free.”

      Today was going to be a good day, and tomorrow would be even better. With that settled, I turned to Jerrod and said, “Let’s get to business. Daylight’s burning, and I want this sale closed as soon as possible.”
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            I wouldn’t hold my breath, though. I liked living.

          

        

      

    

    
      We finished the paperwork by midnight, and in the morning, the process of notarizing the sale of the center would be completed. I understood I utilized more than a few loopholes to finish a month ahead of when most would be able to complete the sale. It took until two in the morning to go over the paperwork confirming that through refusing to pay for the repair work to the pastures, they were going to lose the horses for five hundred a head.

      To my disgust, every owner involved had signed the agreement to release the ownership papers to the center. Jerrod took care of updating the ownership records. Tomorrow, the entire herd would be mine with a few extras tossed in, good animals Jerrod wanted to see fly and believed might in my hands.

      Thanks to the RPS working on my behalf, I was able to head to the nearest hotel, shower, take my assortment of medications, and crash out without a fuss. Randy got me up at ten so I could navigate the perilous waters of property ownership.

      Geoff had managed to wrangle the other property owners so I could buy all three in one fell swoop. As punishment for cheating on how long it took for properties to be typically sold, I swore I’d make the one ranch a prime example of how the overly rich and influential might do good for their community. With a little luck, I’d guilt the entirety of Texas into joining my humanitarian efforts.

      I wouldn’t hold my breath, though. I liked living.

      By lunch, I had the deeds for all three properties in hand along with notarized agreements on when the current occupants would either leave or be hired by myself or the crown. My email amused me, as the RPS’s HR sent more than a few messages my way indicating I was a cruel and terrible tyrant.

      Each and every horse in the RPS had an employee record, and they did not appreciate having to onboard hundreds of horses along with the staff from the center. I ultimately replied with a promise that nobody would get upset if it took longer for the grass guzzlers to be properly registered; they had to pass their health checks anyway.

      Once I dealt with all the paperwork, I returned to the center, eager to meet a horse to take on a ride around the ranch needing the stock evaluated. Upon hearing the purpose of the outing, he brought over a dainty bay mare, her body a rich red and her points darker than coal. I whistled at her coloration, which would turn heads any time someone caught a glimpse of her. “She’s a beauty, Jerrod.”

      “She wants to be a Grand Prix champion, but she’s on the small side. The problem is this: she’s one of the best jumpers I’ve ever seen. She jumps too high.”

      I winced, as while half the point of the Grand Prix was to have challenging jumps, horses who jumped too high ran significant risk of injury. “How high?”

      “Without a rider, we’ve measured her at jumping well over seven feet. We don’t know precisely how high, but she might be able to crest eight. We didn’t have the poles up.”

      My brows shot up, as the world record of a horse with rider was in the eight foot ballpark. The Grand Prix jumps rang in at a little over five feet.

      I wondered if she could fly, and I wanted to see if she could fly with me in the saddle.

      “You got a record tracker?” I asked, eyeing the mare.

      “There’s an officiator who lives not far from here. He’s game to see what our horses can do, and he doesn’t mind doing the extra work to make it an official record. He handles tracking our qualifications for the Grand Prix. Why?”

      “Give him a call and ask him to come over. Set a jump for seven feet, make sure you got the measurement poles up for eight and a half, and let’s see if she actually wants to fly.” I went to the mare, introduced myself, and smiled at her inquisitive nature. “Have you been exercising her?”

      “We didn’t stop working her despite the fungus. Her case is minimal so she can still be ridden. You want to try her?”

      “We’ll see if she can handle my weight.” I eyed her legs, which were sturdier than I expected from a lot of the jumping horses. However, I couldn’t identify her breed on appearance alone, something that puzzled me. “What breed is she?”

      “She’s a four-way mix. Her dam is a Trakehner mixed with Arabian. Her sire is a thoroughbred mixed with a Hanoverian. She’s part of a long-term experiment to see if somebody can breed a whole new line of jumping horse. So far, Dynamite is the only one who has shown true promise. The rest are decent jumpers but not Grand Prix contenders.” Jerrod came over, took the mare’s lead line, and asked her for a piaffe. She did as asked, staying in place as though somebody had rammed a rod through her center. My brows went up at the mare’s elegant, fluid motions.

      If her jumps were anywhere near as graceful, she’d take ribbons in any discipline I pointed her at. “All right, you have my attention, Jerrod.”

      “She’s better at dressage than she is at jumping.”

      “One race breed and three jumping breeds created a dressage horse?” I blurted, walking around her and wondering how one horse could be so talented.

      “We think she’s a genetic fluke. Everything rolled right with her. I got her cheap because she didn’t look like much to the breeder. The breeder now has regrets, but that’s his problem. You’re my best chance of getting this horse to show the world her worth.”

      I rubbed my hands together and resisted the urge to do a dance in place. “If she’s up for my weight, I’m up for giving her a shot at that jump.”

      According to the glares of my RPS agents, they wished I would change my mind.

      “I’ll go get her saddled and call the officiator. He won’t take long to get here. Call it an hour to get the jump set up along with the cameras so we can record her performance. This jump is high enough it’s a once and done; we don’t allow our horses to try jumps like this more than once a month and only if they’ve passed their health checks. I’ll start you on a series of lower jumps to make sure you’re up for handling it.”

      “I’ve done Grand Prix height jumps,” I informed him. “Please don’t tell my wife that. She does not know I’m interested in the Grand Prix.”

      “Your secret is safe with me, but I’m not sure it’s safe with your security.” Jerrod eyed the collection of RPS agents, and they all continued to glare at me.

      “The arena has sand, I will wear a helmet, and we’re going to test her on shorter jumps, too,” I promised. “It will be good for Eddie to see an excellent horse in action, and if she flies for me today, I’ll take her to the Grand Prix myself. Texans love when they win, and they’ll accept when another Texan wins. They won’t know what hit them.”

      “You still have to qualify, Your Majesty,” Randy reminded me.

      “Come on, Randy. It’s one of the few times I can mix work and pleasure. If I’m trying for the Grand Prix championship, I have to do that diplomatic stuff my wife hates. If I’m doing the diplomatic stuff my wife hates, the RPS is happier. Why are you happier? You’re happier because most people don’t get mad at me. They just think they can pick on my wife and win, which is rather foolish of them.”

      Geoff let out his breath in a gusty huff. “Just let him try. If we’re lucky, the mare will balk, he’ll hit the sand, and he’ll be reminded why he should stick to other disciplines or the standard rodeo circuits.”

      “I could be riding bulls instead.”

      My statement made every single one of the RPS agents present flinch.

      “Grand Prix or bulls, boys? Which will it be?”

      Randy bowed his head. “Grand Prix.”

      “That’s what I thought. But I’ll be careful. I’ll wear any and all safety gear you think is worth wearing, and I’ll make sure my horse is as best trained as possible. It’s dangerous, but the amount of danger can be limited with skill, skill I intend on refining until I win.”

      With a smile, Jerrod took the mare off. “I’ll bring her back saddled and ready to go, and we’ll set up a little course for you to try that will test you both. If you pass my test, I’ll train you both myself. Ending my career with my last student taking the Grand Prix is how I want to go out. I hope you’re ready to work, Your Majesty, because every minute I have you, I’ll be busting your ass.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      After so many years of being the king, I appreciated a return to comfortable ground, where I got my ass handed to me by a trainer determined to force me to succeed. This time, I wouldn’t need to worry myself sick about if my horse would be sent to the meat market.

      This time, we’d both be able to fly one way or another. I’d either land in the saddle or hit the sand, but I looked forward to the ride no matter the result.
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        * * *

      

      I’d done a few show jumping circuits at the easier difficulty levels, but the jumps Jerrod set up were tall enough I harbored some serious doubts about Dynamite being able to cart me over them. The years had done me good, and I’d packed on a lot of muscle, which made carrying my weight a chore for the smaller horses.

      “She’s strong,” Jerrod promised me, explaining how the course was supposed to be ridden before walking me through it and setting the jumps to a sane two and a half feet, the lowest his setup could go. “You’re not going to have any problems convincing her to go over, so you mostly need to focus on guiding her to the next set of jumps. I don’t even care if you go over them in order right now. I want to evaluate how well you ride. I’ve seen some videos of you working with your black, but he’s a different breed of horse.”

      “Well, at least you didn’t say what most do about him,” I replied, allowing myself a laugh and a shake of my head. “He’s a good horse but only with me. He tolerates Jessica. He even likes some of the RPS agents, but he’s a one-man horse when it comes to being ridden.”

      “And there’s a good reason for that, but most don’t like when their horse goes nuclear under them.”

      I allowed myself a smug smile. “The video isn’t showing you how I’m telling him to go nuclear under me. He’s not a problem because I’ve trained him to do that. If he’s bucking while I’m in the saddle, it’s because I asked him to. I even have signals for what sort of bucking I want him to do. Jessica taught her horse how to do it, and she taught me how to do it with Baby. They like it, and it keeps them more inclined to listen to us servants when we are riding.”

      Jerrod laughed, finished preparing the jumps, fetched my new mare, and handed over her reins. “Try her paces around the arena. Once you’re comfortable, pick your favorite jump and go for it. If you’re comfortable with that, do the whole lot of them.”

      I took a few moments to assure the mare and pet her nose before swinging up into the saddle. She turned her head, regarding me with a dark eye. After patting her neck, I gave a squeeze with my legs and tested her reactions to light movements of the rein.

      She skipped walking altogether and slid into a trot, angling towards the arena wall. Once I had her in position, I gave her free rein and a squeeze of my legs to encourage her to pick up the pace.

      As Baby often did when he wasn’t ridden as much as he’d like, Dynamite launched into a gallop, working out a little of her energy before slowing to a rolling canter. Rather than pull on her mouth, I tested adjusting my seat to control her speed.

      Someone had trained her well, as she eased back down to a trot. For a first time ride over the jumps, I’d work her at the trot and see how she handled my weight and the height Jerrod had set. Once satisfied I’d be able to work with her, I pointed her in the direction of the first jump, taking care to move with her over the jump, keeping my heels down, my gaze locked onto where I wanted her to go, and using minimal pressure on the reins to convey where I wanted her to jump and when.

      She went over, and she ignored my weight and aimed for the next jump in the line. I applied the lightest pressure, and she transitioned to a canter, rolling over the next jump as though she’d been born a bird rather than a horse.

      The third jump, I felt her gather herself, and I focused on keeping my seat, aware she prepared more than she had the previous jumps. Sure enough, she launched into the air, ignoring the bars to gain as much height as possible. She landed hard, recovered, and angled for the next jump, obeying my directions without hesitation.

      I understood, then, what Jerrod had meant about the mare wanting to fly.

      While she didn’t repeat her high jump throughout the rest of the jumps, the instant I reined her in, she flicked an ear, blew air, and stamped her frustration, which I interpreted as her desire to go back onto the course and jump some more. I swung off her back, praised her, and turned to Jerrod. “Dare I ask how high she went when she decided she wanted to fly?”

      “You got a solid six feet out of her,” the man reported. “The qualifier is here, and since she’s already given you six feet in her warmup, I’m going to set up the jump for the attempt. The bar will be set for the current world record plus an inch. If you clear it, the record is yours—and hers. The attempt will be recorded, but it’s up to you if you announce that you’re the rider. It’s possible to just list the horse as the record holder, although your height and weight will be recorded so it’s clear what she was carrying when she did the jump.”

      “Randy? Your thoughts?”

      “It’s fine if you make the record public that you rode her. She’s legally your horse now,” my friend and RPS agent replied. “You can pitch it as you were sparing her from getting into the Grand Prix. Why would you try for the Grand Prix if you’re holding the world record for highest jump of a horse with a rider?”

      I smirked at the thought of tricking my wife in such a way. “That would be the ideal way to trick her, wouldn’t it? I could breed Grand Prix jumpers and just tell her I want to train them to fly. But how will I hide that I’m competing in the qualifiers?”

      “Leave that to me,” Randy replied. “There’s nothing more a Texan loves than feeling like they’re pulling a fast one on their queen. This would be the ultimate trick. If we play our cards right, she won’t have any idea you qualified or rode the circuit until the championship—a championship she’ll be watching from the stands, completely unaware that you’ll be riding and trying for the ribbon.”

      “Think I could get away with that trick twice? Once for Dynamite?”

      Randy chuckled. “You want to be the one to ride Alexander the Great.”

      I nodded. “But if she makes this, with how she loves to jump? It would be cruel not to let her try, Randy.”

      Jerrod thumped my shoulder and said, “And that’s why I wanted her in your hands. You get it, Your Majesty. I can’t take her there, but you can. And with your attitude? You will.”
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        * * *

      

      The process of preparing for the recording of the jump fascinated me. The qualifier went over the jump with three different measuring tools, and he recorded the entire process. Then he confirmed that the markers on the jump were correct. Once everything was situated to his liking, I got a nod, and he went to where the video camera recorded, set up on a tripod a safe distance away from the jump.

      Randy came to my side and whispered to me, “Same as before, Pat. Ride her around the arena, get her warmed up, and aim her for the jump. You’ve done Grand Prix jumps enough times to know it’s high. Just focus on your goal. As long as she clears and lands safely, it counts. If you fall during the recovery, it’s fine. Just don’t clutch her reins, keep your heels down, and check your helmet before you give this a try. You handled the first big jump just fine. Just be prepared for the landing. It will be hard. The better your position in the saddle, the less hard it’ll be on both of you. And for fuck’s sake, don’t twist in the saddle to stare at the jump in disbelief. You will fall.”

      I grinned, as the first time I’d jumped a five footer, I’d done just that, landing on my ass when my horse went to go play with the jumps and I was gawking instead of riding. “I’m going to twist around to look, and I’ll deserve falling on my ass. You can record it for my wife’s enjoyment.”

      “You’re going to end up at a clinic by the end of the day,” he warned.

      “What do I get if I last a week?”

      The RPS agent narrowed his eyes, and after a few moments, he replied, “I’ll tell the queen that we tried this only because opportunity allowed and that we yelled at you most viciously over wanting to try it.”

      “You can yell at me after the jump so you’re being honest about it.” I checked Dynamite’s legs, confirming there was no heat or swelling in her joints, patted her shoulder, and mounted. Rather than work her up to a canter, I started her on a trot, sent her around the ring once, and then asked her for a canter. I rode her around once before determining she’d settled into her stride sufficiently. I guided her with my legs, set her towards the jump, and questioned everything about what I was doing. Rather than think about it, I kept my heels down, made use of my thighs and resisted the urge to involve my calves and ankles, and remembered to keep my back straight.

      I focused on my position, rising in the saddle and taking care to move with her, giving her rein so she wouldn’t be caught in the mouth during the jump and landing.

      Practice, albeit on other horses, made for perfect; we moved together into the jump, and after she reached her crest, I turned my attention to my next job.

      She needed to land without me interrupting her natural movements. I allowed gravity to work, releasing enough rein so she could lift her head and nose while she landed, her lead leg taking the brunt of the landing.

      As warned, it was a harder landing than I liked, but once she had her first hoof on the ground, I set my seat to minimize how much damage I might do if she stumbled.

      She took her first step after the jump, recovered, and resumed her canter. I angled her to the arena wall, turned her, and allowed her to maintain her stride before easing her to a halt. I swung out of the saddle and went to work checking her legs, relieved when I couldn’t spot any sign of injury. Breathing a relieved sigh, I then turned to regard the jump.

      The pole remained intact.

      I blinked.

      Dynamite lipped at my helmet strap, and after a few moments, managed to slobber all over my face. Laughing, I fended the mare off, praised her, and walked her in the direction of the jump.

      I eyed Jerrod. “You didn’t put the pole back up, did you?”

      He snorted and shook his head. “This is what people talk about when a good horse can carry a bad rider—except you’re not a bad rider. You’re not the world’s best jumper, not yet, but you’re good enough to handle a good horse on tall jumps. You did a decent job on the landing, though. You gave her enough room to move her head. A lot of riders forget their horse needs to move beyond the jump. Your lead into the jump was solid. You could be better, but you’ve been working at jumping. I can teach you. The landing was hard, but at that height? It’s always hard. How are you feeling?”

      I rolled my shoulders, determined I hadn’t trashed my back, and said, “That was terrifying but fun.”

      “That’s the name of this game. Your RPS agents turned fascinating shades of green at your approach. I’m pretty sure the two about threw up. Your boy idolizes you.”

      I glanced Eddie’s way, and he bounced around Randy and Geoff, pointing at the jump.

      “I’ve just created a devil, haven’t I?”

      “You’ve sparked a dream, created a devil, and given yourself extra gray hairs when it comes time for that boy to learn how to fly, too. But I’ll do you a favor and convince him to stick to the Grand Prix rather than trying to beat your record.”

      “How’d she do?”

      “She flew a solid four inches over the bar. You didn’t just beat the record, you crushed it ruthlessly beneath your royal heel. And the best part is? Nobody is going to be able to say you bought your skill with money. Everyone knows you came from nothing. And when they find out you jumped a five hundred dollar horse? You’re going to make equestrians around the world weep.”

      “She’s worth more than five hundred,” I groused.

      “You know that and I know that, but her mixed breed says she’s a five hundred dollar horse, and once people find out she’s a mix? A horse lacking Grand Prix pedigree, for that matter? You’ll light fires. You mark my words, Your Majesty, you’ll light fires. None of the horses in her line went to the Grand Prix—or even got anywhere near close to it. The original breeders were just experimenting with breed mixes to see if any of the horses were viable.”

      “You know what? The only fire I’m worried about right now is the one my wife lights under my ass for doing this.”

      “At least you’re getting a world record out of it, right?” Jerrod gave my shoulder a pat. “Just think about it this way. There are a lot of Grand Prix champions in the world, but there’s only one world record holder. And right now, that’s you—and her. It’s my legacy for teaching her how to fly, and it’s yours for having the courage to fall.”

      “You could have jumped that, couldn’t you?”

      “Not anymore, no. I’m one fall from a broken back, so I do my teaching from the ground. But if the Grand Prix is what you want, I can take you there. You have a long way to go, but Dynamite is game. She’ll go as far as you are willing to take her.”

      “I’ve got a stallion who needs better training. I want him to have that championship. I told his previous owner I’d take him there—and ride him with his ribbon into the hall to show him off. He was a gift.”

      “A simple enough task on the surface, but I’m happy to give him a look to see if he’s good enough. Dynamite? She’s good enough.”

      “I’d hope so after clearing a jump that high.”

      “The height of the jumps is only the first part of the equation. You’re going to be a disadvantage to her with your bulk; you’re just more muscular than most jumping riders and jockeys. Had a smaller, lighter man been on her? Who knows how high she might have gone.”

      “Yeah. The first time I raced a horse on a track, I cursed myself for my natural build. I can’t help it.” Jessica wouldn’t have me any other way, but some days, I wished I was on the leaner side. Once upon a time, malnutrition had put me there, but the instant I’d been put on a good diet, I’d built enough muscle I could barely recognize myself some days. “I’ve ridden a race, but it was only for fun. There’s no way I can get down to the right weight. Even if we gutted a saddle or went bareback, I’m too heavy. They added weights to the saddles to make it a little more fair because it was for fun.”

      “And you think about racing, and your heart wants to fly again. I get it. And those RPS agents won’t let you ride the real broncos and bulls, will they?”

      “Not a chance in hell,” Randy stated, coming over and glaring at me. “You’d tame the broncos, adopt the bulls, and then become upset because none of them were willing to buck you off. You’re happier feeding them treats and caring for them after their retirement—or using them for your breeding lines.”

      “I’m mighty hurt, Randy,” I lied, and I made a show of refusing to look at him. Dynamite slobbered on my face, and I had to fend her off to keep the helmet on my head. “How do you think I should break the news to my wife?”

      “Call her and tell her the truth,” Randy suggested. “That’s your best defense right now.”

      Heaving a sigh, I handed over Dynamite’s reins, took the helmet off, and went to the rail where my phone, keys, and wallet waited. Snagging the phone, I dialed my wife’s cell, wondering how she’d react.

      “Is something wrong?” Jessica answered.

      “Once you find out what I did, something might be wrong. Quite possibly with my ass once you take a crop to it.”

      “Pat, I have no problems with you buying your projects. I already talked with the accountants about the costs, what you’re going to use them for, how you’re cutting costs, and your general plans for world domination. I’m not upset with you.”

      “I just broke a world record on a five hundred dollar horse.”

      Silence. I checked my watch, grinning as one minute stretched into two.

      “Could you repeat that, please?”

      “I just broke a world record on a five hundred dollar horse.”

      “Okay. If the horse cost five hundred, it was among the herd that you picked up today. I haven’t had a chance to go through the animal registries, although there weren’t many of riding age yet. I’m assuming you did this on a broke horse.”

      “There is nothing broken about Dynamite.”

      “Dynamite?”

      “She jumps like she has sticks of dynamite inserted in her hindquarters,” I replied, grinning at the mare, who did her best to charm Randy. “Jerrod brought a qualifier over, and after testing me on some jumps, he decided to have it set up for the record. Dynamite has wings, babe. She can fly.” I breathed the word, wondering if I’d ever be able to take a horse over a jump like that again in my life.

      I doubted it.

      The risk of injury, of myself and my horse, came in at too high a cost to pay even for wings.

      “All right. Jerrod is the primary Grand Prix trainer, so I can see how the first part of this happened. You like jumping, and you’ve done some work at Grand Prix height. Yes, I saw the setup in our arena, checked the schedule, and realized you were toying with Grand Prix jumps when I wasn’t watching. How did this evolve into trying for a world record?”

      “I was trying a two and a half foot jump with her, and she gave me six feet, babe. She wanted to fly. Jerrod thought I handled six feet fine, so he had the jump set for the world record, brought in the qualifier, and recorded it. Dynamite beat it by four inches. She’s literally a five hundred dollar horse, Jessica. She’s a four-way cross, and not a single horse in her lineage has come anywhere near the Grand Prix from the sounds of it.”

      “You want to qualify her and try for the championship,” my wife accused.

      Damn. Busted, and I hadn’t even had a chance to try. “You know, now that you mention it, it would be nice if my wife pretended I had zero aspirations, becoming shocked, in a delighted way, should I somehow manage to accidentally find my way into some jumping circuits. I could go talk to those people you dislike when I’m not doing things a king probably shouldn’t be doing.”

      My wife giggled. “Did Randy or Geoff tell you that you can’t ride in the rodeo again?”

      “That may have happened.”

      “I love you, Pat, but in reality, we just don’t have any time to try for the qualifiers for the Grand Prix let alone to actually make it to the circuit and the championship.” She sighed. “I wish that were not the case, but it really is, especially with the new food-thieving tyrants on the way. It’s not that I don’t want to let you go running off with your new horse, but it’s just not feasible.”

