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1

The Green-Eyed Monster

For Horace Homer Higgins III, the Renaissance couldn’t end soon enough. It was so loud, not to mention dirty and terribly dangerous. There was a man wandering around breathing fire and another who claimed to be a sheriff but tried to duel anyone with a sword. Which was a lot of people. Apparently, waving a sword around and flashing daggers were common in Merrie Olde England.

It was a full-time job keeping his human, Eleanor, safe.

And then there was the smell—smells, really. Human sweat, animal dung, and grease from the different food stalls next to them, all mixed together into a disgusting stench.

When this Renaissance Faire ended and life was back to normal, Horace was going to sleep for a week.

“I wish we could live here forever!” Bunwinkle flopped down next to him.

“We don’t live here now. We just visit. Besides, it will be over in a few weeks.”

Hopefully.

Bunwinkle smacked her lips. “Weh, I wuv it hewr.”

“What are you eating now?” Horace asked with a sigh.

“Nuffin’.” His piglet sister gulped loudly, then turned to him. “See?” She opened her mouth wide.

“It was a churro, wasn’t it?”

Her eyes grew round. “How did you know?”

He leaned over and licked the side of her face. “You’re covered in cinnamon and sugar.”

“Dang it! I’ll just have to clean off the rest myself.” She stretched out her tongue and cleared a spot on her cheek.

“That’s not going to do any good unless your tongue can reach behind your ears.” He brushed a clump of the sweet mixture from her neck. “Good heavens! How did you make such a mess of yourself?”

“My head got stuck in the treat stand.”

Horace frowned. “What treat stand?”

“The one behind the churro cart.”

He thought for a moment. There wasn’t anything behind that cart except a compost bin. “Bunwinkle! That stand isn’t for treats, it’s for garbage.”

Wonderful. Was he going to have to follow her around to keep her safe as well? But that would mean leaving Eleanor unprotected. What was a dog to do?

“What are you two discussing so seriously?”

The voice belonged to Dean Royal, alpaca farmer and general nuisance. He stood over them, holding a tray of drinks and smiling. His dark hair had been gelled and styled and he was wearing new jeans. Horace could tell from the smell.

Dean was the one who had arranged for the Renaissance Faire to take place in the field behind the Homestead. Before that Eleanor had been struggling to pay bills, but Dean had saved the day. Of course, Horace would have figured out how to help her eventually.

Then the human nuisance had encouraged Eleanor and her friend Clary to run an old-fashioned ice-cream stand at the faire, the kind where people made their own ice cream in a bucket. Eleanor had jumped at the chance. Her attempts to make cheese out of the milk she got from the goats on the Homestead had all failed. But the ice cream business was doing well.

Except for the fact that Dean “dropped by” five times a day and distracted Eleanor from her responsibilities.

Dean leaned down and wiped some cinnamon and sugar from Bunwinkle’s head. “You’ve got to stay out of the compost, or El is going to have a fit. If you want a yummy treat, you come to me. Okay, sweet thing?”

All Bunwinkle’s white spots turned pink and she giggled. “Isn’t Dean the best?”

“No,” Horace grumbled.

“Wow. Jealous much?”
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He ignored her, focusing instead on Dean as he walked over to Eleanor.

It was the ingratitude that bothered Horace the most. He watched over Eleanor and Bunwinkle day and night, kept them safe from ducks and other dangerous creatures. In fact, just two weeks ago he’d saved the Homestead from an unscrupulous dairy mogul. Bunwinkle had helped a little with that one, but the point was Eleanor had him. She didn’t need anyone else.

“Hello, ladies. I brought you coffee.”

Eleanor’s face lit up when Dean set the cup on the table in front of her. “How did you know?” She took a big drink. “You’re the best!”

Bunwinkle nudged Horace with her shoulder. “See, even Ellie thinks so.”

That was only because Eleanor had been blinded by all the nice things the man had done. She couldn’t see him clearly like Horace did. Dean was up to something. Horace didn’t know what yet, but he would find out.

“Can I help with anything?” Dean asked.

“Yes!” both women said at the same time.

Clary handed him a pair of plastic gloves. “We need to separate the fruit into individual servings.”

Dean put on the gloves and sat down next to Eleanor.

Hmph! That was far too close.

Horace waited for Eleanor to say something or at the very least move away from the nuisance, but she simply smiled and handed Dean a container of blueberries.

This would not do. Horace would have to take matters into his own paws. He stood and then calmly marched over to where Dean and Eleanor sat. There was just enough room between them to fit Horace’s head. This was going to be easier than he’d thought.

He quietly stuck his head in the gap. A quick lick on the back of the arm made Dean jump, which gave Horace space to hop up. All in all, it had taken less than thirty seconds to secure his place on the bench.

Almost immediately a cold, wet snout pressed against Horace’s back.

“Hey, make room for me.” Bunwinkle squirmed up next to him.

Irritation rolled over Horace. “No, this isn’t a job for little sisters.”

Bunwinkle snorted. “What job? Eating all the fruit?”

“Sorry, guys, you can’t be near the food,” Eleanor said, nudging them off the bench with her elbow.

