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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
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