      Like hell it wasn’t feasible. However, I wouldn’t tell her that. I’d trick her into believing I was resigned to the reality and wouldn’t do what she said I couldn’t. “I know. But I broke a world record on a five hundred dollar horse, babe.”

      “I’m proud of you. Have them send me a copy of the video. I know you don’t usually jump that high. Did you ride it okay?”

      “I don’t even think I twinged my back, and I remembered to release the rein during the recovery. She’s a great sport. Can we make space for her at the royal stable?”

      “I’ll even tell the stablemasters to set up Grand Prix jumps for you from time to time so you can fly with your new mare. I think figuring out how to add one more grain guzzler to the stables around here makes up for the fact you can’t actually try for the Grand Prix.”

      Phew. With Dynamite living at the palace, I’d just have to make excuses to haul her over to my new equestrian center for dedicated training. “Is it too much to ask to get a week or two now and then to work at the equestrian center? We can set it up as a royal center, so we can do work here and train with the RPS while on horseback.”

      “We have to do the RPS training sessions anyway, so that’s a reasonable request. I’ll do the work for that on my end. Good job on the jump, babe. I know it hurt your feelings that you couldn’t ride in the track races, so I’m glad you got to leave your mark on the horse world somehow—and I mean beyond your rescue efforts and better treatment for retired purse horses. Did Randy and Geoff have kittens?”

      “Entire litters. Randy even gave me a safety brief on how not to fall off when in a state of shock I hadn’t fallen attempting the jump.” I grinned, waiting for the laughter I knew would come.

      Sure enough, my wife snickered. “There’s a reason for that, Pat. Maybe if you’d stop taking dumb falls from being in shock every time you accomplished something new, your agents wouldn’t be reminding you.”

      “You don’t mind I tried it without talking to you about it first?”

      “Pat, if I were given the chance, I’d be doing it without hesitation knowing someone might think it through and tell me no. I’m glad you didn’t overthink it.”

      “I wanted to fly.”

      “Oh, Pat. I’ll see about some track races where you can fly to your heart’s content. Maybe we can try a new category for heavier jockeys. I’ll look into it. If you get upset the Grand Prix is off the docket, come crying to me. I’ll make you feel all better.”

      I bet she would. “In your old rooms?”

      “Of course. Don’t be silly, Pat.”

      I laughed. “I’ll try not to be too broken hearted over it, but I’ll be a little broken hearted. I’ll trick everyone into believing I’m not crying inside that I realistically can’t try for the Grand Prix.”

      Technically, I lied. While she said I couldn’t realistically try, I would try regardless—and I’d rope everyone I knew into helping my cause. Keeping the circuits quiet over my participation would be an issue.

      Then again, she had pegged me as the Trickster King. Theatrics were a huge part of show jumping, eventing, and every other horse discipline in the world. Perhaps I couldn’t openly ride as Patrick Laycal, King of Texas, but I could ride under a guise, wearing a masquerade mask along with my helmet. Little would hide my build, but I could pick riding clothes nobody would expect me in.

      Sometimes, the most effective way to hide was in plain sight.

      “Why don’t you ask Randy and Geoff to take you out looking for a good horse. You could try one of the local steeplechase or cross country circuits. That’s close enough to flying, isn’t it? While the race circuits won’t take you, maybe you can slide in on one of the unofficial races? You’re still too heavy for the official races.”

      “If I tried to weigh a hundred and forty, I’d resemble a skeleton,” I complained. “But they do have demonstration rides fairly often. Think the regular race circuits would let us heavyset men tear up their precious tracks to drum up attention?”

      “I can make some calls for you. I’m sure a little Royal attention will get everyone allowing you to do demonstration rides. It’s not quite the same, but something is better than nothing.”

      Yes, it was. And unbeknownst to her, I would still try for the ribbon. It would just take a little more trickery than usual to make it happen. “That would be nice. And it would get us away from work a little more often.”

      “It’s obvious we’re both overworked, so we’ll see about adjusting the palace staff and becoming more efficient. I suspect there’s a lot of things we are handling that we don’t need to handle. We just need to know it’s being handled.”

      “We could start with expanding our ethics committee to keep our politicians in line. That would remove a lot of general stress, and if we have someone outside of the government working on it, then we can spend that time relaxing.”

      While it was only half my fault, we had more ethics work on our desks than either of us appreciated most days of the week.

      “A contractor outside of the government? That’s interesting. I think we can wrangle that. We hire contractors to evaluate other parts of our government, so why not ethics? I’ll brainstorm on that while you’re gone. We’ll call it my last hip-hip-hoorah before the food-thieving tyrants have their way with me.”

      That would work—and it would give me the time needed to situate things at my new equestrian center, get to know Dynamite a little better, and go shopping for some horses to continue tricking my wife into thinking I was going to be a reasonable man about the Grand Prix. “That sounds good. What’s my budget for the competition horses?”

      “We don’t have any trained steeplechasers, and I might have one horse suitable for cross country, so get one of each. Try to keep it to fifty thousand or less, but you can go up to a hundred thousand on a spectacular horse. Honestly? If you can find another great five hundred dollar horse, you’ll do a lot more for the sport than a prissy little purebred.”

      Ah. My wife had opinions, and unless I put on the brakes, she’d share all of them with me, resulting in an hour-long rant over horse breeders, purse horses, and the evils of the equine world. “I’m sure this asshole kingdom has some horses on the meat market,” I muttered.

      “Asshole kingdom?” My wife snickered. “I’ll allow five rescues in addition to the horses you think will be promising for your competitions. You have the land for them, and I see no reason why you can’t slide in a few extra grain guzzlers. Just breed sufficient meat cattle to make up for the loss of the horse meat.”

      That I could do. “I’ll see if the new ranches can let me move forward with some of my breeding projects. Now that we’re doing all right on diverse stock, I want to work on having excellent stock. I want my cattle providing excellent steak for the kingdom.” Once again, my youth reared its ugly head, reminding me of the little my family had growing up. “Excellent steak everyone can enjoy.”

      “And if all our cattle stock provides excellent steaks, even the cheaper stores will have good quality meat. There won’t be any low-quality beef in our stores because we’ll produce nothing but excellent cattle. It’s a good plan—and it won’t raise costs at the end of the day, especially if the kingdom is actively expanding the diverse cattle numbers. It’ll take time, but it should work. I’ll see what we might be able to do to get some public funding for the project. I’m sure cattle ranchers would invest in the system in exchange for a set number of cows or bulls.”

      “And if we cross breed the diverse cattle with the cattle with low diversity, we can eventually correct that.”

      “Right, especially since you’re discouraging inbreeding in our cattle. With other ranchers picking up on the project, we might make good progress. I’ll make a note. Oh, and Pat?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do be careful. If you’re going to try Grand Prix height jumps, make sure you have Randy or Geoff with you in addition to your trainer.”

      “I can do that,” I promised.

      “Love you.”

      She hung up before I had a chance to reply, and I smiled. When she did that, she itched to go do something, and I wondered which of the tasks she’d taken upon herself had lit a fire. I’d find out when I got home, which would add to the sweetness of my victory.

      Then, aware I stirred trouble for the fun of it, I turned to Randy. “We’re on. She’s convinced there’s no realistic way I can even try for the Grand Prix, so she told me to go console myself through buying a cross country horse and a steeplechaser. That way, I can help promote the various equine sports near home. I’m going to need a masquerade mask, Dynamite is going to need something showy to wear, and I’m going to need the Grand Prix circuit schedule, the qualifying competitions, and everything I need to do to get into the next feasible championship.”

      Randy sighed, Geoff grinned, and Jerrod raised a brow.

      The Grand Prix trainer considered me, his eyes narrowing. “If you’re riding in disguise, you can use a false name. It’s a good gimmick. You’re not known for your jumping skills outside of broncos, so nobody would be familiar with your riding style. I can contact the circuit organizers and see about having more than one masquerade rider. It’s a good gimmick for the circuit, and I think it could work. I can get everything you need. I know a few talented riders with good horses who could join in the masquerade as championship hopefuls—and I know a few who would love to participate just because it’s new and different. What will be your colors?”

      I couldn’t do pink; Deidre would lock onto it and figure me out in a heartbeat, especially as I wore the pink monstrosity she’d foisted on me from time to time. However, I might be able to get away with a pastel purple, which was close enough to pink yet different enough to trick my little princess. “Let’s go for some pastel shade, maybe in purple. Let’s stay away from any of the royal colors, and let’s avoid pink. If some pink rider shows up at the Grand Prix, my daughter is going to become suspicious.”

      “Except her mother will be telling her you can’t ride in the Grand Prix, Pat,” Randy reminded me. “Pink and purple might be your best bet. It’s notorious among those who know you how much you hate wearing pink. And your little princess forces you into it because she loves pink and knows you can’t stand it and will only do it because she’s asking it of you.”

      Damn. Randy made a good point.

      Did I want to fly enough to deal with wearing pink and purple? To my dismay, I realized I would. Without hesitation. “Pink and purple it is. I draw a line at heavy rhinestones on the tack. Some for the pageantry is fine, but Dynamite will be carrying enough weight as it is. Jerrod, do you have a horse that looks similar to Dynamite?”

      “I don’t, but her breeder has more horses like her. The mare is not a good jumper or competition horse, though.”

      “She doesn’t have to be. She just has to look like Dynamite. I’ll swap horses when I take Dynamite out, and I’ll make sure the wife doesn’t get too close of a look at them before we leave on whatever trips we have to go on. I can talk the stables into calling the second horse Dynamite when she’s at the royal stables. Sneaking Dynamite out for her sister might be a bit tricky, but if I do it as part of my visits to the ranch, it’s doable.”

      Geoff snickered. “However much it pains me, that might work. The queen is notorious for just checking to make sure a horse is in the stall. She wouldn’t be tricked with Baby or What’s the Story, Morning Glory, but with Dynamite? I think it could work, especially if we put her stall away from the queen’s horses.”

      “See if you can get me an offer, Jerrod. Also, can you point me into the direction of the closest meat market? My wife says I can rescue five plus pick up two competition horses.”

      With a smile, the Grand Prix trainer shook his head. “I can do you one better, Your Majesty. I’ll take you to the market myself, and I’ll ask Dynamite’s breeder to meet us there with two of her sisters that look a lot like her. They are just eating his grain, and he’s ready to give up on the attempt. He’s got a lot of these horses mowing down his pasture, and Dynamite was the only one who panned out as a jumper. I can call the auctioneer and tell him you’re on the way to take seven horses. He’ll open his doors after hours for you.”

      I bet he would as I had a reputation for getting mean when it came to the rescues. “I even promise I won’t get snarly, but if he has any horses on death’s door, well, we won’t tell my wife if I go over five.”

      “One of these days, she’s going to take a crop to you over these stunts,” Randy predicted.

      Geoff snorted. “If he didn’t like when she took the crop to his ass, that might work, but let’s face it. He delights in everything she does, even when it involves him getting a shock for pushing her every button.”

      I truly did. “I’ll try to avoid being cropped. And anyway, if she sees us unloading a skeletal horse from the trailer, I’ve won the fight before it began. We do have vets on staff, and we are paying them whether they’re working or not. Why not give a horse a chance?”

      Jerrod shot me a salute. “I’ll make the arrangements while you strip Dynamite of her tack, groom her, and settle her in for the night.”

      As I’d won the battle and the war, I did as told.
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      Every rare now and then, a rescue with good intentions tried to save horses, became overwhelmed, and created a huge mess. The rescue in question had gotten abused horses from an illegal rodeo circuit without any ability to treat them. Randy’s warning the situation was bad put me on edge.

      When the auctioneer, who’d dealt with years of abused animals being sent to the meat market, raged on the phone while talking to Jerrod, I worried.

      Geoff, in his infinite wisdom, had volunteered to stay at the center with Eddie.

      Some things a boy didn’t need to witness, and what we would behold at the auction barn counted.

      Once at the auction site, a huge complex meant for large scale cattle and horse sales, the uneasy feeling I’d gotten upon learning about the animals grew to an inferno deep within my bones.

      The rage would char me to nothing more than greasy ash if I let it, and I focused on breathing to calm myself.

      “You’re an empath,” the head of my detail reminded me. “When feelings are strong enough, it sometimes bleeds through to even concentrated empaths like yourself. The auctioneer is a good man, and this has tripped his trigger.” Taking a deep breath himself, he gestured at a tall man with dark hair and clothes waiting for us nearby. “He goes by Hawkins, his last name.”

      I got out of the truck, approached the auctioneer, and held out my hand. “Hawkins, thanks for opening your doors for us. I know you warned us it’s bad, but what is the reality of the situation?”

      The man shook with me, and his hand trembled. “I wept when I first saw them,” the auctioneer confessed. “You’re going to have to limp to your next destination, and I can’t promise they’ll make it through the next few days. The youngest of them is on death’s door; I called my vet, and she’s doing what she can. The others? They’ve been beaten, starved, and they’re not even fit for meat. There isn’t any meat on them.”

      I spat curses; when a horse reached that level of emaciated, they were one bad step away from death. “Jerrod?”

      The equestrian center’s premier trainer joined us, and he dug his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll call our vet and see who we can get to the center to meet us there. How many horses?”

      “There are eight of them. The filly is the one at highest risk. The others are a little better. They haven’t given up yet, which is why we’re here. It’s going to be a problem loading them on the trailer. They’re hurting, so it’s slow going. There’s no chance of them making a step up, but I’ve got a ramp compatible with your trailer. I’ll loan it to you until you get them to their final destination.”

      “Jerrod, get extra bedding into the stalls for them, and make sure you have a crane if we need to get them back on their hooves. If you don’t have a crane, I’ll get in touch with the palace; we’ve got one at my rescue ranch.”

      “We have a crane. I have something better, though. I’ve a full set of slings we can put them in for tonight. That’ll get some of the weight off their hooves and give them a chance to recover. We’re rigged for long-term care; we don’t give up on a horse unless there’s no hope, so we have the gear. Fortunately for us, we have ten suitable stalls, and they’re all empty. We haven’t done this sort of rehabilitation before, but there’s no reason we can’t rig the slings to make sure they stay on their hooves through the night.”

      Bracing for the worst, I said, “Show me the horses.”

      Hawkins nodded, waved for me to follow him, and led me into the primary auction barn, which had a mix of corrals and stalls for storing animals. Right inside, I spotted the first thin horse, showing every rib with pronounced hip bones, swollen joints, and a myriad of other concerning signs warning me we’d either have a battle on our hands or a great deal of grief by morning. Unfortunately for my peace of mind, the animal was a stallion, which meant there was at least one horse in worse shape. I winced, grabbed my phone, took a photo, and texted to my wife that there was a set of eight in dire need of rescue.

      My phone buzzed in my hand, and I answered, “I can’t count, babe.”

      “They aren’t going against your five. Your five are for the sad cases that just need a little love and care, not that. Find out who did that to those horses. I want to deal with them personally. Once those horses are in better health, assuming they survive, they will retire at your ranch as pets. I wouldn’t be able to walk away from that, nor can I expect you to. Please tell me that poor baby is the worst off.”

      “He’s not. There’s a filly in worse shape. We’re going to put them in slings for the night. Jerrod’s calling his vet.”

      “I’ll send some of our staffers over to help. That’ll help limit the costs somewhat.”

      Swallowing, I nodded. As the stallion hadn’t reacted to my presence, I offered my hand. After a few moments, he bumped my fingers with his nose. I rewarded him with a gentle petting. “They’re not even fit for the meat market.”

      “I know. It’s obvious from the picture. Take care of those poor animals, and I’ll see what I can do. We can’t stop sales to the meat market, but we can stop the inhumane treatment of horses. Send me all the pictures that you can. If you lose any of them, remind yourself that they’re going to be in warmth, comfort, and security until the end. It won’t stop the pain, but maybe it’ll help a little.”

      “I’ve never seen a horse this bad,” I confessed.

      “I have, but even my father made a point of warning people what would happen if he caught anyone mistreating a horse to that level. It’s our turn to send the same message to our kingdom—and to our neighbors. Do you know how they got here?”

      I explained what I’d been told about the failed rescue attempt, which made my wife snarl curses. “I don’t know much about slings, babe. Do you think it’ll work?”

      What’s the Story, Morning Glory had used a sling, but she’d been a young and generally healthy horse.

      “It might work. I mean, it certainly worked with What’s the Story, Morning Glory, but she wasn’t dealing with starvation or abuse, and she had a large team helping her make it through her operations. They probably won’t have the horses completely lifted, but the sling will stabilize them and keep them from falling. In that condition, they will need tiny meals often; they are at a huge risk of colic. And if they do develop colic, we won’t be able to do anything for them. With enough people working together, the load won’t be too bad, but it’s going to be at least six months for them to recover. And by recover, I mean they are filling out and can go into the pasture. They might be rideable in eight months if there aren’t any setbacks. In cases this severe, we take our time on all the recovery phases. I don’t think we have a guide on how to take care of horses in this bad of a shape. If they survive a week, I think they’ll pull through. I can give you a week to help with their care, ride around your new ranches, and go camping. You’ll fret if you’re not around for the first stage of treatment. How is Eddie handling it?”

      “We did not bring Eddie,” I admitted. “Geoff is with him at the center. We told him he needed to help make sure there were stalls available and set up.”

      “I’ll give Geoff a call and take care of explaining things to Eddie. If you start crying, you won’t stop, and Eddie won’t understand when you’re hurting like that. This way, if you do have a breakdown over it, he’s prepared—and Geoff will be prepared, too.”

      “Considering the auctioneer confessed he wept over these animals, I’m expecting a rough night.” Unless my wife was present, I generally kept my tears to myself.

      Once I got back home, I expected a great deal of weeping over the sorry state of the animals.

      “You’re doing what’s best for them. How many can fit in the trailer you have with you?”

      “Twenty-five. It’s Jerrod’s trailer, and his truck is almost as big as mine.”

      “Nice. That’ll make it possible to get your whole herd moved. Don’t forget your antifungal, do your best to keep your temper, and give those poor horses some love for me.”

      I considered the stallion, who accepted more of my attention and lipped at my shirt. “I can do that.”

      “It’ll be all right. If you insist on being manly until you’re home, let Randy and Geoff know so you can get the quiet time you need when you get in. Make sure you tell the auctioneer to send us the bill for the filly, no matter the outcome.”

      “Will do. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Jessica hung up, and I put my phone away, focusing on drawing slow and deep breaths. Exhaling in a controlled fashion helped, and once I had a firm grip on my nerves, I gave the stallion my undivided attention.

      I suspected his starved state played a huge role in his docility, but I also suspected the animal lived for moments where people showed him attention, good or bad. I loved the attention seekers in my barn, as they often spearheaded glorious equine chaos.

      Jessica would likely insist all of them go to one of my rescue ranches, but I’d campaign to get one of them a stall in the royal stables.

      As the stallion seemed alert despite his condition, I clipped on a lead line and released him from the crossties. While weak and shaky, the animal followed me willingly enough, and I beelined for Hawkins, taking care to go at the horse’s pace. “What do you know about this boy?”

      “He’s a former bronco who took to lying down rather than working, and the rodeo operators decided to try to starve him into cooperating. He refused. The rescue, while they failed at rehabilitating the horses, got someone into the circuit so they could bail the animals out. They made an offer of a hundred a head for them, claiming they would take them to slaughter.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you telling me there are papers for these animals?”

      “The rodeo operators were not the brightest crayons in the box, and this is their first run at organizing a circuit. These animals were in their test batch, apparently.” Hawkins inhaled, and like me, he took his time with the exhale. “We have a paper trail.”

      I allowed myself a smile, one promising more than mere justice for the horses. “The rescue meant well, so as long as they give us all the intel from this circuit, they’ll receive pats on the back. Did they charge you for the animals?”

      “No. They asked for my recommendation. This was beyond their abilities, and they realized they can’t afford the vet bill. Buying the horses tested their budget.”

      “Issue a proper bill of sale for the animals, give them twenty-five percent profits so they can rescue other horses, and teach them how to be a proper rescue. I’ll pay you back on top of the fee to take them off your hands. I’ll give you the number for our stable; that way, if you get another case like this, you can go straight to us. Our stable can send over our vets. Severe cases of abuse need to be addressed immediately.”

      “We’ve already gotten word about the mandate on pregnant mares, and I’ve checked all my mares. We have two that are bred we hadn’t been told were bred. I’ve already banned them from any meat market sales. We’re going to split the barn based on if the animals are eligible for butchering or not.” Hawkins pointed at the far end of the barn at a series of chutes and stalls. “That’ll be our butchering section for horses, and I expect we’ll be down to ten percent our normal volume for horses. This isn’t a bad thing; your incentives for cattle breeding and diversity will have a much higher number of animals coming through here.”

      “Down to ten percent?” I raised a brow. “How many head of horses come through here a year for butchering?”

      “A thousand, give or take. I hired a pair of trainers to work with the behavior dumps so they can work as ranch horses. Ranchers are going to need a lot more horses to keep up with the cattle demand, and it’ll keep a lot of them from the block.”

      I hadn’t anticipated that response, and I considered the stallion with interest. The horse stood quietly, and I took the time to reassure him. “Do you think this lot can recover to the point they can work a ranch?”

      “It’s entirely possible. He’s only four.”

      I flinched, as we only begun saddling horses at four if they passed their health checks. The ones we did saddle early were given special care to make certain their spines developed fully and without injury. “All right. His name is Angel because that’s how he’s behaving right now. I am hopeful I can turn him into a devil by the time I’m done with him, though.”

      “I’ve heard you like trouble in your barn.”

      As being angry would hamper my ability to work with the horses, I forced myself to grin, and I nodded. “Everyone else would be happier if I didn’t like the devils so much, but if a horse isn’t causing trouble in my barn, is that horse truly happy?”

      Hawkins chuckled. “Despite appearances, some horses do like peace and quiet. Still, I’m sorry this is getting dumped on your head. But the reality is? If you can’t save them, nobody can.”

      “Let’s get this boy loaded into the trailer and see how the others do, and then we’ll have a look at the paperwork. I expect there will be some arrests by morning, as this is not allowed in my kingdom.”

      “You’re going to be taking out an entire illegal circuit,” he warned. “That’s going to be a lot of angry, greedy folks.”

      “If I don’t have a prison large enough to hold them all, I’ll make one,” I swore. “And by the time I’m through with them, they’ll live to regret their decisions. I don’t believe in cruel and unusual punishment, but I do believe in justice. What happened to these animals is cruel. What will happen to these crooks will serve as a warning for generations to come. Texas does not allow this.”

      “As it shouldn’t.” Hawkins gestured for me to lead the way. “I know an auctioneer who has rehabbed horses who were in similar condition, so after we get them loaded up, I’ll give her a call. She can send her program to you. I’ll also spread around your stable’s phone number so everyone knows where to call if we get horses who shouldn’t be going to the meat market.”