Dean smiled at them, then tossed a couple of strawberries their way. Bunwinkle jumped and caught them both in her mouth.

“Mmm, eese are dewicious!”

Hmph.

While the humans laughed, a woman wearing a shower cap and a fancy yellow dress rushed into the stall. It was Eleanor’s friend Jennie. She was one of Horace’s favorite people, not just because she shared his love of french fries, but also because she always seemed to know how he was feeling.

“They’re back!” Jennie shouted, waving her phone around. “They’re back!”

“Who’s back?” Eleanor asked.

Jennie scooped Horace up, then squeezed in between Eleanor and Dean on the bench. “The Horse Apple Gang. I’ve done several podcasts about them. Remember?”

“Hey!” Bunwinkle snorted. “Me too.”

“Sorry, Winkie.” Jennie reached back and lifted Horace’s sister onto her lap, her shower cap falling off her long black hair in the process. “Shoot, my hair’s going to dry before I can set it.” She waved her hand. “But it doesn’t matter. Not when the gang is back.”

Eleanor nodded then turned to Dean and Clary, who wore matching confused expressions. “Jennie’s a bit of a true crime buff. She does a podcast all about real-life cases. She read a lot of Nancy Drew books when we were kids.”

“Nice. Did I make fun of you when you bought a house in the country so you could live out your ‘Little House on the Prairie’ dreams?”

“You sang ‘Old McHiggins’s Farm’ to me for a solid month before I moved.”

“Oh yeah.” Jennie laughed. “Anyway, back to the Horse Apple Gang. Last week they robbed another house—and it was in this area.”

Bunwinkle leaned close to Horace and whispered, “What’s a horse apple? Is it just a really big piece of fruit?”

Horace sighed again. “It’s a figure of speech. The apple in question is actually dung.”

“Yuck. I would definitely not eat that.”

He sighed heavier this time. “Could you please be quiet? I’m trying to listen to Jennie’s story.”

When they caught up with the conversation, Jennie had laid her phone down on the table and was scrolling through what looked like notes.

“The gang got their name because they use horses for their getaway. The droppings are the only clues they leave.”

Clary frowned. “Wouldn’t horses stand out in the city?”

“They only rob estates and mansions in remote areas, and they’re very specific about what they take. Cash, silver, high-value items that are easy to carry. Like, at this last job at Mildred Hewel’s country house, they took a bunch of precious gems and jewelry. They probably would have stolen more if she hadn’t come home and caught them.”

As she talked, Jennie opened a bag of strawberries and started eating them. Every fourth one she’d feed to Horace or Bunwinkle. She really was a delightful human.
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Eleanor didn’t seem to agree, though.

“Jennifer Andrea Pike, if you eat another strawberry I’m going to take a picture of you in that hideous yellow dress and share it with your students.”

“Go ahead. Everyone at the school already knows about it. I’m posting tons of pictures on my social media. I’m determined to win the school’s ‘Most Interesting Summer Vacation’ prize this year. Nothing is going to beat playing the queen in a Renaissance Faire.” Jennie quickly split the last strawberry in two and fed the pieces to Horace and Bunwinkle. “It really is a hideous dress, though. The hem is so uneven I keep tripping on it. And the bodice is lumpy—it’s like it’s filled with rocks. I think I’m going to take it home tonight and fix it up.”

At that moment several of the faire actors walked by.

A round man in a red costume stopped suddenly and did a fancy bow. “My queen, what brings you here?” His gray beard and mustache moved as he spoke, as though they weren’t attached to his face.

“Oh, man, he’s wearing a fake beard.” Bunwinkle giggled.

Jennie hopped to her feet, then curtsied. “Apologies, my liege, I was led astray by an offering of strawberries.”

The king stared at Jennie with an odd expression on his face. “My dear, what on earth are you wearing? That’s not the queen’s dress.”

“It didn’t fit, so they gave me this one,” Jennie said, ending the game they were playing. “It’s terrible, isn’t it? I’m going to fix up a different one at Ellie’s house tonight.”

“Oh yes. That’s probably for the best.” He looked relieved. “I’d hate for us to clash. And now we must return to our dressing rooms before the faire opens.”

“Bye, everyone.” Jennie took the king’s arm and waved at them.

“Well, I have to get going too.” Dean stood from the table. “I’ve got to get the alpacas fed.”

Horace shook his head. Jennie’s visit had distracted him from the Dean situation. He had to focus on the problem at hand.

Dean stepped closer to Eleanor, his arms slightly raised as though he wanted a hug. Horace leaped up and growled for all he was worth. There would be no hugging on his watch. Dean glanced over his shoulder at Horace, then back at Eleanor.

“I guess I’ll see you later,” he said.

Clary waved. “Stay out of trouble.”

“Can’t make any promises.” He winked at Eleanor, then turned and walked up the lane.

There it was. The man couldn’t even make a simple promise to behave! Rotten to the core, Horace knew it.

Wait a minute! Maybe he could catch Dean making mischief. If he had proof that Dean was up to no good, maybe Eleanor would send the man on his way.

While Eleanor and Clary were
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