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            ABOUT DR. HOT STUFF

          

        

      

    

    
      Racing heart? Check. Damp palms? Check. All signs indicate I’ve got it bad for Lady Isabella Blankenship.

      It could be contagious, since Iz shows all the same symptoms. But what’s got her pulling back anytime things blaze between us?

      I know a modern-day duchess might have baggage from finding out she’s the illegitimate child of a dead American philanderer with more kids than morals. But Izzy’s on edge, and there’s more to it than run-of-the-mill culture shock.

      Turns out I’m not the only guy drawn to her. She’s shadowed 24/7 by protective siblings, an amorous pig named Kevin, and a deadly-looking stranger skulking around Ponderosa Resort. It’s more drama than I’ve seen since my days as an Army doc, so I’m happy to lend Iz a shoulder or any body part she needs.

      But what are my odds of diagnosing what ails Izzy before my royal crush makes a run for it?

    

  


  
    
      For my devoted lap warmers: Maestro, Luna, Maggie, Kenny Linguine the Spaghetti Kitty, and His Royal Fluffiness Matt the Cat. Pets make the world go ‘round, so you must be the reason I’m dizzy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO IN THE PONDEROSA RESORT ROMANTIC COMEDY WORLD

          

          THE SERIES IS COMPLETE WITH 9 TITLES!

        

      

    

    
      
        	Studmuffin Santa (Jade & Brandon)

        	Chef Sugarlips (Amber & Sean)

        	Sergeant Sexypants (Bree & Austin)

        	Hottie Lumberjack (Chelsea & Mark)

        	Stiff Suit (Lily & James)

        	Mancandy Crush novella (Valerie & Josh)

        	Captain Dreamboat (Blanka & Jon)

        	Snowbound Squeeze novella (Gretchen & Gable)

        	Dr. Hot Stuff (Isabella & Bradley)

      

      If you dig the Ponderosa Resort books, you might also like my Juniper Ridge Romantic Comedy Series. There’s even some crossover with characters featured in both worlds. Check it out here:

      
        	Show Time (Dean & Vanessa)

        	Let It Show (Mari & Griffin)

        	Show Down (Lauren & Nick)

        	Show of Honor (Joe & Jessie)

        	Just for Show (Cooper & Amy)

        	Show Off (Lana & Dal coming soon!)
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          ISABELLA

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you all for being here.”

      James adjusts his tie, then starts a slow circuit around the conference room. He picks up a lamp and studies the underside. Frowning, he puts it back and moves on to the stapler. I wait for one of my other siblings to address this peculiar behavior.

      I don’t wait long.

      “For fuck’s sake, give it a rest.” Mark sounds gruff, but I saw him rescue an injured duck by the pond yesterday. I know what sort of man he is.

      “Seriously, bro.” Jonathan folds his arms over his chest and regards our older brother with bemusement. “No one bugged the damn conference room.”

      James looks utterly unconvinced, but before he can object, Bree stands and touches his arm. “Would you feel safer having this meeting somewhere else? Your cabin or maybe the resort stables?”

      My brother’s eyes drop to the baby strapped to Bree’s chest in an odd American contraption called a Cuddlebug. It’s a bit like the slings they use in my home country, though in Dovlano they’re made of silk instead of cotton. I’m certain my mother never wore one, but perhaps my nanny did.

      The sight of his nephew must soften something in James because his green eyes warm just a little. “I’m being cautious,” he says. “Switching meeting venues won’t be necessary.”

      Across the table, Sean raps a long-handled spoon on the table. “We’d have plenty of privacy in the walk-in cooler. Just need our winter coats and⁠—”

      “Is there a reason you brought a damn spoon to this meeting?” Jonathan reaches over to grab it, but Sean snatches it back.

      “Maybe I felt like stirring up shit?” Sean grins and turns his attention back to James. “Or maybe it’s for the guest in cabin 34. I’m running it over right after this.”

      Mark frowns. “Someone requested a special fucking spoon?”

      “I guess he’s making stew or something.” Sean shrugs. “Beats me, but I’ve got enough spoons. I can share.”

      Bree lifts one perfect eyebrow. “Is he aware he doesn’t need to prepare his own meals? We do have a Michelin starred chef on the premises.”

      “Yeah, but he sucks.” Jon laughs and makes another grab for the spoon, and Sean retaliates by whacking him on the arm with it.

      “Keep that up, and I’ll bring lima beans and clam pizza for poker night.” Sean tucks the spoon safely in the pocket of his chef’s coat. “No homemade pretzels and beer cheese dip for you.”

      Mark grumbles something profane while James launches into a lecture on professional meeting conduct. While the Bracelyn men are squabbling, Bree leans toward me with a sly little smile.

      “Don’t worry,” she whispers. “He already made the pretzels and saved extra cheese for us since ladies aren’t invited to poker night.”

      “How lovely.” I’m not sure I’ve ever had beer cheese sauce, but I appreciate being included. “Who goes to poker night?”

      I know full well it’s all the Bracelyn brothers, plus a few men in the community. There’s something quite specific I’m wondering, but I don’t have the courage to ask.

      Will Bradley Parker be there?