      “Include young, good horses,” I suggested. “I’ll have an angry wife when I run off to pick them up, but they won’t be going to the meat market on my watch.”

      “If you’re willing to pay seven hundred per head, I can guarantee they’ll skip the market altogether and find their way to your ranch. We’ll sort transport when the time comes.”

      I would need to step up my game if I wanted to pay seven hundred for each young, good rescue. “Let’s call it age four and below, horses of good breeding without deformities. I’m not stopping the meat market sales for deformities that can’t be resolved; I understand that will happen despite my horse’s situation.”

      “Your horse is very lucky to be alive, and she’s very much the exception,” Hawkins agreed. “She’s a good mare, too. She still tossing you twins?”

      I heaved a sigh. What’s the Story, Morning Glory insisted on throwing twins whenever we took our eyes off her for even a second, resulting in an entire herd of her sons and daughters mowing down my pastures. “The first time, my nerves were shot. The second time? My wife stomped around the palace cussing because they were, once again, too poorly positioned to do anything about it.”

      “Has she been bred this season?”

      “Yep.”

      “Twins again?”

      “I hope not?” I laughed, patted the stallion, and guided him to the trailer, aware he struggled, although it appeared he lacked energy versus suffering from significant pain. “I expect so. She’s predisposed, Baby is the sire, and those two like trying to give me gray hairs. I’m not permitted to know the ultrasound results until she’s at least six months in. That way, if there are any procedures, I don’t learn about them. All I know is that she has been successfully bred and she’s doing great. If it’s twins again, the vets are old hands at dealing with her. They’re trying to have a closer look at Morning Glory to see why she’s so good about having twins. Her complications were minor both times, and she drops them one after another as pretty as a picture.”

      “Larger birth canal?” Hawkins suggested. “She’s pretty broad for her breed, so maybe she just has enough space for both.”

      “And she throws small foals. That helps. They grow worse than weeds, but they’re born on the smaller side.” I suspected magic played some part in my mare’s success with twins thus far. “My wife says these horses don’t count against my limit. Before we both lose our tempers over this, tell me what you’ve got that I might like.”

      “There are a lot of dumps going on right now; too many sellers, not enough buyers. Some of the horses will go to new ranchers. They’re good animals and ready to work. There are a few behavioral problems you might like, though. I’ve got an aggressive mare you’ll enjoy gentling. I don’t know if she’s going to be good at anything, but she’s healthy. Her owner used harsh training methods. As a result, she’s skittish around people. You won’t be able to use a lunge or crop with her to start with, and I wish you luck with anything other than a halter. The owner’s response was to beat her for misbehavior.”

      I huffed. “Better than being sored, but not by much.”

      “I have a soring victim I’m going to toss your way. He’s five. Before you flip, it wasn’t a Texan that sored him. He’s an import. Once you get him through the soring damage, you’ll have a spectacular carriage horse, and if I had the time, I’d try him at dressage. I have his papers, including his import registrations.”

      “Breed?”

      “He’s a Hackney stallion.”

      I raised a brow. I understood the carriage horse commentary; the palace kept a team of Hackneys for when we had to pull out a carriage or wagon for Royal events. However, none of ours were sored—none needed to be sored, as they’d been bred to high step at the trot and did so with grace, poise, and breathtaking beauty. “Someone sored a Hackney?”

      “There’s stupidity, and then there’s stupidity,” Hawkins replied.

      Sometimes, I hated people with a burning passion. “If he’s not part of our lines, adding a new Hackney to the mix will earn me the approval of my wife; we have a very limited breeding stock of them.”

      “They’re in decline.”

      “Dare I ask how much the auction house bought him for?”

      “Three hundred.”

      I fought the urge to curse. Rather than spew profanities, I controlled my temper, standing with the stallion while Hawkins and Jerrod set up the ramp to get the animal into the trailer. Unlike the trailers we kept at home, Jerrod’s was designed to have a door into every stall in addition to being able to load them from the back.

      “Your Majesty, this is a back-facing trailer. It’s easier on the horses. I’ve got padded bars and slings in this setup to help ease stress. When you load him in, make sure you face him the right direction. I’ve sent someone back to the center to get our travel slings; I hadn’t anticipated needing them.”

      “Travel slings?” While I expected a fight, the stallion eyed the ramp leading into the trailer, and while slow and wobbly, he went in with some encouragement and patience. I praised him, and as my wife wanted me to shower our new rescues with love, I tested giving him a kiss on his nose.

      It took ten minutes longer than usual to escape the trailer as the horse drank up the affection.

      Jerrod chuckled, removed the ramp, made certain my new stallion was secured in the trailer, and closed the door. “It’s a belly band we install to help them balance if we think they might be unstable. Honestly, we use them more for the foals. We don’t want them to be hurt during transit. We’ve found it works really well with weaker or injured animals. It’s not enough to keep them off their hooves, but it is enough to prevent a fall. We’ll secure them all that way. It’s a good test to see if they’ll tolerate the slings in the stalls. Honestly, they’re exhausted, so they don’t have the life left in them to fuss over the slings.”

      “And they’re so damned hungry that any time we give them even a handful of grain, they’re going to be more worried about making sure they get their next meal than dealing with a sling.”

      We’d have hungry, begging horses for weeks to come, but given time, they’d fill out, the fear of them developing colic would ease, and we’d be able to put them out to pasture, although we’d use feeding muzzles on them initially until certain they wouldn’t get sick on us.

      The next few weeks would involve a great deal of expense, especially if I couldn’t con RPS agents into helping with the load.

      “Exactly so. Let’s load up as many as we can, and we’ll save the filly for last. We can monitor them in the trailer as easily as in a stall, and they’re less likely to fall once we have them in their slings. The vet bill is going to be atrocious.”

      “We have a bunch of machines at the palace now, and we keep vets on salary,” I replied. “As long as we don’t need specialty care, we can do most of the work at the palace. Until they can realistically be transported, they’ll stay here, and I’ll just pay for local machines to be used.”

      Jerrod nodded. “It all depends on what the scans show.”

      “A great deal of damage,” I predicted. “I’m picking up a sored stallion and an aggressive mare as well. We may need to load them after the filly.”

      “I’ll make sure the filly is placed far from the troublemakers. We’ll put the troublemakers all the way at the back of the trailer. That’ll give a good gap between the animals. We’ll keep the rescues together as they were together at the hellhole they endured.”

      “That’s a good plan.”

      “What’s the deal with the sored horse?”

      “Some idiots from another kingdom decided to sore a horse that naturally high steps. Stupidity. It’s just blatant stupidity.”

      Jerrod sighed. “That happens a lot in the horse world. I’ve lost count of the number of idiot owners who dumped a horse just because they didn’t feel they’d get first place out of the gate. Maybe I should work with Hawkins to pull out a Grand Prix contender from the auction on the cheap, then you can try for the Grand Prix on numerous cheap horses.”

      That would be the ultimate slap in the face to a bunch of asshole owners who cared more about their purses than the horses in their care. “Consider that a plan. Hawkins pitched seven hundred for good, young horses.”

      “That’s a solid number. The auction house won’t lose much, they’ll get paid more than the meat market offers, and you’ll get first crack at good horses up for sale. It won’t stop the general auctions, but the animals won’t go to the meat market.”

      “Exactly. I can’t stop the meat market from taking horses, but at least I can give the young ones a chance at a good life. And the ones with severe defects? The choice is ultimately cremation, a hole in the ground, or the meat market. The horse is going to likely die anyway. At least the horse’s death serves a purpose.”

      “And that’s a lot coming from you, as you fought to keep both your horses from being sent to the meat market.” Jerrod led me back to Hawkins, who brought out the next horse in the line, a pale mare as gaunt as the stallion.

      I cooed to her, introduced myself, and did my best to comfort her as she struggled to walk. “Aren’t you just the prettiest little thing?” Determined to keep the animal from detecting my anger over her condition, I kept my tone gentle and my movements slow. Taking the lead from Hawkins, I resumed the slow process of guiding her to the trailer.

      “Hawkins, I’m going to bring the trailer right into the barn if you’ve got the clearance.”

      “I’ve got the clearance. I’ll get the doors open and make space. That’s probably for the best. They’re tired.”

      Tired was one way to put it. With the help of the ramp, we got her loaded without much of a fuss. The ramp helped.

      I doubted she would have been able to climb in otherwise.

      After a discussion with Randy, Jerrod, and Hawkins, I got nominated to be the poor bastard to maneuver the trailer into the barn. My years as a skittish driver afraid of the speed limit doomed me to handle the rig.

      Despite having learned many tricks, I remained gentle on the gas, and the last thing the horses needed was rough handling. Backing the trailer with two sickly horses inside tested my nerves, but the barn had more than ample space, and the majority of my job involved keeping the truck straight.

      Once parked, I got out and went to Randy. “I think I deserve more stunt courses.”

      “I can agree to that, and I’ll warn Charlie you need something to take the edge off. I’ll see if he’s got any cars up for crushing. I think a round with some construction equipment would do you a world of good.”

      After the first time I’d wistfully acknowledged I wanted to see if driving construction equipment was as fun as it looked, I’d gotten to drive a sidewalk plow in Maine during the winter. I’d initially suspected Jessica for the outing, but Randy had later confessed he’d put it together as an incentive. “The big one with the chomping jaws?”

      He snickered. “I can see about sourcing one for an afternoon of amusement for you and your wife. After this week, she’ll be ready for a round, too. Maybe we’ll get enough equipment the whole team can take a stab at destroying something.”

      “Has my run for freedom finally gotten under your skin, Randy?”

      “No, it’s not that. You’re doing an admirable job of trying to behave. You’re not succeeding, but you’re trying.”

      Despite the severity of the situation with the horses, I managed a laugh. “I’ll try a little better starting tomorrow. Today, I have horses to get to the center and a long night ahead of me. And if my sleep schedule is completely screwed by the time we make it back to Dallas, I’ll blame the bastards who abused these horses.”

      “We can spin it,” the head of my detail confirmed. “Just try to hold yourself together.”

      “I’ll try. I’m not making any promises, but I’ll try.”
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      In what I counted as a miracle, all eight horses survived the night, including the filly who stood at death’s door. When I’d been told a filly, I’d expected an older animal, weaned and ready to see the world. Instead, I got a youngling no more than a month old who needed milk in a barn ill-prepared for unexpected foals.

      Thanks to Hawkins thinking on his feet, he called some of his friends along the way, one of whom had a friendly mare who overproduced milk, was on the verge of weaning her foal, and might be coaxed into allowing the filly to nurse.

      At six in the morning, the mare arrived with her colt at her side. As I’d gotten good results in the past coercing mares into sharing milk, the job fell to me. While we might get enough goat’s milk to do the job, the filly needed to nurse if we wanted her to survive for the week needed to get her back on her hooves and on the road to recovery.

      A mare’s milk contained necessary antibodies that would help the filly fight off any infections, something goat’s milk could not provide.

      The sling complicated matters, as the filly couldn’t stand without help. Aware I courted trouble, I coaxed the mare into the stall and introduced her to the filly.

      It broke my heart watching the foal try her best to clack her teeth for the mare.

      “What’s she doing, Dad?” Eddie asked, climbing up onto the stall wall to observe. “She’s making funny noises.”

      “She’s trying to tell Mutiny that she’s just a little baby,” I explained, wishing the boy would go to bed rather than join me in having a rough day. However, as Eddie wanted to help save the horses, I allowed it after conferring with his other fathers on the matter.

      It’d taken us less than five minutes to confirm leading by example was worth the price of dealing with an overly tired child struggling to understand the realities of the world.

      Life could be cruel, but sometimes, sacrifices needed to be made for the sake of another. Sleep was one such sacrifice. Even if we lost one or all of them, they would have someone with them until the end. With a lot of luck, we’d get them all through the next few days. Once back on their hooves, they’d see the other side of life, one filled with sunny pastures and no fear.

      The filly kept clacking her teeth and stretching out her head towards the mare. Mutiny cast a rather doubtful look at her owner, who immediately offered praise and a treat. While the mare accepted the piece of carrot, she heaved a rather dramatic sigh.

      The second miracle of the day came when Mutiny positioned herself so the filly could nurse, turning her head to keep an eye on the little one.

      As the one least likely to be attacked, I got the job of supporting the filly’s head while she drank. While concerned she’d be too weak to nurse, the filly managed while the vet monitored. After a few minutes, the woman said, “So far, so good. Jerrod? Can we leave the mare in here?”

      “As there will be people with her around the clock, yes.”

      The vet turned her dark eyes to me. “Can you stay with them for the first few hours?”

      “I can.” I’d need coffee in copious quantities, but if the little filly needed me around to buy her time for the mare to accept her presence, I would do what was needed. “Do you just want me to keep them calm?”

      “Exactly so.” The vet’s attention turned to Mutiny’s owner. “Ready to test weaning your colt? He’s old enough he can take grain, and we can bring him in for sips if needed. We can keep him on the crossties outside of the stall so Mutiny can see him. With luck, she’ll send the colt off on his way and take the filly instead.”

      “Sure thing, Gina. It’s worth a shot.”

      Sometimes, a mare would take on another foal after hers was old enough to wean—or if hers died. The idea would work or it wouldn’t, but if it worked, I’d have a problem or three on my hands involving the owner. “What’s your rate for loaning your broodmare? I know this is going to make a mess of your breeding schedule if she takes on this filly.”

      “Don’t you worry your head over it, Your Majesty. If she’s staying at the center, it’s a hop, skip, and a jump away, and I trust Jerrod to take good care of her. We got the same cursed fungus problem they’ve got here, so it don’t make no difference if she’s here or at my place. I don’t want a penny for helping that filly. She’s a long shot, and helping a long shot beat the odds is my kind of work. If she takes on the filly, she’ll have earned a season at pasture for some rest.”

      I relaxed, and I tipped my hat to the man. “Call me Pat, please. At least someone around here might think I’m normal.”

      With laughter in his voice, he replied, “Scotty. There ain’t anything normal about a man who takes eight horses away from death’s door in one fell swoop. That vet bill is gonna be something fierce.”

      “That it will be, but they’re worth it. I really appreciate you bringing Mutiny over.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll go get her feed, and if she takes on the filly and lets that colt of hers move on, I’ll bring my trailer over in a few days to retrieve him. Hawkins said you picked up some other heads?”

      “Sure did.” I pointed in the direction where my five new horses were being treated like royalty by the RPS agents waiting for a turn with the other rescues. “I’m going to see what I can do with a bunch of five hundred dollar horses.”

      Jerrod snorted. “Don’t let him trick you, Scotty. I sold him Dynamite for five hundred.”

      “Well, she’s going to do well for herself in the royal stables. What are you going to do with a jumping horse, Pat?”

      “I’m taking her to the Grand Prix,” I replied, grateful to be able to talk about something other than the suffering of the rescues. “I’m going to do it while disguised. Nobody believes I can ride a jumper. I’ve got a little time before next year’s circuit starts, and with Dynamite? I don’t think I’ll have problems with the qualifiers. I’ll have to watch my points carefully and get into every race I can while tricking the wife, but I think I can manage.”

      With a laugh, Jerrod came into the stall, praised Mutiny, and took his time going over the sling keeping the filly upright. “How much can we let her drink?”

      The vet heaved a sigh. “The risk of colic is present among other issues, but the reality is, if she doesn’t drink as much as she can, she’ll die. The first two days are going to be the most dangerous. I can take the first shift and monitor her consistently. If I catch the colic as it starts, I can treat it. The problem is simple: there is only one of me.”

      I grabbed my phone with my free hand, texted my wife that I needed enough vets willing to do a vigil over the foal to prevent colic and warned her we held responsibility for a loaned mare who was willing to nurse. Within a few moments, my wife acknowledged me, promised our vets were on the way, and that she’d call in some favors for my rescues. Satisfied with the conversation, I returned the phone to my pocket and focused on keeping the filly’s head steady while she drank. Before I had a chance to worry, she stopped on her own. “My wife says the royal vets are on the way, so there’ll be someone always around to monitor.”

      The woman nodded. “That’s a lot more than she’s used to at one time. There’s no reason to keep her in the sling for now. She can rest in the straw and be more comfortable, and we’ll use the sling for feedings if we can’t hold her up. Call it every forty-five minutes.”

      Forty-five minute care would drive everyone on duty crazy, but Jerrod went to work releasing the filly, instructing me to hold her up until he got the contraption’s straps out of the way. Mutiny observed us, and upon realizing we were removing the sling, she went to the pile of bedding, went down to her knees, and laid down.

      If she would tolerate the filly beside her, I held some confidence the last-ditch effort would bear fruit. Taking care with the little one, I brought her over to the mare, cooed reassurances to both, and settled them together.

      Much like a mare who’d just given birth, Mutiny went to work licking the filly clean. The process would teach the filly Mutiny was now her mother along with transferring the mother’s scent.

      In wild horses, it removed the scent of blood to prevent predators. For our purposes, it was the sign we needed the mare would do what was needed to nurse the filly.

      My empathy talent made the most difference; in most cases, mares would not agree to nurse another mare’s foal. It could be done by restraining the mare through the critical windows for development, but it was a long and difficult process.

      Magic helped, and because it was my magic doing the helping, I needed to stick around until certain mare and foal would get on together. I’d also have to help the colt, who normally would have been gradually weaned versus switched out for an ill filly.

      The colt didn’t seem to mind the separation from his mother, which captured my attention. “Has the colt already been started on weaning?”

      “We’ve already started the process,” Scotty confirmed. “This moves the process along faster than I prefer, but this little boy is a brave sort, and he finds the taste of grain to his liking. I’m not anticipating any problems with weaning him and setting him loose in the pasture with the other weanlings learning to be away from their mothers. I’ll be gelding him as soon as he’s a good age.”

      “Expect aggression?” Sweet-tempered foals could turn into aggressive nightmares upon reaching sexual maturity, and we always evaluated our colts for warning signs.

      “He’s brave, he’s bold, and he’s a gene carrier for lethal white.”

      I eyed the colt, who had some white markings, but not enough to have immediately led me to think he had the overo gene. “Good call. Dam or sire?”

      “Sire, who we had gelded. His white showed up in the socks, so I didn’t think to test for the overo framing initially. But then I saw his sire, who has enough white on him I would be dumb not to check for overo in his son. Sure enough, the gene had passed on. We lost a foal two seasons ago to lethal white, and it won’t be happening again in my barns. I had all my stock tested, and we have taken care to make sure none of the mares with the gene were bred to studs with it. They’re all marked as carriers, so hopefully that’ll suffice. Overo isn’t a problem as long as we aren’t breeding it with sire and dam.”

      As most quarter horse associations didn’t want excessive white in their stock, leaving the quarters with significant overo framing to be dubbed paint horses, the problem wasn’t as much of a problem with the hardcore ranchers, who stuck with registered quarters with a preference against the overo gene. For once, the snobbery of the equine world had done some good as the odds of having a lethal white foal among the ranch horses came in slim at worst.

      The good breeders found the twenty-five percent chance of the syndrome to be unacceptable.

      We’d taken to genetically testing every horse to come into our barn, doing our best to prevent genetic diseases.

      As the goal was to get the mare to accept the filly with as little interference from me as possible, I left the stall although I kept it unlocked so I could get inside if needed. Mutiny groomed the filly, who went to sleep within minutes.

      The vet made a satisfied sound, and she joined me outside of the stall. “Before you worry, I can monitor her as easily out here as I can in there, and this is better for them. If all goes well, any risk of rejection will be over within twelve hours. But seeing how Mutiny is behaving? She won’t reject the filly at this point.”

      “Any idea what breed she is?”

      “The filly? No idea. We’ll have to run a DNA test at this stage.”

      “If we can do so safely for the filly, I’d like to know if we have any genetic problems.”

      “We can do the draw. It’s not going to make any difference in her prognosis at this stage, and if we can detect any illnesses in her blood now, we have a better chance of getting her onto the road to recovery.”

      “Do it.” My wife would hang me from the rafters of our barn the instant she found out I was dishing out for genetic testing on a maybe, but I would stack the deck in the filly’s favor as much as I could. “With her in this condition, do you think a full recovery is possible?”

      “She’ll be able to do everything a healthy horse can, so don’t you worry about that. We’ll get some good pictures of her with Mutiny, and you can use it on your campaign for saving horses once you have her doing something productive—even if that something productive is a solid school horse.”

      “Solid school horses cost a fortune,” I muttered. “Jessica wanted to buy some for our kids, and they can cost more than the competition horses. The solid school horses are often horses that were supposed to compete and didn’t quite make the cut, but they are dependable, unflappable, and often won’t respond to the rider unless the rider is doing what is correct and expected. For the record, we bought exactly one school horse of that lot because she was a two-for-one special. She’ll be a broodmare more than a school horse.”

      We had some cheaper school horses, but I preferred to tame the wild spirits and turn them into reliable animals anyone could trust with a child.

      The vet rested her elbows on the stall ledge to observe the mare and filly. “Is this your first time with horses this bad?”

      “This bad? Yeah, it is. I’m genuinely astonished any of them made it through the night. We’ve lost horses in our barns for far less.” Broken bones from accidents tended to be the leading cause of death among our horses, and I loathed making the decision between treating or euthanizing. It all depended on the nature of the break and the time required to allow for healing. When we could treat, we did.

      When we couldn’t, we handled the matter in as expedient and kind a way as we could.

      I’d learned early on to always bring a pistol when called about a broken leg, as it took an eternity for a vet to arrive. It was the one duty I refused to give to my wife or pass off to an RPS agent.

      During the worst-case scenario, where I couldn’t save my horse, I handled the heartbreaking job myself.

      If I couldn’t get to the ranch with the horse in question, I stayed on the phone while someone handled the job for me.

      It was the least I could do.

      “Horses can be ridiculously fragile yet remarkably resilient,” the vet stated, and she gestured to the filly. “This little one is going to be rather spicy if she pulls through. Her zeal for life is why she’s holding on. She’ll be high energy and need a rider who can handle a horse who wants to work and experience life. No matter what she does, she will do so with a stubbornness matched by few others. That’s why she’s still here at all.”

      I loved the spicy horses. Their drive always lit a fire, and with the right rider, they always went far. “Hey, Jerrod? How spicy was Dynamite as a filly?”

      “I didn’t name her Dynamite because she’s a calm bringer of peace in my stable,” the trainer replied, joining us to observe the filly. “Having seen enough quarters in my day, I don’t think she’s a quarter. She’s got the wrong leg conformation and size. She’s a little heavier. Not a thoroughbred, either. The thoroughbred foals have toothpicks for legs and a different build. I’d say you’ve got a warmblood of some sort on your hands. Not sure what specific breed, but I’d bet you’ve got a warmblood. Dynamite is a mix of warmblood and hotblood breeds, but mostly warmblood.”

      I understood the various blood types fairly well, although most of ours fell into the hotblood category due to the prevalence of quarter horses in ranch work. Dynamite and Alexander the Great would be my first real ventures into warmblood breeds.

      My beloved Akhal-Tekes were hotblooded horses, and I loved everything about them.

      Warmbloods would be a new and interesting adventure. “Maybe she can jump.”

      “I’d give her a shot,” Jerrod admitted, pointing at the filly. “Her bone structure is solid; she’s got thick enough bones to handle the impacts from jumping, but she’s got the conformity needed to do the jumps as well. Will she go to the Grand Prix for jumping? That I can’t tell you. But at the very least, I’d give her a try. The spicy fillies are my favorite. Everyone expects the stronger, spicier geldings and studs to go the distance.”

      “But then you get a horse like Dynamite.”

      Jerrod nodded. “I doubt you’ll get another Dynamite if that’s what you’re hoping for. But if you want to learn how to train horses for jumping, she’ll be what you need. Just be aware that the spicy fillies aren’t easy to train. Once you get her where you want, she’ll be a solid partner, but getting her there will be a challenge.”

      “Was Dynamite a challenge?”

      “Dynamite was a menace until she figured out cooperation got her chances to jump. But yes, she was quite the challenge. She’ll challenge you, mark my words. You’re also going to take falls, because she’s going to teach you your manners on a jump. She will dump your ass if you don’t handle the jumps right.”

      “Did I get lucky, then?”

      “She wanted to jump, and she knew she needed to keep you on if she wanted to keep jumping. You’ll be a good jumper in a hurry with her. You’ll be wearing a full kit of safety gear, as I don’t have unnecessary deaths in my barn. I normally demand safety vests, but I don’t think we’ve got any that’ll fit you. We’ll have to get them custom fit.”

      I sighed, as very little equestrian gear fit me out of the box outside of rancher attire; jockeys were smaller men, and most wanted light riders for jumping to give the horse the best chances of clearing the jumps. “I’ll make the orders, just tell me what to order and in what size.”

      “That would be the expression of a man who has to do this task often.”

      I pointed my thumb over my shoulder in the general direction of the RPS agents hard at work with the other horses. “I cooperate most of the time, and that lot would put me in a bubble if they could.”

      “Horse empaths need to be working with horses to be healthy, happy, and sane.” Jerrod considered the filly, and after conferring with the vet for a moment, asked me to follow him down the way to show me something.

      The something proved to be a stalled yearling, one of my new animals. Judging from the purple shade of her hooves, the filly battled some form of bacterial infection to go along with her fungus issues. I recognized her as a thoroughbred, and wondered why she was at an equestrian center meant for Grand Prix jumping. “I have questions,” I admitted.

      “She’s one of the reasons I’m happy you’re taking over this barn. Her hooves have been particularly problematic because of the fungus, and once that clears up, she might take you on a flight down the track. The owner wanted to try her at jumping or eventing. Can thoroughbreds be trained to be eventing horses? Sure. They’re one of the best breeds for three-day eventing competitions, in my not-so-humble opinion. But his focus was on the jumping and less on the eventing, and this specific thoroughbred is more American stock than European or Australian stock. And yes, there are slight differences in thoroughbreds depending on where they were bred. But for this discussion, a thoroughbred is a thoroughbred. She’s a five hundred dollar horse, as she has a lineage without any champions in it whatsoever, and the only notable mention is a stud with a few starts. Ground training this little one would be a good start for eventing, and eventing is an option for you, even at your size.”

      I had more thoroughbreds than I knew what to do with; they showed up at auction for the sin of having aged out or being injured due to poor ownership practices. “I hadn’t thought to look into eventing for my thoroughbreds.”

      “Your heart is on the track, and you didn’t want to settle,” Jerrod informed me. “Eventing is tough work, but it’s an option for you if you get bored of aiming for the Grand Prix.”

      “Or I get two championships and meet my goals.”

      “We’ll find out if you have what it takes soon enough. Dynamite is really young for the Grand Prix, though. That alone might be a reason you don’t succeed. She lacks experience.”

      “Well, so do I. But if we don’t try, we can’t win.”

      “Right you are. The stable is full of promise without good direction. If you look at the true potential of the horses, unlike their owners, you might get somewhere with them.”

      “Or you might train them to be promising, and we sell them for a ridiculous amount to keep funding the center,” I muttered. “My wife is going to kill me when the feed bill comes in.”

      “Our wives always threaten to do us in when the feed bill comes in. You could just tell her you could have a more expensive hobby.”

      I tried to think of a more expensive hobby and failed. “What more expensive hobby?” I nodded my head in the direction of my rescues. “I’m pretty sure I’m spending six figures on those rescues.”

      “Fancy cars.”

      Hmm. That reminded me about the plan to show up at the palace in a sporty car. “Randy?”

      The RPS agent came over, and he sighed. “Do I want to know?”

      “Do I have enough money left over to buy the fancy car I was going to surprise Jessica with?”

      “You do. There are a few models suitable for royalty that are in your budget that the queen would love to have in her garage.”

      “Can you just call whoever does that, pick the one that makes the RPS happiest with me, and put it in a color that Jessica likes?”

      Randy laughed at me. “You don’t want to go car shopping when there are horses to be had, do you?”

      “I really don’t.”

      “I’ll assign someone the task and make sure it’s ready for when it’s time to head back to the palace, Your Majesty. Jerrod, are any of the pastures here clean of the fungus?”

      “I had one pasture purged along the edge of our property as a test. It’s pretty remote compared to the rest; if the earthweaving caused the fungus to spread faster, I didn’t want it to surge in the closer pastures. Why?”

      Randy engaged me in a staring contest. “After you finish your duty to the horses and get some sleep, you may take Eddie to that pasture, cook over a campfire, and get in some rest and relaxation. A tent will be provided along with sleeping mats. The next day, after you’ve had sufficient sleep and have helped with the horses here, you will go tour your other acquisitions.”

      I recognized when the RPS agent expected me to cooperate, and I held both hands up in surrender. “I don’t know what I did, but I have some regrets and will do as you wish.”

      “You haven’t done anything yet, but I know when you’re about to overdo it, and if I don’t intervene, you’re going to overdo it.”
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      Randy understood me better than I understood myself sometimes. I admired his wit and cunning, as I would have run myself into the ground over the rescues if allowed to stay at the center. With Mutiny nursing the filly and the other starved horses holding on, I wasn’t needed to keep them progressing towards good health.

      A single comment from Geoff won my full cooperation.

      He didn’t want Eddie to remember anything more than the anguish of the rescues. By camping and going on the ride, we would lessen the severity of the situation for the child, who hadn’t yet learned we could—and would—pack away our worries and pretend like everything was okay when it wasn’t.

      I expected, after Eddie went to sleep, I would be sneaking away from the camp to come to the barn to make the final decision if one of the geldings would be euthanized.

      The scanning machines indicated he had a fracture, several infections, and a painful road ahead of him if the cracked bone could be treated. If the injury worsened, we’d have to euthanize.

      In his condition, he wouldn’t recover, and I had no interest in forcing a horse to suffer unnecessarily.

      Only time would tell.

      As the vets needed at least twenty-four hours to better evaluate the gelding, I went the route of recklessness, having Hawkins sell me a healthy, solid rescue suitable for fence rides, trails, and anything else I might need a steady horse for. The mare would earn her keep at one of the royal stables for guests to ride, assuming she worked out as Hawkins suggested she might.

      Eddie considered my bay from the back of one of Jerrod’s horses, a steady gray gelding on the verge of being retired due to age. “I thought you’d ride Dynamite.”

      “Dynamite’s hooves might worsen from the fungus. Yours has a mild case, and mine will get treated,” I replied, smiling at the boy. “Since she just did a big jump, she needs to rest and be pampered. Those jumps are hard on a horse’s bones, especially when carrying someone like me.”

      “But you’re not fat, Dad.”

      “No, I’m not overweight. However, I’m muscular, and muscle weighs a lot more than fat. I’m a lot of man for a horse to carry.” To minimize how much the horses had to carry, we even bought special saddles built to weigh less than normal.

      They cost us a fortune, but I felt the investment was worth it.

      “Oh. What if I get to be big and muscular, too?”

      “Then you’ll be careful with your horses, buy light saddles, and work on building your animal’s endurance. It can be a problem, but it’s one easily handled with care and attention.”

      “It never looks like Baby is struggling when he jumps with you.”

      “Baby is a strong horse used to my weight.” I grinned at the boy, riding through the track between pastures en route to the field Jerrod had recommended we use for our camping venture.

      “Why aren’t there any overweight ranchers, Dad? I don’t even see overweight stable hands.”

      Some people would rebuke the boy for asking questions. Some viewed someone’s weight as the ultimate marker of intellect, personality, and ethics.

      I viewed those people as wrong, shallow, and without compassion.

      Fortunately for my sanity, I could answer the question honestly and with regard to those who didn’t match the cruelty of society’s standards. “Weight has nothing to do with anything truly important. Some people are overweight because they can’t afford enough to eat, so they gain weight. Some eat too much. Others have medical conditions. Certain medications can cause weight gain, too. You can’t look at someone’s weight and understand their circumstances. Your eyes deceive you.”

      “People can gain weight from not eating enough? That doesn’t sound right, Dad.”

      “But it’s something that happens to some people. It doesn’t have to sound right to you. You just have to accept this is the situation some people are in. Before I met your mother, I was pretty thin—unhealthily so. But society thought that was all right because they’re scared of excess weight. Don’t ask me why. It doesn’t make any sense to me, personally. I don’t care if someone is overweight. I care if they’re healthy. Now, in an unfortunate number of cases, those who are struggling with their weight are also unhealthy.”

      “Diabetes?” Eddie asked.

      I nodded. “That’s just one of many weight-related complications out there. But here’s the reality of ranchers. Ranching is hard work. Caring for horses is hard work. As long as the person working the ranch has a good diet, they’re not going to be gaining too much in the way of fat. The job is physically demanding. We make sure our ranchers put enough food on the table. Sick ranchers can’t work, and underfeeding our ranchers is a fast way to make it so they can’t work.”

      “Oh. Then why are there chubby kids at riding lessons sometimes?”

      “That I can’t tell you. Maybe the kid hasn’t had a lot of time or encouragement to go outside and play so they’re learning how to ride horses. It could also be for any one of the reasons I told you. I recommend you view the person as a person rather than their weight. Unless they ask you for help or suggestions, their weight is none of your business. Now, if the person needs help and asks you, thus making it your business, that’s when you might want to ask someone for help.”

      “What if a classmate cries because she’s too chubby to fit into a pair of jeans she really wants to wear?”

      Knowing Eddie, there was a girl who was upset about her weight, but it wasn’t a pair of jeans she wanted. I remembered wishing I would be accepted by others, an impossibility in my former caste. I suspected bullying, as kids had an unfortunate tendency to do just that. We’d tried our best to make sure our children didn’t play those games, trying to teach them to be kind, but social pressure happened. “Talk to her. Find out what’s wrong, and depending on her response, do what you can. If you don’t know how, learn. And if she is trying to throw up to become thinner, no matter what promise of secrecy she asked you to make, talk to someone about it.”

      “We talked about eating disorders in class,” Eddie said, and he shifted in the saddle. “I worry for her.”

      “Does she live near the ranch?”

      Eddie bobbed his head.

      Some problems in life were easier to solve than others, and I turned to Geoff, who had a hand with the little ones. “Make sure we have a suitable school horse at the ranch for her use. Eddie, invite her to the ranch to ride horses. If the problem is not being physically fit, that will resolve itself readily enough. If she enjoys being at the ranch, there’s no reason she can’t get lessons on riding horses and playing. If you have other friends who’d like to ride at the ranch, invite them. Just let us know how many so we can have the appropriate number of school horses there.”

      “Do you mean it?”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Of course. Sometimes, all somebody needs is a little opportunity. Just try not to feel badly if she rejects your offer.”

      “Okay.”

      With that out of the way, I pointed in the general direction of the pasture we would be taking over for our camping adventure. “Our goal is to eat an entire cow between the two of us.”

      “We can’t do that, Dad.”

      “Maybe we can’t, but we’re going to try.”
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      Eddie refused to cooperate. I should have guessed my plans would fall apart, destroyed at the hands of a young child. As I needed to make a decision about the gelding, and I couldn’t without talking to the vet, I decided if Eddie refused to let me escape, he was ready to enter the darker world of growing up. “All right. I need to go to the barn to see to the rescues.”

      “At five in the morning?” Eddie asked, grabbing my phone and showing me the screen.

      “Yes. The vets ran the tests on the horses overnight, so we have a better idea of what we’re working with. I’m going to be blunt and honest with you: we are not expecting good news for one of the horses.”

      “Why not?”

      I sighed. “He has a fracture.”

      Eddie winced. “Oh.”

      “I was going to let you sleep through this, but I will talk to the vets and decide if we euthanize him or attempt to heal the damage.”

      “You’re not going to use your pistol, are you?”

      I shook my head. “The vets are already in the barn, so if we do opt to euthanize him, we’ll do so after sedating him. Essentially, we’ll overdose him on the sedative so he won’t undergo any pain or distress. He’ll fall asleep. That’s why a lot of people say they’re putting their pets to sleep. The first stage is doing just that.”

      The gelding wouldn’t wake up, but I didn’t need to explain that part of life and death to Eddie. He understood it just as well as anyone else.

      “It’s not fair.”

      His statement hurt. Life was rarely fair, especially for the abused. “I know. If I can give him a good life free of pain, I won’t have him euthanized. But the fracture is a problem. He also has several infections, and those are causing him pain.”

      “Is it because there won’t be enough people to take care of him? I could help when I’m not in school.”

      Yep. The boy was a chip off my block. I crawled out of the tent where Randy and Geoff waited with three horses. Accepting the inevitable, I said, “You may as well saddle Eddie’s horse. He’s coming with us.”

      Randy sighed, and Geoff nodded, handed over the reins to Randy, and went to help get the horse ready for the ride back to the ranch.

      “Could I help the horse, Dad?”

      “Let’s see what the vet says about his prognosis. It could be the infections can’t be treated or the fracture is worse than we fear. Until we talk to them, we simply don’t know.”

      “Is it about the money?”

      I shook my head. “No, Eddie. It’s not about the money. It’s about him living a happy life, one without suffering. If we can’t mitigate his pain and prevent him from suffering, especially in the long-term, it’s better to let him go. Some fights a horse can’t win, and it’s our job to find out if this is a battle he can conquer. If he has low odds of survival and will heavily suffer while waiting for a miracle, it’s best for the horse to euthanize. It really depends on what we learn about him, his age, and his current condition.”

      Randy came over, leading the horses, and crouched to be at Eddie’s level. “Your dad’s right, Eddie. This isn’t about us anymore. We all want to save these horses, but we have to do what is best for the gelding. Right now, his situation is pretty bleak. Your dad will bend over backwards to save a horse, but sometimes, we just can’t win the fight. When the vets say the odds are especially low, we need to look at the route of mercy for the horse.”

      “But didn’t Morning Glory have a bad leg?”

      I smiled at the mention of my mare. “We had to break her leg in several places to heal it, yes. But she was a healthy little filly, still growing. This helped her a lot. She had decent odds, which made it worth the chance. She didn’t have any infections, and she was still young enough her body had not finished developing. This meant the breaks could be addressed in a safe fashion. She wasn’t in a great deal of pain although she hated the sling.”

      “Oh.”

      The only way to learn how to handle the heartache of failure was to reach for the stars, miss, and fall back to the ground. I’d wanted to wait to teach Eddie the value of failure, but if the horse’s prognosis allowed, I would allow the boy to experience either tragedy or triumph.

      Only time would tell.

      “I’ll tell you what, Eddie. You said you would take over the gelding’s care if he has a tolerable diagnosis. I’m going to take you up on that offer. You’ll have to trust me about making the decision if he needs to be euthanized, but if he has a chance without suffering, then he will be your horse and your responsibility. I’ll talk to the school about having his treatments done there, and he can be a project for your schoolmates, who are learning about horse care. If he survives, he will be your animal and your responsibility. You will have to train him, gentle him, and work him through the symptoms of abuse. You will be spending most of your time in his stall, quite possibly for months to come. But that’s the price of what you want. Someone has to pick up his care, and that someone will need to be you.”

      Eddie’s eyes widened. “You’ll let me try?”

      “If you’re old enough to ask for the responsibility, you are old enough to accept the responsibility. You will be helped, of course. The condition still remains: if the prognosis is not good, then you will stay with him until he’s euthanized. I will discuss with the school about adjusting your classes and timing your classes so you can handle his feedings, which will need to be hourly for quite a while. The school’s vet will have to administer the basic medications. You will be expected to go to his appointments when he receives medical care. You will also be present when the farrier comes to work on his hooves.”

      “I can do that.”

      I believed him.

      Eddie always gave his best no matter what.

      I accepted his claim at face value with a nod. “Help Geoff saddle your horse.”

      Careful to avoid the tent’s pegs and strings, the boy ran off to do as told. Rising to his feet, Randy asked, “Are you sure?”

      “No, I’m really not, but I know if I don’t let him do this, I will be making a worse mistake with him. If the gelding dies, Eddie will learn a painful lesson about life and the responsibilities of caring for another living being. If the gelding lives, Eddie will walk away with something nobody can truly teach: compassion for another and a willingness to help. The worst thing I could do for him, right now, is to curtail that compassion. For his sake, I hope the gelding can be saved. But no matter what happens this morning, I go to sleep tonight knowing I did my best for him and that horse.”

      After heaving yet another sigh, Randy said, “There’s really nothing harder than raising a child.”

      There really wasn’t. “If this doesn’t work out, save me from my wife.”

      “I’ll do my best, but if this doesn’t work out? We’re all going to need to be saved from your wife.”
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      Gina waited for us by the gelding’s stall, and she had a clipboard burdened with an inch thick stack of papers. I eyed the documentation destined to make a mess of my day. “That’s either good news or bad news, and I can’t tell which.”

      “Good with a caveat. Everything is treatable, and I think we can figure out a pain management plan if we can get him through the next two weeks.”

      Well, there went any hope of Eddie having free time again for the next six months. “There you go. He’s your problem now, kid. Gina, I promised he could have the gelding if he could be saved, and doing the work with him is his responsibility. I’m going to stand off to the side, agree to pay the bills, and make sure the other vets know the plan. The brat here is going to have to make all the difficult decisions. He can ask for help if he doesn’t understand what needs to happen or why.”

      The vet eyed Eddie, unlocked the stall door, and opened it. The gelding remained in the medical sling, and since the last time I’d seen him, had been casted to make certain the fracture wouldn’t turn to a full break. “All right, Eddie. This poor boy has a spiral fracture of the cannon bone.” Gina pointed at the horse’s foreleg in the appropriate spot for the injury. “A spiral fracture essentially means he hit the ground while in movement with that leg, likely in a twisting motion, and due to his weakened state, the bone broke. He may have been trying to turn or he had bucked. There are a million and one ways the fracture could have happened. While you were out with your father, we took him to the animal hospital down the way, operated, and made certain the fracture was attended to properly.”

      Hmph. I turned my glare to Randy, the one man in the RPS who’d dare overstep me on horse care.

      My RPS agent smirked.

      Reaching out and covering Eddie’s eyes with one hand, I used the other to display my middle finger. “Well played, Randy. Well played. If he didn’t make it, the effort was made, and I wouldn’t have to make the decision.”

      “Correct, Your Majesty.”

      “The operation was mandatory for him to have any chance of survival,” the vet assured me. “It went better than we anticipated. I figure he’s roughly four years old and his bone development is not quite complete. This is good, as it means his bones may heal a little more than we anticipate solely because he still has a little growing left to do. He’s been broken to saddle, and it was done too early for his breed. He’s a purebred quarter horse. We figure he was broke when he was a year and a half to two, judging from the spinal damage. That has already been corrected. You are not being charged for the spinal work, as the bone menders we called in were already doing harder work on the foreleg break. Because of his poor condition, we opted for more magical than mundane treatments. The infections have been purged, but he will need to be put on some strong antibiotics. His recovery window should be three months.”

      I raised a brow at that, as I had expected six months at a minimum for the entire lot of them. Uncovering Eddie’s eyes, I ruffled his hair before asking, “You follow, Eddie?”

      “I do. We’ve been talking about early breaking injuries in classes at school. He’s going to be difficult once he’s ready to be trained and ridden.”

      “We’ll teach you how to train him,” I promised, pleased the boy understood that abused horses often came packaged with severe behavioral issues.

      The vet stepped into the stall and gestured for Eddie to follow her. “All right, kid. Here’s the deal. He’s going to be pretty docile and sleepy for the next few days. We’re keeping him sedated while the nerves heal from the mending work done. He’s going to need hourly care for at least six weeks. Sometimes, it will be as simple as offering him a handful of grain. He won’t be able to eat much at first. Sometimes, he’ll just need reassured. Being in a sling is hard on them, and he’s so weak we’re going to have to take care with his rehabilitation. Every session, you will have to check him for signs of infection. That’s our biggest concern at this point.”

      For the next twenty minutes, we endured a rather thorough lecture of every pitfall he might encounter rehabilitating the gelding. Once she finished, Gina herded Eddie out, closed the stall door, and asked, “There is only the matter of giving him a name. We will not be using the name on his papers. This horse is getting a fresh start with a new name.”

      “Is his color going to change?”

      The vet winced. “Underneath the dust and dirt, he’s a smokey black. We color tested him. We cleaned his leg for the operation, but we didn’t want to get him wet and chilled in his current state.”

      I eyed the gelding, who was more of a dingy brown than a black of any type. We hadn’t done much in the way of grooming any of them, and most were in dire need of a bath.

      Chilling them in a barn with a known fungus infection begged for more infections—and sicker horses. “Tell me when we can wash them down, and I’ll make sure they’re properly groomed.”

      “It’s no problem, Your Majesty,” the vet said, and she offered me a smile. “They’ll be ready to be brushed soon enough, and right now, we’d do more harm than good with their condition as poor as they are. Tomorrow, I’ll call in a favor from a waveweaver and a flameweaver, and we’ll give everybody baths, dry them off, and make sure they stay toasty warm.”

      “Eddie, you’re off the hook this afternoon because we need to check the other property, but afterwards, when you aren’t doing your schoolwork or activities you’ve gotten permission to do, you’ll be taking care of your horse. Take your time thinking about his name, and once you’ve decided on something, tell Miss Gina, all right?”

      “I can do that!”

      “I’m going back to bed. Have fun, don’t pull the barn down around our ears, and I’m issuing a Royal edict: no more bad news for the rest of the day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIXTEEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            I loved when the red tape worked in my favor.

          

        

      

    

    
      After bagging six hours of extra sleep, I hauled my new bay to the rundown ranch, which had a team of four helicopters in flight overhead. While I saddled my new mare, I rolled my eyes at the excess, excess I would ultimately pay for. “Four, Randy?”

      “Senator Padrino is piloting one of them, as he wanted to come visit your rescues personally. He’s got space for more cattle if we need to get these animals off the ranch, and he’s ready to get his transports on the move if needed.”

      “That doesn’t explain the other three.”

      “RPS training,” Randy admitted. “It was the best use of resources. These training flights needed to happen anyway, and it’s a good exercise. According to the accountants, it cost an extra thousand to bring all three over, and they’re writing it off as they’re doing visual checks of the other properties, which are RPS required.”

      Ah, I loved when the red tape worked in my favor. “Have they done their first sweeps yet?”

      “They have done six sweeps, and you have a mix of good and bad news.”

      “I already banned bad news for today.”

      “There are some injured animals. You’ll need the pistol.”

      I spat a few curses, and once I finished, I turned to Eddie and said, “Please don’t tell your mother I said that.”

      “You’re mad because you don’t want to euthanize any animals, and when Pops tells you that you need the pistol, you’re going to need it. And you won’t let Pops handle it because they’re your animals.”

      Yep. We’d done too good of a job teaching Eddie the realities of life. “Cows, horses, or both?”

      “There’s at least one cow with a severely broken leg, and there’s a lame horse. The horse can probably be saved, but we’ll have to haul the animal out by air. That is another reason Senator Padrino is here. He always carries a rig in his helicopter, so we have the tools needed to airlift to the equestrian center or animal hospital.”

      “Animal hospital. Jerrod will kill us if we bring in another rescue—and the horse will need quarantined. And no, Eddie, you can’t have this one. I draw the line at feral horses. When you’re sixteen, you may ask about gentling feral horses.”

      “That’s fair, Dad. What are you going to do with a feral horse?”

      “I’m going to give it to your mother to deal with. That way, she’s too busy dealing with her feral prince or princess to take me to task for this stunt.”

      Eddie snickered. “That’s actually a good plan, Dad. She can’t look the rescues in the eyes and walk off any more than you can.”

      “Exactly. Randy, get me the exact position of the horse. Geoff?”

      “Yes?”

      “Take care of the cow. I’d do it, but I want to get that horse to the vet as soon as possible, and I can’t be two places at once. Evaluate what can be used and see if any of the other helicopters have a sling or assembly suitable for a carcass. Let’s not waste anything if we can avoid it.”

      Eddie’s eyes widened.

      Geoff chuckled, crouched in front of Eddie, and said, “Your dad has finally learned to delegate, and he’s using his resources the best way he can. I’ve handled more than a few downed cattle, and the work doesn’t bother me. Your pops will fret if he’s away from your dad too long, and I’ll take a few other agents along. We’ll handle the carcass, and if the meat is sound, we’ll handle the butchering. There is a tanner not too far from here, and we’ll send the hide over.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks, Geoff.” I checked the cinch, decided she was good for a ride, and swung up into the saddle. “Once we get in visual of the injured horse, we’ll approach on foot. We’ll need someone to hold the horses while we work.”

      Randy regarded me with a rather neutral and unimpressed expression. “I’m sure we’ll manage.”

      I waited for them to get mounted, ordered Eddie to stay close, and eyed the hovering helicopters. “All right, Randy. Order the senator to guide us to the animal.”

      Randy lifted his hand to his ear and said, “Lead the way, sir. We’re ready on the ground.”

      Someone must have wired the senator into the RPS network for the work, something I approved of, especially after having learned he’d worked for Jessica’s father.

      We left, and I determined hostile terrain accounted for half the reason the ranch had collapsed, with a disturbing number of holes in the ground. After the first twenty minutes, I asked, “How far?”

      “Not far. Apparently, we’re getting pretty close.”

      “Someone take these horses back to the barn. This ground is no good. We’ll walk back, and if those nosy RPS agents don’t like it, we’ll practice getting into a hovering helicopter.” I dismounted, handed over my reins to one of the agents, and considered the landscape, which resembled a demolition site more than a pasture. Once Eddie, Randy, and the other poor RPS agents stuck with us were on foot and the rest were guiding the animals out of harm’s way, I opted to take the lead, grabbing up a stick from a downed tree. At first, Randy glowered, but upon realizing I tested where I meant to walk with my stick, he left me to my business.

      We crested a rise, and at the bottom of the hill, I spotted the horse, which stood on three legs and held up a heavily swollen hind leg. The injury could be anything from a break to a sprain, but I foresaw trouble.

      The animal had somehow found mud, rolling in it to the point I couldn’t tell what color it was supposed to be.

      “Wow,” Eddie said. “Where’d that horse find mud here?”

      “That’s a very good question.” I suspected the holes had something to do with it. If the ranch had a good source of water beneath it, I’d bring in the earthweavers and figure out if we could transform part of it into a lake to give local wildlife a watering hole while restoring the rest to pasturage for horses or cattle. “Watch your step. The ground seems to be plagued with an unfortunate series of holes.”

      “Is this a good idea?” Eddie whined, although he did follow me.

      “If it was a good idea, I probably wouldn’t be doing it right now, sparing your pops from more gray hairs.”

      Randy laughed. “Ain’t that the truth.”

      “Dad, you’re going to get into trouble!”

      I laughed, waved my hand to acknowledge the boy’s comment, and headed for the distressed animal.

      Had I been paying less attention to the horse and more attention to my feet, I might have noticed the ground turn muddy before I stepped into a water-filled ditch. I yelped, submerged, flailed, and swam for the surface, grateful the RPS had insisted on throwing me into a pool and attempting to drown me until I could swim rather than sink. Once confident I wouldn’t be caught in something under the water, I spit, angled for the ledge, and felt around, determining I’d fallen into a collapsed shaft of some sort. Once I found a solid spot, I hauled myself out. “I found some mud.”

      Eddie smacked his forehead. Randy took pictures of me on his phone, likely for my wife. Once he put the wretched device away, he lifted his hand to his ear and said, “His Royal Majesty has located a rather deep hole filled with water and has decided, for reasons I cannot fathom, to fall into it. Please disregard any alarms from his phone. Also, please look into a more durable phone for him, as it seems he has decided to become adventurous on us. While wet, he is fine. It seems he has successfully been taught how to swim.”

      Grunting over his commentary, I circled around the hole, taking more care to watch my steps. I dodged two more muddy messes en route to the distressed animal. The horse spotted me coming, standing and waiting for whatever would come. According to the brand, I dealt with either an escaped ranch horse or yet another consequence of neglect on the property.

      After a quick check, I determined I dealt with a mare. It took all of five seconds to come to the conclusion she’d been injured and the swelling was due to an infection. In good news for her, Gina likely still had the bone menders on hand who might be able to deal with the problem. “Randy, get them to lower the sling,” I hollered.

      Randy waved at me, and a moment later, the helicopter began to descend. While the mare lacked a halter, I was able to wrap an arm around her neck and hold her in place, talking to her in soothing tones. Once five feet over the ground and a safe distance away, a pair of RPS agents hopped out of the helicopter and hauled out a reinforced sling.

      One of the agents went to work securing the sling to the helicopter while the other hauled the contraption over.

      “Randy, call Gina and ask her to get those bone menders ready for her arrival. I can’t tell if the leg is broken under all this mess, but what’s one more in my collection of rescues?”

      Eddie ran over, and like we’d taught him, he stayed far from the helicopter. “How can I help?”

      “If she’ll let you pet her nose and comfort her, do so. If she shows any sign of aggression, stay back. She’s not feeling well, and she’s probably exhausted. She must not have been let loose too long ago.”

      She hadn’t gone truly feral yet and likely understood we would help her.

      Eddie obeyed, and the horse lowered her head for the boy.

      I blamed my empathy, which was likely flaring left and right, for the horse behaving in a rather unnatural fashion. As my magic meant the horse might make it through the rest of the day, I would accept a scolding from my RPS agents—and I would turn myself in to check for talent exertion.

      “Normally, we’d sedate the horse, but Senator Padrino will take care to crawl to the animal hospital,” Randy shouted to be heard over the helicopter. “I’ll call as soon as they’re en route.”

      I nodded, working with the RPS agent to ease the sling into place around her belly and secure her into the contraption. As I beat most of the RPS agents in the general brawn department, I had the job of holding the sling up while the mare was strapped in.

      Throughout the entire process, I reminded myself that the mare would die if we didn’t get her moved.

      It helped some, but I still worried. Within ten minutes, we’d done everything we could for the mare, and we stepped out of her kicking range while Randy handled giving Senator Padrino the signal to leave.

      The mare snorted when the sling hauled her off the ground, and while she was tense and her ears turned back, she didn’t flail, kick, or attempt to run. Most importantly, she didn’t attack the sling holding her secure.

      All I could do was watch as the helicopter lifted her and eased away, taking her to either her doom or salvation. We’d find out soon enough.

      In an effort to control my anxiety, I turned away and said, “Well, that was entertaining. What do you say we go explore one of these holes?”

      “Dad!” Eddie stated, and he fisted his hands, pressed them to his hips, and stomped a foot. “What are you doing?”

      “Finding out why my ranch is full of holes. I thought that was obvious.” I pointed at one of the nearby holes, which had collapsed in such a way we had an easy way down. As I might get my way if I went ahead and did what I wanted, I headed to the spot, poking and prodding at the landslide leading into the hole, which was all of eight feet deep. When it seemed stable enough, I picked my way down to get a look at the wall.

      A glint of something in the sunlight drew my eye, and squinting, I went closer to investigate. Cold metal against my hand startled me, and I brushed away more of the dirt to reveal a large nugget of gold. As gold wasn’t found often in Texas, I assumed I’d located a pyrite deposit.

      I popped the nugget out of the wall, scrambled out of the hole, and held out my prize to Randy. “Fool’s gold, and it ain’t better named right now.”

      Randy narrowed his eyes, took my nugget, and bit on it before examining the metal. “No, Your Majesty. That would be real gold.”

      I stared at him. “You’re shitting me.”

      “I’m really not.” Randy turned the nugget and pointed at where he’d left a scuff on the gold from biting on it. “Gold’s soft. Pyrite can’t be damaged just from biting on it, but gold can be. You have to apply a lot of force, but the bite test is a real thing, and that passed.”

      I pointed at where I got the nugget. “Here?”

      Randy raised a brow at me. “Apparently.”

      “I bought a gold mine?”

      “You bought a ranch, and it seems that the ranch had a mine in it, likely from before the war. The war would have stopped the mining operations. Did you find any evidence of shoring?”

      “You mean wood pillars?”

      He nodded.

      “No, I didn’t see anything like that. Just the rock and dirt walls.”

      “Someone probably found the gold before the war. If anyone here knew about the mine and that it had any actual gold, there would have been a rush.”

      No kidding. While Texas had some mining, it was limited. Leaving my gold with Randy, I returned to my hole and used my stick to scrape at the rock and dirt. I plucked out another nugget, smaller but still sizable enough to be worthy of marvel. “Eddie, come see what you can find.”

      To my amusement, Randy joined me in the hole, gesturing for Eddie to follow. Once stable on his feet, he returned my gold. “As the royal physicians really want you to have a good time, I am going along with this. You have two hours. That should give the vets enough time to see if that mare can be saved. As your phone is surely destroyed, we need time to go get you a replacement and set it up.”

      Two hours digging through the dirt sounded like a dream come true after the past few days. Armed with my stick, I went to work, determined to fill my pocket with prizes I could take home to my wife and kids.
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      On the way back to the ranch, a shaft collapsed under me, dumping me into the cold and wet dark. Fortunately for me, I fell last, landing on top of the muddy soil. Randy spewed curses, and within moments of my fall, he was in the hole with me. While I’d landed on my ass, I’d emerged unscathed.

      “Dad?” Eddie squealed.

      “Randy? You have my permission to put me in a bubble for a few days. I might have contracted a curse.” As I’d taken enough falls off my horse to understand the routine, I began a head to nose check. To my disgust, I discovered a twinge in my right ankle, one that would end up wrapped and observed to make certain I hadn’t done anything serious. “I’ve got a twinge on the right side, but other than that, I’m unscathed. Minor scratches excluded. I’m sure I’ve got a few of those.”

      “Ankle?”

      I nodded. “We’ll test it and see how it goes.” With Randy’s help, I got to my feet, and after rotating my ankle, I determined it would hold. “I think it’ll be fine, but I’ll take it easy.”

      “It’s not far, but we’re going to need to bring in an earthweaver to collapse all these tunnels so they can be filled in properly.”

      “And mined so we can pay for operating everything here,” I muttered.

      “And possibly mined,” Randy agreed. “Go up first. Eddie? You’re the lightest, so you get to go first. I’m going to call ahead to get horses brought to the safer ground so your dad doesn’t have to walk as much.”

      “Okay.” Eddie hovered until we both emerged from the collapsed area. While I attempted to remove some of the filth from my clothes, the other RPS agents stuck with us hovered, and they eyed the hole as though it was the most offensive thing they’d beheld in their lives. I fought my urge to laugh, shook my head, and listened to Randy explain to the team that I had found yet another hole, deciding I needed to tumble into it.

      I foresaw remedial training in my future, and it would involve muddy obstacle courses and pools. On second thought, both sounded more like fun than suffering, so I would feign disgust over being forced to participate in the scenarios.

      Then, in my effort to keep the RPS on their toes, I’d request another trip to the ranch to find more holes and search for gold.

      My pockets were full of treasures, and I’d enjoy showing my haul to my wife when I got home.
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            “If I told you I tripped and fell into the mud, would you believe it?”

          

        

      

    

    
      I regretted a great deal, and the muddy state of my clothes topped the list. However, the mare took top priority, so I trudged into the vet hospital, went to the front desk, and inquired if the mare flown in had survived.

      The receptionist blinked, and I gave her a few moments to come to terms with my rather rumpled attire.

      “Your… Your Majesty?”

      “If I told you I tripped and fell into the mud, would you believe it?”

      She looked me over, and after a moment, she nodded. “We’ve got a hose around the side of the building if you’d like to get some of that off?”

      “I would, but can you give me an update about the mare first?”

      “It’s a torn muscle and a severely infected cut. They’re treatable, but she’ll be with us for the next week while we get rid of the infection. We’ll need to use a sling for the first day or two, and then we’ll need to make certain we can distribute her weight to prevent problems with her other legs. I’ve been informed that you would take her home at first chance. You have enough rescues on your plate. Your vets are more than welcome to come help with your mare’s care, but we are not adding to your barn’s woes right now.” The woman reached down, grabbed a clipboard, and set it in front of me. “Dr. Gina is waiving the labor costs after conferring with the rest of the staff. You will be liable for disposable supplies, including the mare’s meals and medications.”

      “That’s more than reasonable. Give me a pen I can ruin so I can sign the papers.”

      Laughing, she gave me a pen and pulled out a roll of paper towels so I could clean off my hands enough to sign without leaving muddy prints everywhere. “Thank you, Your Majesty. We appreciate what you’re doing for these animals, and we’re honored to help.”

      If only everyone in the world felt the same way about animals and people alike. “You’re welcome. I’ll go make use of the hose, and you can talk to Randy about how best to get in touch with me about her care. Has she had a bath yet?”

      “She has. She’s a chestnut quarter horse, and she looks to be around eight years old.”

      “Bred?”

      “She has not been bred, but there is evidence she recently weaned a foal.”

      I breathed a relieved sigh. “Excellent, thank you. Randy?”

      “I’ll handle any payments and give the paperwork to the accountants,” my RPS agent promised. “Eddie? Help him get hosed off, and don’t let him escape from the other agents.”

      “Okay. I’ll do my best, but this is Dad we’re talking about. He might see a horse in the recovery pasture and visit.”

      I would, too. “I am known to boost morale of horses stuck in the hospital, so I should pay all the current residents a visit.”

      “I’ll make the arrangements. Just try to get somewhat clean. I’ll recruit a flameweaver to dry you off.”

      As we hadn’t gotten around to replacing my dead phone yet, I handed over the fried device so Randy could take care of it. My wallet went next, and I considered handing over my gold before changing my mind.

      The RPS agents already carried enough of my gains, which I’d plucked from the ground with enthusiasm. While Eddie had found a few small nuggets, I held responsibility for the vast majority of the haul.

      The RPS agents had hesitated to spoil my fun, although they had all taken a turn getting muddy to acquire a prize of their own at my encouragement.

      The rest of the RPS had not been pleased with the state of our clothes upon our return. They’d been less pleased with my insistence on walking off the discomfort in my ankle from my tumble.

      Once my pockets lacked anything else that could be further ruined, I gave Eddie control over the hose, and we played a game where I dodged and he did his best to clean me off in record time. Every now and then, I stole the hose and gave the boy a rinse. In record time, we made a mess of the yard along the hospital. As several of the other agents shared our muddy fate, I gave them the choice to remove their tech or ruin their tech, hosing them off so we’d look wet but almost respectable.

      To my amusement, someone must have called the media as a reporter took pictures of me assaulting Randy with the hose upon his return.

      “Dad, they’re here,” Eddie complained.

      “Your mom probably tipped them off about the abused horses. If they want to get a few pictures of us hosing off, I don’t care. It’s good for the kingdom to see that their king isn’t afraid of a little water or mud.”

      “A little?” Randy asked, taking the hose from me and going to work getting the mud out of his hair. “They have shots of you coming in completely covered—and there are photographs of the mare as she was brought in. I was told by the reporters who beat us here that they feel good deeds deserve rewards, so they’re going to spin your heroism. Again.”

      The disgust in the agent’s tone made me laugh. “Invite them to the barn to get photographs of the rescues and make sure they know that’s after the basic emergency care has been done.”

      “Jerrod already issued the invitation as he suspected you wanted to do outreach about them. He had conferred with us first, and we approved it. They staged a shoot with the filly and Eddie’s gelding.”

      “Can I name him Black Sand, Dad?” Eddie asked, tugging on my sleeve. “Isn’t that what you look for when panning for gold? Black sand in the creek?”

      I marveled at the boy’s basic knowledge, and I made a mental note to thank the school for cultivating his desire to learn. “You can name him whatever you want, Eddie. He’s your horse now. Black Sand is a good name, especially if you want to show the world that horse has heart and can compete.”

      The boy nodded. “He’s basically a baby still, too.”

      That he was. “Once we’re done here and go to a phone store, we’ll go visit Black Sand and see how he’s doing. I can’t promise he’ll want to compete or be good at any discipline, but there’s something to be said for an excellent ranch horse. I’ll help teach you how to determine what a horse is good at and likes to do. For the moment, you should spend the time in the barn teaching him that you’re his friend.”

      “I can do that.”

      I had no doubt of it, and I ruffled his damp hair before turning my attention to Randy. “Has the wife been warned?”

      “Not yet.”

      I left Randy to finish his cleanup and went to the agents on guard, holding out my hand. “I need a phone to warn the wife about the reporters.”

      Every agent offered theirs, and laughing, I grabbed the nearest one and dialed my wife’s number from memory.

      “What’s wrong?” Jessica answered.

      “Nothing, babe. I broke my phone falling into a puddle at the new ranch. It turns out there were unmarked mine shafts, and some were filled with water. On the surface, it looked like a puddle. Next step? I’m swimming, my phone is dead, and Randy’s making fun of me.”

      As desired, my wife laughed. “That explains the little jolt among the RPS earlier. Your alarm must have gone off.”

      “I think it did, but Randy was quick to notify everyone my phone had taken a bath. I need to get a new one tonight. I wanted to drop you a warning: word has already hit the media about the horses. We pulled a severely injured mare out of the one ranch. We had to airlift her to the animal hospital.”

      My wife started cursing. “How bad?”

      “It looks worse than it is. Infection and a sprain, maybe a torn muscle or two. The hospital is handling the work at supplies cost. They’re getting me good on the other horses, so they took pity on me. I gave Eddie one of the rescues because we were down to the decision about euthanasia. He wanted to take over the horse’s care if that made the difference, and I took him up on the offer. The hospital worked a few miracles. He’s got a spiral fracture, but he’ll pull through.”

      Sucking in a breath, my wife spewed more curses.

      I smiled at her antics, which implied the children were off being entertained by either a babysitter or in RPS training. “His name is Black Sand, and I’ll handle making sure he’s kept with Eddie. I’ll contact the school once my phone is replaced and bully them into it.”

      “And the others?”

      “It looks like, at least for the moment, we’re escaping without any fatalities. We got lucky on the filly. Black Sand was the most questionable one of the lot.”

      “I’m glad they’re going to make it. All right. So the media is onto the situation. What’s the problem?”

      “They got pictures of Black Sand, the filly, and the mare I had lifted out of the ranch today—and they got a picture of me coming to the animal hospital absolutely covered in mud from head to toe. And we did a photoshoot of us playing with the hose. I’ve been told they’re going to be swinging the articles to make us look good. Well, as good as I get while drenched in mud.”

      “I take it your puddle was more of a mud bog?”

      “Not quite.”

      “What did you do, Patrick Laycal?”

      “I found a mud pit, it had something sparkling in it, and I decided to go down to have a look. Now my pockets are filled with things that sparkle.”

      My wife’s curses turned to giggles. “Pyrite?”

      “Nope.”

      “Mica?”

      “Nope.” I grinned like a maniac at her incorrect guesses.

      “You didn’t find actual gold, did you?”

      “Randy bit it and said it seemed to be gold. We’re in the right area for there to be gold. We just didn’t find it in an expected location. Someone had, and judging from the state of the tunnels, it was mined before the war. Once we have the place made safer, it’ll be fun to bring the kids.”

      “To play in the mud?”

      “Yes.”

      She snorted, reminding me of a horse unwilling to put up with my bullshit. “You want to play in the mud.”

      “Yes.”

      “Only after earthweavers confirm the site is safe. The death puddles will be addressed before the kids go anywhere near that ranch.”

      “That is fair.”

      “And I demand to see evidence of this gold.”

      Digging my hand into my pocket, I pulled out a few nuggets, took a picture with the phone, and texted it to her. “Evidence has been provided.”

      “That does look rather like gold,” my wife conceded. “Weren’t you ranch buying?”

      “Yep. It’s the ranch in pretty bad shape. Until all the tunnels are collapsed and filled, it’s unsuitable to be used as a ranch.”

      “We’ll open it up to the RPS for training exercises, gold mining, and general entertainment once the animals are cleared out. How was the look over?”

      “I sent Geoff to euthanize a cow with a severely broken leg. Otherwise, I only saw the injured mare. Geoff is handling checking if the cow can be butchered and using whatever can be used.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you prefer to handle it yourself.”

      “The mare might survive. The cow wouldn’t. I couldn’t be two places at once, so I sent the second best person for the job. And Geoff has no scruples about shooting downed cattle.”

      “He really doesn’t. And how is Eddie handling everything?”

      “I’ll one up you on that. Eddie can tell you himself.” I whistled to catch the boy’s attention, waved him over, and handed him the phone. “Your mom wants to talk to you.”

      With the boy contained for a few minutes, I mouthed a thanks to the agents before trudging back over to Randy, who spoke with one of the vets I’d seen at the barn, an older man who’d witnessed more about ranch life than most of us combined.

      “Hey, Clark,” I greeted.

      “Your Majesty. Ready for your blow dry?”

      Ah. I hadn’t known he was a flameweaver. “Beats catching my death and scaring a few decades off the lives of my RPS agents.”

      The vet laughed, took hold of my hand, and within moments, my clothes began to steam.

      Within five minutes, I was toasty warm and dry. “Thanks, Clark. I appreciate that.”

      “I bet you do. I’ve been recruited to give you an update on your mare.”

      “Is it a good update or a bad one?”

      “It’s an odd one.”

      Odd? Puzzled, I tilted my head and raised a brow. “Pardon?”

      “Our policy is to check brands in the area. That horse was stolen from her ranch three years back.”

      For fuck’s sake. Why me? Something about the vet’s tone warned me the problem was more complicated than just figuring out who would be paying the bill and retaining ownership. “All right. Reach out to the owner. If she isn’t willing to pay for her care, she forfeits her right to have the mare back. If she pays for her care, she’s free to come as soon as you clear her. If she presses charges, she does so against the previous owner of the property. If you know all the ranch brands, I’ll hire you to go over the animals we’re bringing in as soon as we can round them up.”

      “We charge ten dollars a head for brand identification, which includes checking the registries for stolen animals.”

      “That’s more than fair. The law’s pretty clear on this one; if anyone rescues the animal, the owner is on the hook for the vetting bills assuming they can prove ownership.” Dealing with stolen horses would test my nerves, but it beat worrying about the rescues. “I’ll get a hold of our attorneys to make sure the process goes smoothly.”

      “She’ll dance with you. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. The cost of care is probably more than she can afford, but I remember when she lost her horse.”

      Uh oh. I recognized the problem, and the vet had opinions—opinions involving the mare going back to the rancher. “The rancher’s heart horse?”

      “Yeah. She bottle fed her from a little filly when her dam died.”

      That would do it. “Dance with her, and if she can’t afford the bill, we just don’t tell her we’ll be dropping by with the mare having a bow on her brand new tack.” My wife might kill me, but heart horses were serious business even if there wasn’t an empathy bond involved. “I’d want someone to return my horse if stolen, so I’m just paying it forward.”

      “If more were like you, Your Majesty, the world would be a different place.”

      “It’d be horse crazed, everyone would be in the poor house due to stabling bills, but the horses would be among the luckiest animals alive, with cows, cats, dogs, and goats in their wake.”

      “I suspect she’ll pass on getting her horse back because of the financials, especially since you’re the one who has her. No horse in the royal barn has ever been abused, so she knows her mare will have a good life,” Clark warned.

      “How long until the mare is fit to be trailered and given back to her owner?”

      “I’d prefer a week, but we can make a field trip after I get confirmation and the transfer of ownership done. Then you’ll need to transfer ownership back.”

      “Easily done. You go take care of that, then you can dry the rest of this lot off.”

      The vet chuckled, tipped his hat my way, and marched back into the hospital.

      Randy eyed me. “You didn’t even think about that.”

      “Didn’t have to. If the vet thought the horse would be better off with me, he wouldn’t have hesitated about the previous owner. But he also didn’t want to risk the horse not getting treated, and I don’t have to treat the rescue, beyond the mandatory survivability treatments, even if the owner didn’t claim the animal back. The rule is there to make certain the horse gets cared for if returned to the other owner. He didn’t want to risk the mare not being treated, but I got the feeling he wanted that horse to go back to her owner. It was a gut feeling, and I went with it.”

      “Where are you going to get tack for the mare overnight?”

      “We’re going to get her sizes, go to the tack store when we go to the cell store, and buy what they got that’ll fit. That’s simple.”

      “Your wife is going to kill you,” Randy predicted.

      “But you’re going to take a picture of the rancher getting her heart horse back, thus saving me from a dangerous situation.”

      “Maybe we should go back to looking for gold. That’s safer.”

      I laughed at the RPS agent’s complaints and followed Clark inside to make certain I could carry out my plans to give the mare and her owner the reunion both deserved.
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      At six in the morning, with a little help from the hospital vets and Jerrod’s trailer with slings installed, we loaded the mare and prepared to send her back to her owner. I’d gotten to listen to the heartbroken woman explain to Clark she couldn’t afford the bill, not with her ranch struggling as it was. I found some comfort the woman trusted me to keep her precious Sunshine safe, healthy, and happy for the rest of her years.

      Eddie had cried upon learning what we were up to, and he’d helped buy Sunshine new tack and gear, including several spare halters, two bridles, several different saddles, and everything else a horse needed to work a ranch.

      We’d be transporting Sunshine back to the hospital after we dropped off the tack, but the woman needed her heart put back together again, and that meant bringing her horse home.

      As we couldn’t all fit into the truck, I drove one of the RPS SUVs with Jerrod riding shotgun and Randy in the back wishing he was in one of the protecting vehicles.

      I followed the trailer, chuckling over how we were using it to haul one horse.

      “What’s got you in such a good mood?” Randy asked.

      “We could have installed that sling into a single horse trailer, but we’re burning fuel hauling that monster to the ranch. Why are we burning so much fuel? It’s ridiculous. Also, Jerrod? I need that trailer. Where did you get it? Randy, I need that trailer, and we’re setting up all our horse trailers to face backwards.”

      Jerrod laughed. “I’ll show you the catalogue with them. Most Texans just use box trailers or the standard configuration. This is more of a European thing, but it works well. I find my horses are a lot less stressed when faced backwards. As for why we’re taking my trailer, I have been informed you like your cattle diverse, and she might have what you’re looking for. She’s been having some trouble because she doesn’t do dairy, and her cattle aren’t the usual meat breeds. She’s struggling to get buyers for her meat.”

      “Doesn’t have the equipment for dairy?” I guessed.

      “You would be right. I get it, the carousels are a lot of work.”

      “She’s against separating the calves from their mothers.”

      I raised a brow. “So don’t.”

      Jerrod made a startled noise. “What?”

      “So don’t separate the calves. We don’t on our farms. We keep them together until they’re capable of being weaned. Sure, our cows don’t produce the same volume, as she’s still nursing her calves, but they produce plenty of high grade milk. It has a different flavor profile. I find the milk from a nursing cow to be a little sweeter and richer. While it’s fairly standard to separate, I don’t allow it until the calf is at least three and a half months old. The fastest I’ve seen is two months, but you have to be careful with their diet. Six is the normal. We go calf by calf for weaning. While high production farms only use dairy cattle for three years, mine work for longer. But we also don’t separate, which helps. The cow isn’t stressed by the process, and they’re pasture raised.” I snorted and shook my head at the misunderstanding of the industry. “I’ll talk to her about expanding into dairy and giving her options that don’t abuse any delicate sensibilities. Her milk production won’t be high, but the quality should be good, she can keep the cows working longer as part of her meat trade, and she’ll have more cattle with little investment. If she’s got good stock for dairy and meat, she can get a profitable operation just from adding dairy into the mix. The kingdom could always use ethical breeders. And if she wants to give the cows a break, she can only milk them while they have calves.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” Jerrod admitted.

      “Well, you’re into horses, and I wouldn’t expect you to know the ins and outs of the cattle industry. But I hated the idea of slaughtering calves that young unless there is a high demand for veal, and when I slaughter for veal, I look at their genetics. The cattle I can’t breed are candidates, and the ones that aren’t slaughtered for veal are turned into steers. And we make sure we sedate for the procedure. Unfortunately, if the females don’t have appropriate genetics to breed, they go straight to the veal market. Fortunately, my numbers of unsuitable cattle are rapidly dropping. My diversity program is working, but it’s been a process.”

      “You don’t have all day to reform a rancher, Your Majesty,” Randy reminded me. “However, I’ll put her in touch with your ranch operators, and they can help her get set up for a dairy operation. We do have some time to look over her cattle, so if there is one or two you like, you can take them off her hands.”

      “She’ll probably sell her ranch,” Jerrod stated.

      I grumbled, wondering if I could get away with snapping up another ranch and turning it over to the original owner to operate on my behalf. “I do not need more ranchers bailing out on ranching.”

      Randy snickered. “You have an hour to talk to her about her financials, and there’s no reason you can’t hire her to run her ranch and pick up operational expenses. You can do that without buying the land. It just takes a contract to do.”

      Hm. I hadn’t tried that stunt before. “My wife probably wouldn’t catch me doing that for at least a year. Until my share of the year’s profits came in. Then she would have questions.”

      “And you could route the earnings to the cattle fund.”

      “I’ll need the DNA report from her ranch.”

      “I’ll see about acquiring it,” the RPS agent replied.

      With that settled, I focused on driving, pleased Geoff handled the truck and trailer with care. “I feel like I have made a mistake. I left Geoff with Eddie. Eddie could be taking over Texas by now for all we know. Or planning our defeat.”

      “Or trying to talk Geoff into going to another steakhouse for dinner,” Randy muttered. In the rearview mirror, I observed him lift his phone and give it a wave. “Geoff is recording parts of the conversation and routing it through the RPS line, and the monitoring agents are texting me with the subject matter.”

      Right. The truck had a button programmed where the driver could record all sounds in the cabin and send it to the RPS for evaluation. I laughed at the thought of Geoff abusing the button to notify us that our boy wanted steak for dinner. “Relay to Geoff with an inquiry if Eddie is set on a restaurant or if he just wants the group dining experience. If he just wants everyone eating together, I can run the grills—and abuse Senator Padrino to bring the wife and kids over for the meal. She’ll probably want to meet the rescues.”

      “I will make the arrangements for a group meal. Jerrod, does the center have a dining room?”

      “We have one, yes. It has a hundred person capacity.”

      “I’ll redirect some agents to get the center set up, and we’ll make it as fancy as we can. I take it you wish to cook, Your Majesty?”

      “Yep.” Grilling over the campfire had sparked its usual flame, and I had a great deal of anxiety to cook away. “Invite the vets, and we’ll rotate through whomever isn’t on vigil over the horses in the barn. That just leaves the meat.”

      “The cow from yesterday was suitable for butchering. What they mistook to be a cow was a young bull. He suffered from a recent fall and was otherwise healthy,” Randy reported. “If you want aged steaks, there are a few ranches that we can hit up. As we have the trailer, we can hit up the locals for a good supply. Jerrod, where’s a good spot to get chickens?”

      “There’s a ranch that does poultry not far from my center. I can put in a call. I’m sure they’d be happy to open up shop for you. I will make certain Eddie understands he’s not being punished by not going to a restaurant.”

      That would work. “And the odds of my wife coming?”

      “Higher than any of us appreciate, as the senator is sticking around in case he’s needed for additional rescues. The RPS is going to do another sweep of the property tomorrow.”

      As that was the best I could ask and hope for, I nodded and returned my focus to the road, hoping my act of kindness would end with the rancher suffering from a stung pride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            EIGHTEEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            In her shoes, I would have done the same.

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the RPS agents had brought a reporter, dressed her up as an agent, and kept her among their number. I waited for Jerrod and Randy to get out of the SUV before shooting a glare at my RPS agent. “Before I become upset, please explain what is going on and why.”

      “You’re about to receive a gift of excellent publicity. That reporter likes you, adores horses more, and is getting her dream assignment. She gets to help save horses, and she gets to sing your praises once she spreads word you are waiving the mare’s fee to return her to her owner, who is operating a failing ranch. And should you cut a deal to save the ranch? You will be the apple of every rancher’s eye. In one fell swoop, you will leave a truly Texan legacy. Not in reform, but in actionable deeds.”

      When phrased that way, I couldn’t argue with him. “This is going to be a disaster.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      A dark-haired woman came down the porch of her farmhouse, small compared to most ranches. There was either a second ranch house or the ranchers working the place lived somewhere else. I assumed somewhere else.

      That was what usually happened with the failing operations. The ranchers who lost confidence in the owner moved on, the owner became one of the few left, and things got out of hand in a hurry.

      If the mare had been her primary work horse, I could understand how the woman would have fallen on harder times.

      Good horses made a ranch work.

      I considered going to introduce myself, decided against it, and went to the trailer, undoing the side door while Jerrod fetched the ramp. I climbed inside the trailer, greeted the mare, and went to work releasing her from the sling. The bow on her halter had survived the journey, and I went under the padded rail to retrieve the larger bow, which I secured around her neck.

      Thanks to the configuration of Jerrod’s trailer, he was able to swing out the partition dividing the stalls, allowing us to ease the mare back so she could leave the trailer down the ramp facing forward. I took my time leading her out, murmuring encouragements and keeping an eye on her lamed leg.

      Sunshine made the journey without incident.

      Sunshine’s owner stared, her eyes wide while her expression otherwise remained slack. Then she raised a hand to her mouth, biting on her knuckle.

      I bet she bit herself to determine if she dreamed.

      In her shoes, I would have done the same.

      I led the mare over, moving at the horse’s slowed pace. When in the horse’s reach, I gave the animal line and waited to see what would happen. Sunshine’s ears pricked forward, and she sniffed her owner before bumping her hand and lipping at her wrist.

      “Ma’am,” I greeted, giving Sunshine a companionable pat to her shoulder. “I’d just like to clear up the situation a bit. When I rescue a horse, I make sure the horse gets the care it needs, and I evaluate every situation. The bill’s expensive, and I get that, which is why I’m footing it. Sunshine belongs here with you, and I got more than a few rescues that’ll be mowing down my pastures in time. Now, if your ranch is having trouble, I’m in the business of helping ranches. That’s my job. I’ve got operations starting up here, and you’re welcome to join the effort. I hear you have good genetic stock on your cows, and I think I can help you get set up in such a way where you can run a lucrative farm, help my diversity program, and keep your ranch without having to sacrifice any of your ethics.”

      I expected I would need to repeat myself.

      Sunshine decided she needed her owner’s love, rammed her head against the woman’s chest, and demanded attention. The rancher wrapped her arms around the horse’s neck, buried her face into the unkempt mane, and breathed in deep.

      “I thought I’d never see her again.”

      “We’ll have to take her back to the hospital to finish treatments, but I couldn’t leave you hanging. We’ll sign the paperwork to transfer her ownership back to you after the hospital treatments are completed and paid for. I wish that part wasn’t necessary, but the taxes involved are a beast I can’t vanquish. I can get away with gifting you a five hundred dollar horse that has a long recovery time, but I’d have to deal with the taxes of gifting the vet bills. So, I’m saving us all a lot of pointless drama doing it this way. You’ll be able to visit her as needed. I can’t promise when she’ll finish treatments, but I’d guess you’ll have her home in a week or two. If you don’t have a trailer, I’ll get someone to haul her over once she’s ready.”

      “How can I repay you?”

      I sighed, pained at how everyone always seemed to think repayment for a good deed was necessary. “There’s no repayment necessary. She’s your horse, and if someone found one of my horses like that after being stolen, I’d hope they’d do the same for me.”

      “Most wouldn’t, Your Majesty.”

      I wished they would, but I accepted the truth with a nod. “That may be so, but I figure I have a responsibility to lead by example. Anyway, if I don’t, who will?” I scratched Sunshine’s shoulder before giving the horse a pat. “I can provide all the information on where she was found. I don’t know if that’ll help you locate who stole her, but you’ll have my full cooperation.”

      Legally, the previous owner would be on the hook for the theft. After conferring with my wife, I would loan the woman some of our attorneys. I expected trouble, but the trouble would be simple enough to redirect.

      “Thank you, but I can’t afford no lawyer. I appreciate it, though.”

      “Ah, but I can. Here’s the deal. I bought the land where I found your horse, and I don’t let theft happen on my land, even if it was before my time as the owner. Every animal on that ranch will be checked for proper ownership, and if I find that an animal was stolen, they’ll be returned to the owner. If I just bought a bunch of stolen horses and cattle, then I’ve got quite the problem on my hands. Your Sunshine might not have been the only horse nabbed. Now, you’ve got a foal running around, weaned, likely with the herd. I DNA test my animals, so once I identify which one’s Sunshine’s, I’ll bring it on over. The vets said she’d been bred and had finished nursing, and it’s about the right time of year for them to be weaning off.”

      The woman pulled away from her horse and stared at me with reddened, wide eyes. “She had a foal?”

      “That’s what we think, ma’am.”

      “But what am I gonna do with a foal here?”

      Goodness. What was going on at the woman’s ranch? Well, I had a potential solution to that problem. I turned, whistled to catch Eddie’s attention, and waved the boy on over. “This is Eddie, and he’s learning how to be a rancher. He loves cows. While I handle getting Sunshine back in the trailer in her sling so there aren’t any accidents, why don’t you take Eddie on a walkabout of your ranch and show him your operation? He’s a smart one, so go on and tell him all about what you do here. Then he gets in his ranching homework for school, too. That’d be doing me a solid favor.”

      The woman’s expression brightened. “I can do that. We can bring in some of the calves to show you. They’re diverse, just like you’re hoping for. I brought in some cattle from abroad, and I paid out for the DNA testing.”

      “I’d love to see those calves.”

      The woman took a few more moments to reassure Sunshine before I led the mare off, stroking her nose and talking to her in soothing tones. Once at the trailer, I told Geoff, “Go with Eddie and get me a comprehensive of what’s going wrong with this ranch. Play dumb; I told her to explain the outfit to Eddie as a part of his schooling.”

      Geoff tipped his hat and headed off, leaving me with Randy.

      “You’re up to something, Pat.”

      I grinned at the RPS agent’s use of my name. As I couldn’t afford Sunshine hurting herself getting into the trailer, I held my hand up in a gesture to wait before coaxing the mare inside so she could be set up in the sling again. Once Jerrod took over the work, I escaped and stood beside Randy and said, “Women in ranching are tough, and I’ve hit her pride enough times. Eddie’s just a kid, so she might tell him stuff she wouldn’t tell me. Eddie’s smart enough to realize if he snitches on her to me, I can solve the underlying problems. And once he sees the calves? He’s going to go on and on and on about Bullmanchu and the other bulls. If he doesn’t have her singing like a canary in ten minutes, I’m going to tell my wife to lock me in my office for a month.”

      “Why would I do that?” my wife asked. “I have better places for you.”

      I yelped, looked around Randy, and stared. Then I rubbed my eyes just to confirm my wife had made an appearance, wearing the ranch attire I loved on her, a match for when she’d first come calling at my old apartment. As always, she reminded me of a wild west Texas wind. “Randy, did I get enough sleep last night?”

      My RPS agent laughed at me. “I had my mic turned on when you were hoping to bring your wife out. The palace opted to fulfill your wish. They dispatched an RPS helicopter. She touched down ten minutes ago, but we kept the helicopter far enough away you wouldn’t notice.”

      Huh. I went to Jessica, wrapped my arms around her, and took a deep breath, burying my face into her hair. “It’s been a rough few days, babe.”

      She rubbed my back. “I know, sweetheart. The kids will be coming later tonight so you can feed them dinner, but the RPS wanted me on hand because Randy thought you were getting a little rough around the edges. Good call on giving Eddie that gelding, though. He’s head over heels you trust him enough to care for that poor horse.”

      “I should have given you more warning.”

      “Oh, I had all the warning I needed. Your agents have been feeding me intel the entire time. You’re a delicate little flower when it comes to the rescues, and they didn’t want you wilting over this mess. You’re handling it better than they expected.”

      Of course. I pulled away from my wife to eye Randy, who shrugged. Huffing, I decided to let it go. “I’m glad you’re here. I was going to send Senator Padrino out to play fetch.”

      “You’ve run that poor man in enough circles. Leave him alone,” Jessica scolded, and she let me go and slapped her hand against my chest. “How is your back?”

      To the astonishment of everyone, I’d escaped life relatively unscathed. “It has not yet turned traitor on me, so I might actually win for once. I even fell into a hole. Twice.”

      “You should probably stop falling into holes. Randy and Geoff are going to need therapy if you keep it up.” She kissed my cheek and abandoned me to go introduce herself to Sunshine. “So this is the stolen horse?”

      “That’s her. The owner is off showing Eddie and Geoff the ranch. I’m having the vets check for stolen animals at ten dollars a head. I don’t even know how many animals are out there. I’m going to let someone else herd them in. I will find more holes to fall into.”

      “He really will,” Randy muttered.

      My wife bounced out of the trailer, spun around me, and when she finally came to a halt, tucked herself against my side. “The food-thieving tyrants want their father to feed them lunch.”

      “What about breakfast?” I replied in an amused tone.

      “The RPS fed us fast food. I was just minding my own business, and Victor came in with a bag, handed it to me, and told me to enjoy before packing me into a helicopter and bringing me over.”

      Victor would be my wife’s favorite person until I fed her lunch. “Randy, you know what to do.”

      He laughed, raised his hand to his ear, and said, “His Majesty is going to need everything necessary to make the queen yams and chicken. Food-Thieving Tyrants have made their opinion known.”

      I burst into laughter. “You gave them a call sign?”

      “If yams and chicken are not provided, the queen becomes rather irritable.”

      What the hell had been going on in the palace since I’d wandered off? As only a fool questioned his pregnant wife in a fashion that might be construed as an accusation of being unreasonable, I turned my head and kissed her cheek. “I missed you.”

      “I know. Do you still need a few days to unwind? Randy said you’re sleeping well, and they’ve been trying to make sure you’re rested.”

      “I could use a few more days of actual rest, but the rescues are stabilizing, so I think I can manage a road trip to go back to the palace unsupervised.” I kissed her again, sighing my pleasure over having her close again. “I promised Eddie we’d go shopping for a new bed, so we need to do that before I head home.”

      “He’s growing like a weed. We’re going to blink, and he’s going to be a young man.”

      And our daughter would be a young woman.

      Then the rest of our children would grow like weeds, continuing the circle of life with unwavering dedication.

      I wanted to throw one of Adam’s tantrums over my inability to halt their growth long enough for us to truly enjoy their childhoods. My failings as a father haunted me; no matter how badly I wanted them to grow up being just children, the reality of our rank shadowed their every step.

      One day, I hoped I could change that. The reality of riding many horses would leave me chasing sleep. I only had so many hours in the day, and I needed to serve my kingdom as much as I needed to raise my children.

      I would do my best, but I feared my best would never be enough.

      “It’ll be all right, Pat,” my wife promised. “The aides promised the kingdom won’t come crashing down, so we can stay out here for a few days. We’ll stay for three, and then you can take Eddie back to the ranch, take him shopping for a new bed, and come home to me.”

      Three days at the equestrian center without work in sight sounded like a miracle. “How’d you wrangle us three days, Jessica?”

      “I showed them the pictures of your rescues and told them I didn’t have the heart to call you back. They then decided you needed me here more than the kingdom needed me there. So, they said they can hold down the fort for three days. I even got a few politicians dancing to my tune right now. They want those animals to survive, and they all agreed you’re their best bet. And I quote, ‘While he might be worthless at politics, he’s a king of horses. Let him shine. We’ve got this.’ I laughed so hard I ended up fleeing for the nearest bathroom.”

      Ah. Morning sickness had returned in force, and the three days were more meant to figure out what she needed to eat to keep her food down. “The yams and chicken rebelled on you?”

      “Not this time. It was beef.”

      Well, that would make things complicated. “STARI?”

      She shook her head. “They tested me, and I’m negative. It’s just morning sickness again.”

      I breathed a relieved sigh. “I’ll do my best to convince the food-thieving tyrants that they must behave. I do believe a fresh serving of yams and chicken shall be first on the treatment plan. A pork-sausage lasagna to go with the barbecue shall be tonight’s treatment plan.”

      To my amusement, my wife began to drool, although she swallowed a few times in her effort to hide her reaction. “Cream puffs?”

      “I’ll need ingredients, Randy.”

      He relayed the queen’s wishes for cream puffs to the RPS, who’d handle the ingredient acquisition so I could otherwise keep my wife amused until it was time for me to cook.

      With a smile, I captured her hand and kissed her knuckles. “I have been told there shall be promising calves at this ranch. Shall we go see the offerings, my queen?”

      “Why, my king, that does sound like a most marvelous plan. And what shall you do with these calves upon meeting them?”

      “Cuddling them in bad pastures comes to mind,” I confessed.

      My wife laughed until she cried, and once she wiped her eyes, she said, “Whatever makes you happy, Pat.”
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      It took Eddie two hours to wrangle the truth out of the ranch operator, and the story broke my heart and ultimately led to me buying her ranch above market value but still for a pittance.

      Her father had loved cows as had her mother, and they had lived and breathed the ranch life, finding joy in everything from the wrangling to the yearly roundups and sales to the market. The woman, who refused to give me her name, felt like she’d brought shame to her family.

      She loved animals, but she hated everything about running a ranch, and as such, everything had come crumbling down.

      Sunshine had been more than her heart horse.

      She had been the only thing keeping the woman going on.

      To my relief, the cattle were well fed, and the woman had done her due diligence keeping cows and bulls separated, preventing an inbreeding disaster. As promised, she had calves, ten of them, all as pretty as a picture. Their DNA tests came out as clean as I could hope for.

      As I could give her what she needed, I did so with little regret.

      I bought her animals, I bought the land, and I put her in touch with a real estate agent who could get her a small place with enough land for a few horses and a garden, the type of place she had dreamed about as a youth.

      At Randy’s insistence, he drove the SUV while I sat in the back with my wife. Rather than discuss the pending sale, I stared out the window and wondered how much heartache I could witness before I, too, crumbled under the weight of it. Jessica took hold of my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know you didn’t want to have to buy that ranch, but we can work it into the budget. It’s a good size to be a schooling ranch, and we can use it for RPS training in addition to the equestrian center. It wasn’t that expensive, either. Not even after you talked her up on it.”

      “I’m not worried about the money,” I confessed.

      “Randy, we need to take him to the hospital immediately.”

      The RPS agent laughed. “Relax, Your Majesty. Your husband is fine. He’s weary because he does have a functional empathy talent, but he’s in no danger. We’ve been monitoring him. He’s handling the strain well, and all the rescues are improving. If the gold mine pans out like I think it will, he’ll be able to pay the ranch off as a personal asset if he wants.”

      I twitched at the RPS agent’s weaponization of words.

      “Why do you think the gold mine is going to pan out?”

      Yep. My wife was going to take me to task for my various adventures without her, but before she got around to making me enjoy every moment of it, she’d assault me with her choice of words.

      “I think it’s going to pan out because nobody has found just where the gold in this part of Texas comes from. The mine is completely flooded, which tells me it’s connected to the underground rivers in the region. That’s likely flowing to the above ground rivers, and there’s a spring somewhere nearby sending flakes and dust along the way. He filled his pockets with gold—and then he filled the pockets of numerous agents with more gold. He filled several saddlebags with gold, not even realizing he’d run every agent on the site out of pockets, requiring someone to get fetch bags. We’re measuring his haul in pounds, Your Majesty. He can afford the ranch without thinking about it.”

      Did the pair realize how they made me suffer? I hadn’t even done any actual panning; I’d used my hands, without gloves, like a child set free and given permission to play in a puddle.

      My wife squeezed my hand again. “What’s the going rate for gold right now?”

      “Roughly two thousand dollars, Your Majesty.”

      “And there’s sixteen ounces to a pound?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And he’s pulled out numerous pounds of gold?”

      “We estimate he found at least twenty five pounds worth of nuggets, Your Majesty. He couldn’t take a step without spotting something. We’re going to be testing him for a latent earthweaving talent. The earthweaver I asked indicated the collapses may have revealed a vein, and it’s quite possible to pull hundreds of pounds of gold out of a vein when it’s coming up in nuggets like this. It’s possible that the gold was seed gold from the first magic waves of this era.”

      “Seed gold?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      “There would have been smaller nuggets or flakes of gold in the area, and the surge of magic made them grow. It’s called seed gold because the gold grows like a germinated seed. Your samples are being tested to see if it’s seed gold or purely natural. Seed gold has higher value because it was only made during the magic waves before the war,” Randy explained. “Seed gold is worth five to ten thousand an ounce, depending on the strength of magic imbuing the gold.”

      How interesting. I hadn’t realized the surges of magic had changed even things like gold. “What are the rules for finding gold in Texas?”

      “If the owner of the land has not waived their finder’s fee, the landowner is to receive a quarter of the sales value as a finder’s fee,” Randy announced.

      “Maybe I should change professions and become a miner, babe.”

      “No,” my wife replied. “We’ll plan trips to come to the mine to help feed our grain guzzlers, but you are not playing in the mud without me—and definitely not when the mine is as dangerous as it is.”

      “It sounds safer than dealing with nasty politicians every day,” I grumbled.

      “He does make a good point, Your Majesty.”

      “Don’t side with him, Randy,” my wife complained. “Also, please notify the RPS that we’re going to need someone to watch the kids tonight. My husband requires some loving care from me. We’re also going to need some two-player board games and a deck of cards.”

      “Easily arranged, Your Majesty. I expect the children will be tired out from helping with the rescues. Eddie is going to insist.”

      “Pat, you’ve created a monster. He’s going to be a sweet and loving monster, but you have created a monster. I don’t think Texas is ready for a clone of you but even worse.” My wife jabbed me with her elbow. “You ran off to corrupt our boy, didn’t you?”

      “Honestly, I ran because I could, it seemed like a good idea, and the kids agreed to cooperate. It’s just a little corruption. We managed to instill compassion into him, and with that gelding’s fracture and his condition, if Eddie hadn’t been willing to do the work, I might have euthanized. Black Sand’s prognosis is better than I expected, though, but it was borderline. I’m going to end up spending my gold find on caring just for him.”

      “But he’s a young horse, right?”

      “Broken to saddle too early, but they corrected the spinal problems. Eddie should have Black Sand for a long time. He’s got a good color, too, so it’s a pity they gelded him.”

      “I heard. Smokey black. I’ll look to see if his sire is still around, and if he’s associated with the illegal rodeo ring, I’ll see about adding him to our herds.”

      “Don’t forget the mare.”

      My wife chuckled. “I won’t forget about the mare. Anyway, I’ll be doing some work during the day while you’re working with your rescues. The physicians don’t want me handling horses with the fungal problem, and even being on a ranch at all is pushing their buttons. However, as we have live samples of the fungus, we’re making progress on getting it out of our fields. Have you had any infection symptoms?”

      “Not a one. I’ve been keeping my inhalers with me.”

      “Which reminds me. I have a new set because your old ones went for a swim. The physicians don’t trust them not to shoot spores into your lungs. They’re to be disposed of.”

      “I wasn’t going to put those anywhere near my mouth after swimming in contaminated water,” I admitted. “Do you think Senator Padrino is going to forgive me for making him drive all this way to fetch my new cattle?”

      “Considering he is already on route to his ranch to make sure he’s got the space for all the animals coming, I think you’ll be fine.” My wife nudged me with her elbow again. “Do you need to do more shopping to get it out of your system?”

      “Outside of furniture for Eddie’s bedroom, I think I’m done shopping for a little while. Don’t tell the therapists this, but I feel a little dirty. I have had zero respect for money this week.”

      “But it was for a good cause. You’ll get over it eventually.” Laughing, my wife checked her phone. “The RPS does not like your mine. They’re sending me their complaints. You have five hundred or so head of cattle, and judging from the brands, there are probably a bunch of stolen animals. There are also a lot of cattle without tags or brands, so they’ve been busy while unsupervised. They’ve spotted a herd of thirty or so horses, probably feral at this stage. I’ll delegate that nightmare to someone else. We’ll send the confirmed stolen animals back to their owners unless they refuse to pay the vetting fees. You can figure out what to do with the rest of them later.”

      “As long as they let me dig in the dirt looking for more gold, they can hate the place all they want. I don’t want any animals kept there, though. I’ll repurpose it for something. Perhaps forested land? There’s certainly enough water to allow for a good stock of trees. We can turn it into a forest once we’ve identified where the veins of gold are at. We can have small dig sites among the trees. Once the ground is safe for horses, we can make it into a trail park for riding horses.”

      My wife made a thoughtful sound. “A forested wildlife preserve might work. Randy, find someone to talk to an environmental group about the consequences of trying to set up a forest there.”

      “I can think of one consequence: their eternal adoration,” the RPS agent groused. “They’re going to want a meeting.”

      “After we resolve the safety issues, zone where Pat’s gold is at, and find out just how much wealth we have hiding under the surface there, we can do that. Still, it’s nice knowing where the gold in the area came from. How it got there in the first place? Who knows. I honestly don’t care. But seriously, Pat? How do you keep getting so lucky?”

      “I fell into two holes. I wandered into fungus-infected pastures. How is that lucky?”

      “You found eight hundred thousand dollars’ worth of gold,” my wife informed me. “And if it’s seed gold, you’ve made literal millions through falling into holes and playing in the mud.”

      As I hadn’t bothered to do the math, I blinked and attempted to process how I could have possibly found that much gold. “Pardon?”

      “Now you’ve done it, Your Majesty.”

      I must have made some strange expression, as my wife giggled at me and said, “Twenty five pounds. Sixteen ounces a pound if we’re talking standard pounds and not troy pounds. Considering we’re dealing with the RPS, it’s standard pounds. The going rate for regular gold is two thousand dollars an ounce. That’s eight hundred thousand, babe.”

      Right. The laws of math indicated I had somehow pulled out almost a million dollars’ worth in gold from playing in the mud. “I don’t like this kind of luck, Randy. It makes me uncomfortable. Can I make a royal decree that all future gold pulled out of that ranch be put towards public services?”

      “Only if you accept the finder’s fee for the gold’s value,” Randy countered. “You can use it for the vet bills for your rescues.”

      “If you do that, I will only complain you’re taking up space in my barn,” my wife informed me. “It’s a good idea, and you should accept that. Give ten percent to anyone who does the mining work for the gold. That’s a fair payment for the work, it will bring in volunteers, and the majority will go to public services—and since they’re mining on behalf of the crown for public services, it’ll be untaxed. I can put together a bill to send through the political gauntlet. That’ll let us funnel any mined material being sold to benefit Texans into that program.”

      I could see a mining operation accepting a ten percent cut, assuming they weren’t also the landowners, in which case they’d get thirty-five. “Does Texas have enough mining for that?”

      “If we tap into the oil mining industry, we could do a great deal of good for the public.”

      I considered my wife with interest. Texas had a thriving oil industry, and if we could take even a tenth of the market for public services, we’d never worry about our budget again. “Wait. Would any oil companies even consider giving us sixty-five to keep ten if they’re mining off kingdom-owned land?”

      “Considering it would be an untaxed ten percent guaranteed, I could see oil companies offloading some of their sales to earn good favor. And those who own the land? Thirty-five percent profit off a barrel is some significant money when untaxed.”

      The last time I had checked, crude had cost around seventy a barrel. “If they bite on that, they’re crazy, babe. They’d end up paying us more than if they just paid their oil taxes.”

      My wife smiled. “I know that, you know that, and even their accountants know that—but they also know if they play the game, they can tell the public how much they’ve funded public services. That earns them goodwill. They’ll think they’re winning the game, except we won’t be approving their environmentally damaging bills. We’ll use the money they seed into our government to do public services—and reroute money into the regulations they hate. The earthweavers and waveweavers will love us, as we’ll be opening more jobs for them to make sure the mining operations don’t damage the environment. From top to bottom, we win.”

      I loved my wife, especially when she decided it was time to put pesky politicians and the greedy back in their place, which was beneath her perfect heel. “The politicians are going to hesitate against passing the bill as participation will be optional. If they try to fuss over it, we just leak that the politicians are against public services. We win.”

      “Yes, we do,” Jessica replied.

      “Can you put that one on my desk? I want to get my dirty hands all over that bill.”

      Giggling, my wife nodded. “I’ll remind you. Just don’t dodge sleep trying to do everything you want. You need sleep.”

      “I’ll try. I’m not going to promise, but I’ll try.”
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        * * *

      

      As promised, the RPS brought the kids over in time for dinner, and I put aside my trickster ways to settle back into the role of being a dad for a while. While I cooked for more than just my family, I did it because I wanted to. With a mix of vets, RPS agents, and Good Samaritans helping out, I didn’t worry about the rescues.

      Unless something changed, they would survive. Day by day, they would learn to love the rest of their lives.

      For three days, we chased and found peace, allowing the world to pass us by. Deidre, upon meeting the rescue horses, asked which one was the oldest.

      I understood what she meant, and while I wanted to spare her from the heartache of saying a last goodbye to a horse, I introduced her to the old stallion. Then, like Eddie, she inquired if we could make room at the stables for him, and that she would handle as much of the work as we’d allow.

      There wouldn’t be any rhinestone tack or long pasture rides, nor would there be much in the way of games at the arena, but she wanted to make sure he had a chance, too.

      I expected the old horse would only live for a few more years, but we would cross that bridge when we got to it.

      “Nobody warned me it was this hard to raise children,” I whispered to my wife when certain none of our herd could hear me. “Eddie picked a young one, and Deidre deliberately signed herself up for cutting a tail sooner than later. We’re going to have to buy stock in tissues.”

      Jessica sighed. “We can’t protect them forever.”

      No, we couldn’t. At the rate Adam kept playing with the filly, we’d have a third grain guzzler in our stable. “Adam’s not going to be happy with leaving the filly.”

      “I’ve already decided he can have the filly. I know that’s probably ruining your plans for teaching those mean old equestrians what’s what when it comes to horses, but he’s showing an interest, the filly likes him, and that’s that. You’re just going to have to cope with losing another one of your rescues to our kids.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me I could just hand off the rescues to our children. Like me, all of them loved horses. “Just make space in the barn, and I’ll scrap the whole idea about retiring them at ranches. The kids can have an entire herd of rescues. When it comes time to cut tails, we’ll handle it as a family.”

      “We’ll have to adjust how we cut tails in the future. The kids are going to have a better understanding of what it means.”

      “If they’re old enough to ask, they’re old enough to be given the answer,” I reminded my wife. “I’m sure we’ll have more than a few tantrums regarding end of life care for our horses, and the cut tails will tip them off a horse’s life is coming to an end, but it’s better this way. It’s a part of the grieving process.”

      “And the hairs you don’t keep go to your programs.” My wife kissed my cheek. “And yes, I’m aware you’ve been supplying music schools with tail hairs for bows.”

      Busted. “I thought it was a good idea. I keep enough to make a bracelet from each horse before sending the hairs off to be used for bows or some other craft.”

      “It’s a wonderful idea. But yes, you’re busted. Your bracelets are more like necklaces, as you don’t seem to understand you can cut the hairs to make them shorter.”

      I shrugged. I’d hidden my woven horse tail bracelets at the bottom of my tack box with my fishing gear. While I should have known my wife had gone digging through it, I hadn’t expected her to call me out on it. “You didn’t move my bracelets, did you?”

      “I put them in the palace and had someone make sure they’re properly preserved. They’re fine. I also took the liberty of having proper name tags made for them. You don’t have to hide that you’re a bleeding heart, babe.”

      “Like hell I don’t,” I muttered.

      She laughed at me and kissed my cheek again. “I’m going to insist that we use one of the spare rooms to store your items of sentimental value, like Morning Glory’s halter and show saddle.”

      I sighed at the reminder of our old school horse’s passing, old age having caught up with her in an unexpectedly painful fashion.

      One day, she’d been fine. The next, I’d been cutting her tail and saying my last goodbyes. Hers had been the first tail I’d cut, as I hadn’t known about the custom until then. We’d lost more horses since, and I’d found great comfort in the ritual.

      Somehow, it gave me a sense of closure and helped me accept the inevitability of the situation.

      Of course, my wicked wife had gone out of the way and bought another palomino school horse, which she’d promptly renamed Morning Glory to maintain the tradition that a palomino named Morning Glory would be teaching our children how to ride.

      And like the original Morning Glory, the latest version had come to us at over twenty years old, old but spry and solid. If I had anything to say to it, there’d always be a Morning Glory in my barn.

      We’d already agreed that there wouldn’t always be a What’s the Story, Morning Glory, however.

      There would never be another just like her.

      The compromise suited me, and I’d enjoy the long years of having a living memory in my barns.

      Once What’s the Story, Morning Glory passed, I suspected we’d be changing the name of Morning Glory to simply Glory.

      It would help with the pain.

      “What’s the Story, Morning Glory is still going on strong, love. You’ll have her for many a year. Baby is fine, too. So is Chocolate Cupcake and the rest of your herd.” My wife bumped her hip against me. “I know that look on your face. You’re upset because we lost Morning Glory. The new Morning Glory is doing a wonderful job of teaching our children to ride. She’s the heart horse of every last one of our kids.”

      That she was. “That’s part of what I’m afraid of. She’s already over twenty.”

      “And the vets say we should have her for at least another ten years. Sure, she won’t be ridden after she turns thirty, but she’ll have earned a place in our main barns. It’ll be all right.”

      “I’m still going to get sentimental about it.”

      “I know. And that’s what you’re supposed to do. Horse freaks are supposed to be sentimental about horses.”

      “Empath.”

      “Freak.”

      After checking to make certain there was sufficient supervision for the kids, I turned to my wife and said, “I do believe we’re going to have to take this argument to the bedroom, Your Majesty.”

      “That sounds like the best idea you’ve had all week.”
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            Epilogue: “What is even going on here?”

          

        

      

    

    
      A week after my wife returned to work, I headed home. During the rest of my time off, I bought Eddie a new bedroom set and confirmed we wouldn’t be losing any of the rescues. I drove to the palace in my new car, a cherry red beauty of a vehicle. It had cost me a small fortune, but I’d paid for it using the gold I’d found.

      I accepted the cost with a disturbing amount of glee.

      Maybe the car wasn’t a horse, but the RPS let me drive it unattended. They’d tipped the wife off to my trickster ways, planning everything so she was coming down the steps when I pulled up. I put the car in park, reached over, and shoved the passenger side open. “Get in. We’re busting this joint.”

      Jessica laughed, did as told, and closed the door before buckling in. “What is even going on here?”

      “This is our new car, and we have a dinner date.” As I’d loved the steakhouse Eddie had picked, I wanted the wife to experience it—and I’d worked with my therapist to make sure I could take her out to dinner without having a fit of anxiety. “I have been tasked to show you that I can drive like a proper Texan for a change.” I gave the steering wheel of my car a fond pat. “I need a name for him.”

      Jessica checked the back to discover I’d gotten a two-seater. “You bought a car?”

      “With the gold money. It is seed gold, and as I drove a trailer without incident, I thought I deserved an upgrade.”

      My wife laughed. “You tricked me again!”

      I had. “I didn’t even need to go to the RPS clinic, although I’m booked in for a visit this week. Nobody believes I managed to fall into two holes, rescue horses, and do everything I’ve done recently without killing my back. You owe me, Your Majesty.”

      As I didn’t want my trip revoked due to bad behavior, I gave the RPS agents a chance to settle, handle their shift swap, and prepare to deal with me driving faster than they liked so I could have a proper date with my wife.

      Jessica giggled, and she introduced herself to the vehicle’s navigation pane. “Where are we going?”

      “I am taking you to a location where we will be wined and dined. I have selected a restaurant I enjoy. I think I should be rewarded with one cow for stepping outside of my comfort zone.”

      With wide eyes, my wife stared at me. “You planned a date for us at a restaurant?”

      “When I called the restaurant personally, Randy appeared like he might faint. My other agents had to sit down. I placed the reservation for eight. The restaurant closes at ten.”

      She checked her watch. “It’s not even noon yet, Pat.”

      “We’re going to eat fast food on the way. I’ve been told I’m not allowed to eat while I’m driving, so we’re going to dine in there, too. And we aren’t going to shut the joint down. The agents are going to have lunch, and we’re going to terrorize the staff with a large group.” As I was rather proud of myself, I plugged my new phone into my car and pulled up the directions to Senator Padrino’s ranch. “You didn’t get to meet my Akhal-Tekes, so we will be making a stop so I can introduce you to them. Eddie’s gelding came over yesterday and he got the bright idea to introduce his horse to the Akhal-Tekes. One of the stallions has been charmed, so I’m afraid Eddie has a stallion now. In good news, the stallion can be broken to saddle already, he’s a gentleman, and I won’t have much trouble gentling him. Black Sand has a new best friend.”

      “Black Sand was ready for transport already?”

      “Yep. I’ll be driving the trailer to move Black Sand and the stallion to the royal stables tomorrow. It’s a four hour drive. You get to accompany us in this beauty. Charlie wants me to get more driving practice in with the truck and trailer. I could have done better, babe.”

      Jessica laughed at that. “Unbelievable. The RPS was awed over your conversion into a proper Texan, and Charlie thinks you could have done better?”

      “I was hesitant at the auction barn. Jerrod’s rig is bigger. And I need trailers like that for my horses.”

      “Having looked into Jerrod’s trailer, you can’t have that specific one. The doors aren’t wide enough; I don’t like the risk of injury. While you had no problems with the rescues, it could be an issue. However, I’ve put in an order for a twenty horse trailer of the same length with wider side doors. I also have an order in for a six horse and a four horse trailer for you. The four horse trailer is your new rescue trailer.”

      I regarded my wife with wide eyes. “You’re giving me a rescue trailer?”

      “Yep. It will have doors on all sides, a seat legal for royalty in the trailer itself with belts and safety harness, and it is rear facing. There will be a sling assembly for all stalls. There is also a section for a medical kit, a locking pistol box, and a sedation kit in a locking box. There will be enough sedative to euthanize if necessary.”

      Knowing I might not need to shoot a horse to put it out of its misery appealed. “This implies that you’re going to let me rescue more horses.”

      “I’m impressed that you truly think I have the ability to stop you once you get it into your head to rescue animals.” She twisted in her seat to glance in the direction of the palace, where RPS agents loitered and prepared for our journey. “You really arranged all this?”

      “I did. I’ve been working on it all week. I scored major points with the RPS because I told them to pick the vehicle. Charlie made certain to give me something fun, and we’ll use it in my lessons—although not for the higher end stunts. I’d cry if we totaled it.”

      To date, I had totaled six vehicles in my driving lessons. Charlie still questioned how I’d managed to drop out the axle on the one car doing the spins as he’d directed. The vehicle had been completely dismantled to uncover a manufacturing flaw.

      The rest had been accidents involving the car’s tail end and solid objects during spin and evasion maneuvers.

      “The food-thieving tyrants approve of your trickery,” my wife announced. “You may proceed with minimal caution.”

      I laughed. “I am hopeful that I can teach our food-thieving tyrants an appreciation for fast food on this venture. I’m more hopeful that I can lure my wife into the rather nice hotel near the restaurant, where we can indulge in the jetted tub without supervision before we’re cruelly forced to come back to the palace to work.”

      “Your odds of such a scheme are quite high. Seriously, though. How did you pull this off?”

      “I asked,” I admitted. “I cornered Randy, asked him if such a thing would fit into the schedule, and let him do his job. He gave me your schedule, I contacted everyone on it, and asked them very nicely to release you from your responsibilities so I could take you on a proper date. I acquired seven babysitters that way, but I’m afraid we’re leaving our children with politicians. We will resume being parents and monarchs tomorrow afternoon. I even called New York.”

      I’d tried to lure young Rachel to Texas for a visit, but her asshole parents had refused the invitation. Instead, I’d gotten Prince Ian for a week, and he’d arrive shortly after we did.

      The teen had some form of plague, verged on being incoherent, and the Queen of New York had suggested I might be able to handle the matter through my soup. She also thought he might be useful for some of the obnoxious politics none of us wanted to handle.

      Most days, I loathed the woman, but if she wanted to foist her sick kid on us for a week because she didn’t want to deal with him, I’d take him without regret. I’d half-ass the politics, give him a better deal than I’d give his parents, and send him back on with a little more confidence and a better idea of how to be kind to others.

      “Ugh, New York. I want to beat them so badly for being terrible parents.”

      She must have heard about Ian’s illness. “Which part of their terrible parenting got you this time?”

      “All of it. They forced Ian to handle a call with me yesterday. He sounded like death warmed over. If I could go over there, smack them around, and steal their son, I would! Just watch me.”

      “I may have done something naughty,” I announced.

      “What did you do now? You already have the title of the Trickster King. You do not need to reinforce that the title is rightfully yours.”

      “We’re getting Ian for a week starting tomorrow. I’d wanted Rachel, but the assholes refused. I think they’re trying to get rid of us through transferring his illness. If they’re not going to take care of him, I will.”

      “We.”

      “I.” Aware we’d have a rather energetic evening as a result, I raised a brow at her.

      “Okay. How did you pull that off?”

      “I initially asked for Rachel to come visit to help handle minor official business. They played ball and offered Ian.”

      “While he’s sick?”

      “New York has never respected us and never will, babe. Don’t worry about it. I’m not. We’ll have a week to teach him how good people parent, and I’ll do most of the work for the annoying political garbage. I’ll send him home looking like he did more than pull his weight, teach him the ropes for the proposal, and give him a chance to be useful to them. As long as he’s useful, they’ll treat him decently.”

      My wife muttered curses. “I hate how true that is.”

      “So, you won’t have to worry about New York for at least a week. We have successfully stolen one of their princes, and we’ll teach him how best to defy his idiot parents in a way that won’t backfire on him. Maybe we’ll even give him a horse.”

      I loved the idea of giving Ian a horse as the young prince was proving to be useful and the horse would be the equivalent of a white elephant. The New York monarchs would have to provide good care for the animal, Ian would be able to have unrestricted access to his horse, and everyone would be as safe as possible.

      New York pissed me off, but New York knew better than to truly anger me.

      “You are something else, Patrick Laycal.”

      I allowed myself a rather vicious smile. “If the boy wants a horse, we’ll send him home with a horse—a horse his asshole parents will have to properly care for, else they face the wrath of Texas.”

      “I see New York has pissed you off again,” my wife stated, her tone turning neutral.

      “When haven’t they? But seriously. If I could rescue their kingdom from them, I would. Nothing would please me more than watching their empire burn around them. And you know what else I’d like?”

      “I’m afraid to ask, but I’m going to. What else would you like?”

      “For either Rachel or Ian to take that throne, because both of those kids have enough heart for their people. The rest of them don’t deserve yams and chicken with how they behave. I’d still feed them, albeit grudgingly.”

      My wife reached over and patted my knee. “We can go find him a horse while he’s here. I’d say one of your Akhal-Tekes, but those bastards would find a way to ruin your breeding program and add to their genetic woes.”

      No kidding, and as I didn’t have any geldings and zero inclination to geld any of them, I’d have to go further afield to find a good animal. “I’m sure we’ll think of something. We’ll ask him what kind of horse riding he likes, and we’ll pick the horse based on that. And then we’ll arrange for him to get instruction. His parents won’t.”

      “His parents are the literal worst.”

      “We can take out our frustration on fast food.” I allowed myself a smile. “We can stop at a farmer’s market for treats, too. I believe my most majestic and charming wife is deserving of artisan pickled peppers.”

      Jessica pointed at the road in front of us. “Let us go forth and adventure, Pat.”

      I checked my phone and texted Randy to confirm I could leave, and upon receiving approval, I set the car up to take us to Senator Padrino’s ranch. Along the way, there was a farm dedicated to the growing of delicious peppers, and they had an entire line of pickled peppers for my wife’s enjoyment.

      It would be a good day spent with the love of my life and filled with as much joy as I could cram into every hour.

      “Your wish is my command, my queen.”

      “We can’t add any extra children to the current batch, Pat. You’re just going to have to rein in that sort of talk until next year.”

      “Can I make that a date?” I asked, unable to keep the hope out of my tone.

      She laughed. “Absolutely. I request we plan some harpy-screeching, some time at your mine to get good and muddy, and some general horseplay before we have to retreat to a hotel for some quality time together. You can even wine and dine me however you see fit. We can claim we actually intended to add to the family for a change. The entire kingdom might faint from shock, though.”

      “They’ll survive,” I promised. “Now, you best hold on, my queen. I’ve been told this is a very fast car. Let’s put it through its paces, shall we?”

      “Are you going to even hit the speed limit?” she challenged.

      As I’d already gotten approval to do a little speeding when the road was empty to practice street maneuvers with the RPS, I decided to play her game and give her one final surprise before I behaved myself—at least for a little while. “Is that a challenge I hear coming out of that pretty mouth, Your Majesty?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is.”

      “Don’t cry when I give you what you ask for, Jessica.” I revved the engine, mostly to give the RPS a little warning I was about to misbehave, put the car into gear, and gave Jessica a taste of the fun to come. When she squealed at the sudden acceleration, I laughed.

      “That better be only the start, Patrick Laycal!”

      “Oh, yes, it is. And don’t worry—I’ll give you a chance to drive, too. Sharing is caring, after all.”

      “Now you’re talking business.”
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        Susan Copperfield is the royal romance, urban fantasy loving alter ego of award-winning and USA Today best-selling novelist RJ Blain.
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        RJ Blain suffers from a Moleskine journal obsession, a pen fixation, and a terrible tendency to pun without warning.

      

        

      
        When she isn't playing pretend, she likes to think she's a cartographer and a sumi-e painter.

      

        

      
        In her spare time, she daydreams about being a spy. Should that fail, her contingency plan involves tying her best of enemies to spinning wheels and quoting James Bond villains until she is satisfied.

      

      

      
        
        RJ also writes as Susan Copperfield, Bernadette Franklin, Audrey Greene, G.P. Robbins, and Lilith Daniels. Visit RJ and her pets (the Management) at thesneakykittycritic.com.
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            Bonus Material: Agent Terry Pattens Meets Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      A newly recruited RPS Agent Terry Pattens meets his RPS horse, Willow.

      

      Author Note: After writing Iron Unicorn (soon to release following Trickster King in the Agents of the Royal States series), it seemed like a good idea to write a short story dedicated to when Terry met his first RPS horse.

      

      This is not the last you will see of Willow.
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        * * *

      

      The sorrel horse, not much different in color from the red-stained sand in the arena, wanted nothing to do with the RPS trainers determined to tame him. Of the six horses being worked, the red chestnut possessed the most spirit and drive, making him my top choice of the animals, assuming I’d get a choice.

      As a new recruit into the RPS, I doubted I would get a say at all. Any horse would help me meet my goals, but I wanted one with fire in his blood.

      The stallion had fire in plenty.

      Agent Bradford, who led the tour of the training facility, joined me at the fence. "What do you think of that one?"

      The horse the RPS agent gestured to waited with infinite patience where the trainer had left her saddled and bridled. Of the animals, she had the best color, a bright golden palomino with a snowy white mane and tail. "While she's beautiful, she seems more like a child's horse than anything. Don't get me wrong, sir, but I like my horses with a bit of temper."

      "Why?"

      "Horses like her will work with anyone. That's a great trait in a school horse. But I don't feel an RPS agent wants a horse that'll work with just anybody. You don't want someone getting on your horse's back and running off, and that's just for starters. I want a horse I teach to be my partner."

      I bet the sorrel, if convinced to work with me, would be such a horse. I would inevitably fall behind the other training agents on horseback, but I'd listened to my briefing. It would be at least half a year before I had a chance to work any mounted duty. It would be at least two years before I worked with a foreign royal, and I might never get to work for Montana's royal family.

      I had time.

      "Right you are." Agent Bradford pointed at the intractable sorrel. "Your thoughts on that one?"

      "If I had a choice, I'd pick him."

      "Like a challenge, do you?"

      "If I wanted easy, I wouldn't have joined the RPS, sir."

      Agent Bradford whistled, pointed at me, and said, "Put the kid up on that horse's back. Let's see if he's half as good at riding as he thinks he is."

      According to the trainer's expression, he expected me to hit the sand, possibly be killed in the process, and interrupt his work. "You ever train a horse? Got a name, kid?"

      "Terry. And no, I haven't. I've read the theory of it, but I've never had a chance to test it."

      "Well, come on then. Test your theory. This horse is so green you aren't going to do any harm making your mistakes. I’ll be surprised if you get into the saddle at all with how he’s acting up today. He's not willing to take me seriously yet, and until he is willing to take me seriously, we aren't going to get far. It’s his first day with a saddle on his back, and he isn’t taking to it to say the least. I’ll give you a few tips. Training a horse is far less about control than you might think. You've got to convince that horse to buy what you're selling, and I haven't convinced this boy to do that yet."

      I eyed the saddle, which had more than a few scuffs and scratches in the worn leather, indicating it was used to train horses more than it was for riding. From the looks of it, the saddle had been introduced to the arena wall more than a few times.

      "What's his name?"

      "We call all the younglings boy or girl until they're assigned a permanent rider. Then the agent names their horse. We have special rules in the registry allowing agents to rename their horses. The breeding registry has the breeder's name for the horse and the agent's name. It helps make sure we track the names well. You'll need to pick your breeding name if you pick up a stallion like this boy."

      While I’d never owned a horse in anticipation of joining the RPS, I’d done some research into the breeding names, which involved a breeder’s name or initials followed with the horse’s name. I had a persnickety talent worse than any one trick pony, which made my first option easy. "Is Iron taken?"

      "It is not. I'll register it as yours. You're the metalweaver, I take it. I’d heard we'd gotten one in the latest batch."

      I nodded, climbed over the arena’s fence, and considered the tools available to me. While the stallion had been saddled and bridled, the animal wanted both contraptions off.

      I'd give him what he wanted, and I’d start at the very beginning, convincing him to wear a halter for me. “I can do whatever I want within sensible limits?”

      “Correct. I’m Alton, and I handle teaching these young horses and their equally young riders how to be a proper team. Some are easier to train than others.”

      I headed for the stallion, clicking my tongue to catch his attention. Once certain the animal knew where I was and had accepted my presence, I headed over, patted his neck, and slung the stirrup across the saddle and loosened the girth.

      One of the sorrel’s ears remained turned back, but one relaxed, and he mouthed at the bit. I gave him a chance to think about what I was doing and relax before I finished loosening the cinch.

      I took my time with the process, and once both his ears picked forward, I hauled the saddle off his back and placed it on the fence. I likewise removed the pad and saddle blanket, adding them to the pile.

      Then I made him wait, and the stallion stomped at the sand and blew air, likely struggling to figure out what I wanted of him. I gave him time, and after he settled, I began the process of removing his bridle, taking it over to the saddle.

      The instant he realized he was free, the sorrel bucked, whinnied, and ran around the arena. He skidded to a halt, dropped, and rolled, doing his best to scratch his back.

      Horses couldn’t scratch their own back, relying on rolling or humans for relief.

      “What’s your end goal with him for this session?” Alton asked.

      I pointed at the nearby halter. “Will that fit him?”

      “It will.”

      “I’m going to teach him to let me halter him. If that goes well, and he’s game, I’ll let him ask me to saddle or bridle him, but he’s going to be the one initiating everything. I’m going to offer him encouragement, but that’s it.”

      “Interesting tactic. Will it work?”

      “I won’t know until I try.”

      “Well, let’s see what you’ve got, Terry. I wish you the best of luck. You're going to need it."
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        * * *

      

      Catching the sorrel would be the first of my challenges. I suspected the horse had been stalled in an effort to gain his general cooperation. While I could understand how someone might try to use going outside as a lure, I recognized a free spirit when I saw one.

      If I wanted on that stallion's back, I'd have to earn the right. Some horses tamed readily, much like the quiet mare waiting off to the side. While I'd seen horses like the stallion being trained and had listened to trainers talk about devils like him, I viewed the animal in a different light.

      For a flight animal, the sorrel had a great deal of fight in him.

      I wanted to cultivate that trait rather than drown it.

      With time, effort, and patience, he might not view a passing leaf as a dire threat.

      RPS agents needed steady horses.

      I bet I could turn the sorrel into a steady horse if given a chance, and if I asked for help on all the fiddly training bits I didn't know.

      Taking the halter, I draped it over my arm, aware my suit would need repaired or replaced by the end of the day if things didn’t go well. In good news for me, I'd checked the regulations for training agents and had picked the cheapest suit money could buy for the start of my career.

      Later, I'd need better protection in the form of bulletproof liners, better construction, and easy access to my firearm. I’d also need a secure spot to store treats as I was not above bribing my horse to do what I wanted.

      After years of waiting, I'd finally have a horse, and I wanted the stallion the trainers surely viewed as intractable and difficult to work with.

      Proving them wrong would be my first task. My second would be to turn the stallion into a legend in the Montana RPS. The potential was there in how he moved. When he bucked, he reminded me of a willow in the wind, flowing with grace despite his formidable size.

      Every journey began with a first step, and I began mine approaching the energetic stallion, whistling to catch his attention. The sorrel showed off with a few more bucks and a run around the arena before charging my way, skidding to a halt, and blowing air.

      I waited for him to chew and lick, a sign he’d relaxed after something stressful. Some trainers viewed it as processing a thought, but I'd looked a little deeper at the sorrel’s situation.

      The horse did think, and he likely did consider what was being taught, but in my experience, the licking and chewing tended to happen once the horse became comfortable with a situation.

      The thinking often led to the horse relaxing, but I'd seen horses chew and lick often enough after veterinary care that relieved pain to understand it was a little more than just the horse thinking.

      The sorrel blew more air, but sure enough, after a few minutes, he relaxed enough to chew and lick. I took the halter off my arm, situated it so I could put it on his head, and settled in to wait.

      When the sorrel wanted to work with me, he would.

      He considered me with a dark eye, stepped forward, and stretched out his nose to touch the halter.

      I adjusted my position so he could, if he wanted, put it on himself. While it took him a few minutes to comprehend the situation, he did his best to put the halter on himself, which I took as my cue to put the straps over his ears and buckle it into place.

      Aware he only knew of himself as 'boy', I said, "Excellent work, boy." I let him sniff my fingers, and when that went well, I rewarded him with a petting of his nose and a companionable rub of his neck.

      I led him to the saddle and bridle, gave him slack on his line, and made myself comfortable at the fence.

      Some horses failed to understand their equipment, and the lack of understanding and familiarity led to the activation of their flight instinct. In the stallion's case, he showed signs of aggression instead.

      I could understand that.

      Horses were a prey species, and they resorted to flight whenever possible. However, wild stallions would fight for their mares and to protect their herd if flight wasn't an option.

      I suspected the sorrel had felt he had no option but to fight. He couldn’t escape the saddle or bridle, and his lack of understanding meant trouble during training.

      With hundreds of horses to care for and train, I could understand why the trainers might want to take the quicker approach to getting the animals work ready.

      I had the time they lacked.

      Patience worked in my favor, and the stallion investigated the saddle, bumping the stirrup with his nose. I went over, picked it up, and held it out so he could get a better look at it. After a few minutes, he lost interest in the saddle and turned his attention to the bridle.

      Once again, I picked it up and showed it to him.

      The bit proved to be the sticking point for the horse, as he understood it had been the foreign object in his mouth. I draped the straps over my arm, unbuckled the halter, and placed it where the bridle had been.

      In a typical stable environment, I would have used the reins as a way of containing the stallion, while swapping from halter to bridle. Typical wouldn't work on a horse like the sorrel, who lacked trust and confidence.

      I didn't want to take the breaking portion of training literally.

      Rather than expect immediate results, I made certain I held the bridle in a way the stallion could investigate the bit if he wished. By giving the horse a sense of control over the situation, I'd teach him to be a partner rather than a tool.

      It took him a while, but the stallion relaxed enough to chew and lip, and only then did he investigate the bit in earnest. I gave him the option to lip at it, and only when he seemed ready did I give him a chance to experience it in his mouth again.

      I took care to praise him every time he did what I wanted, which involved becoming more comfortable with his gear.

      Almost two hours later, I sipped the bridle into place on his head, holding the reins in a loose grip while he adjusted to wearing it.

      Alton approached, halting a safe distance away. "You sure you want to be an agent rather than a trainer?"

      "I'm sure, sorry."

      "I'll approve you taking him as your horse, but I won't have an inexperienced rider on a green stallion, so you're signing up for extra lessons if you want him. We've got a roster of spares, and I'll select one to be your work horse until he's ready. He won't be ready for a while, and you're being paid to work rather than dawdle about in the barn."

      I grinned at that; if given a chance, I would spend a lot of time in the barn with the horses. "I was told at least six months before I could even think about mounted work, and it'd be two years before I can even apply for the interesting mounted work. I didn't apply for quick and easy." I nodded in the direction of the calm mare. "She looks like she'll be bombproof in a month."

      The trainer eyed the mare, too. "You're not wrong on that. We love that one here, but she's not the brightest crayon in the box. Hell, she's too damned dumb to get scared of most things. We tossed the saddle on her without any prep work, and she just stared at us waiting for a sugar cube."

      "I take it she won't make the cut?"

      "Not by a long shot. We're going to use her to teach young agents like yourself how to sit a horse. She's too stupid to figure out what you want from her unless you give her perfect cues. That'll make her excellent for schooling."

      "What'll happen to her?"

      "Nothing bad, I promise. She'll be a teaching horse, and I'll have you help me teach her. If you can teach her, then you can teach him. And when she retires? I'll give you the option to take her as one of yours."

      "Really? But why?"

      "You're the first incoming agent to recognize she's no good for the RPS. You're also the first to care about her. We watch for things like that. But I will say this much; your stallion's intellect mixed with her rocks for brains might breed out some nice horses. We don't want them all quite as smart as your boy, but we don't want them quite as dumb as that girl."

      No kidding. "How much do the rejected horses usually cost?"

      "We sell them for two to ten thousand, depending on why they washed out of the RPS. That sorrel isn't going to wash out. He's just going to be tricky to train. Once he's trained? He'll be the best horse you could ask for in the service. That's also why we haven't gelded him. We're hoping to get some of that intellect into his offspring."

      During one of the lectures, I’d heard mention of agents breeding their horses for the service, but the instructor hadn’t mentioned anything beyond that. “How does breeding work with agents?"

      "You're paid a stud fee for use of your horse for the RPS, and you'll be issued bonuses if your horse produces excellent foals. If a pair of agents breed their horses together for the service, the foaling record goes to the stud's owner, and the mare's owner is paid for the foal. Th RPS pays the stud fee in those cases, as the agents are providing a service for the RPS. We keep spares for the agents who pick mares for that reason and she's working at breeding us a foal."

      As that made sense to me, I nodded, careful to keep an eye on the sorrel, who mouthed at the bit and focused on trying to make sense of his tack. I praised him for his patience and wearing his gear without bolting across the arena again. "I can really have him?"

      "You can. He's willing to work with you, which is a step above where we’d gotten with him. You'll have to pick his new name so we can update his registration, and then we'll get him moved to his new stall. The main horses of agents get larger stalls along and better pasture access. Since your boy is intact, we have a set pasture we use; we keep one stallion, geldings, and any mares we want to breed in it. Right now, he's one of two stallions we have, and I don't know if the other one is going to be bred. He has behavioral issues I don't want to breed true. He didn't quite wash out, but he's also not going to be staying a stallion for long.”

      "Will gelding calm him down?"

      "Certainly. And he might get selected for an agent once he has recovered. But if your stud works well, it's not a problem; we didn't breed him, and he was purchased into the RPS hoping to add him to our lines. Being selected by an agent is the first step in his studding career."

      I patted the sorrel's shoulder. "Then it sounds like a good plan." I turned to discover my guide had left the arena. "What do I do now?"

      "Don't look alarmed, Terry. You're doing exactly what you needed to do. Your job today was to pick your horse. You figured out what you needed to be doing with your horse without any issues. You'll get your training schedule from Bradford soon enough. That's when the real work begins. Until then, enjoy the ride. When you have an idea of what you want to call him, just let me know.”

      “Willow,” I replied, giving the sorrel’s shoulder a brisk rub.

      “Well, he’s flexible and springy when he bucks, I’ll give you that. Willow it is.”
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