      Bree smiles like I’ve spoken aloud. “These dorks started the poker thing.” She gestures at our brothers, who are still busy bickering. “Austin joins when he’s not on duty. Oh, and Bradley Parker, of course. You remember Dr. Parker?”

      Heat floods my cheeks, and I pray she doesn’t notice. “Of course. Nice man. Very polite.”

      It’s an idiotic thing to say, but Bree only smiles. “It’s probably the military background.”

      “Military?”

      She shrugs like it’s unimportant, but this is an enormous nugget of information for my collection of personal data on the handsome doctor. “He started as an Army doc, but got out when his father died,” Bree says. “So he could be there for his mom.”

      “I see.” I had no idea about any of this, though we’ve crossed paths plenty in the year I’ve spent at Ponderosa Resort.

      Bree’s watching me closely, and I swear she reads my thoughts. “He’s single, by the way.”

      My cheeks get even hotter, but before I can respond, James claps his hands to bring the meeting under control.

      “Welcome, Isabella,” he says. “I know this is your first official meeting as part of the Ponderosa Resort team, and we’re happy to have you with us.”

      A murmur of agreement rolls around the table, filling my chest with sunshine. I’m thrilled to be included, even if I’m unsure how best to contribute.

      “Shall I take notes?” I pluck a pen from a polished metal container and scan my siblings’ faces. “I’d like to do my part.”

      “No notes.” James frowns at the pen until I lay it down and fold my hands. “No record of this conversation should leave this room.”

      Oh.

      Now he’s got my attention. Everyone else’s, from the looks of things, though no one appears as alarmed as I’m feeling now. Do they know something? Have they heard from my mother?

      Or worse, from the Duke of Dovlano, the man who raised me as his own until I learned my biological father was a man named Cort Bracelyn. That’s what brought me here, much to the chagrin of the Duke and Duchess.

      I realize I’m fidgeting with the notepad, so I push it away and hide my hands under the table. “Right. Of course, strictly confidential.”

      Jonathan gives a hearty laugh. “Watch out, Iz,” he says, delighting me with the casual nickname I’ve acquired only recently. “You write anything down, he’ll make you tear it up and eat the pieces.”

      “I’ve got a great recipe for that.” Sean pushes up the sleeves of his chef’s coat and leans back in his chair. “A little heavy cream, a touch of tarragon, and then⁠—”

      “Will you please be quiet?” James is scowling as he takes his seat. As the CEO, he’s the one running this meeting. Or maybe it’s because he’s the eldest brother. I’m still not entirely familiar with this country’s customs, let alone Bracelyn traditions.

      James glances at me, and his expression softens again. “We’re very glad you’re with us, Isabella. You’re part of this family, and as we’ve all stated before, you are welcome to stay with us for as long as you like.”

      I nod as my brain telegraphs words I won’t say aloud.

      How’s forever?

      I don’t say this aloud. It’s an impossibility, of course. I simply fold my hands on the table and nod like the perfect lady I was raised to be. “Thank you,” I tell him. “All of you have been so gracious since my arrival.”

      Gracious doesn’t begin to cover the fact that Jonathan gave me an actual kidney mere days after I landed in Oregon. It’s been almost a year, and even though I’ve thanked him daily, I should probably do so again.

      Before I get the words out, James resumes his speech. “Typically in these meetings, we go around the table and assess what’s happening with resort operations,” he says. “We review financials, discuss future plans, consider any requests we might have for major events or guests with special needs.”

      Jon snorts at that. “Like the guy who visits a luxury resort to make stew?” He nods at the spoon in Sean’s pocket. “That’s the big bald guy, right? The one in cabin 34?”

      “Creepy motherfucker.” Mark frowns. “Checked in yesterday, and I’m pretty sure he’s packing heat.”

      “Heat?” I’m not familiar with the term.

      “A gun.” Bree glares at our brothers. “Don’t scare her like that. No one shows up armed to stay at a luxury resort.”

      A shiver ripples up my arms. I know who they’re talking about now. I spotted him across the lawn this morning and tried to convince myself it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be, right?

      But I know I wasn’t seeing things, just like I know I can’t breathe a word to my siblings about their new resort guest. Not yet, anyway.

      “Would anyone like tea?” I start to stand, desperate to be helpful. “I’m happy to go fetch some.”

      Bree gives me an odd look. “I think we’re okay, but if you’d like something, I can ring for someone to bring it.”

      “No, no—I’m fine.” I sit back down, resigned to feeling like a burden. An interruption in the family dynamic. “Go on, please. I don’t want to hold up the meeting.”

      James pauses a moment, then looks me in the eye. “Isabella, there are a few things you should know about this family.” Another pause, this one longer than the first. “A few…shall we say, sensitive items for discussion.”

      Mark grunts. “Understatement of the fucking century.”

      James regards him with a look I can’t read. “Would you like to address the first item on the agenda?”

      Mark shrugs and scrubs a hand over his beard. “I’m a bastard.” He announces this like he’s just told us he prefers honey ham over prosciutto, then continues. “I mean, yeah, my mom never married Cort Bracelyn, but he paid a fuck-ton in child support, even though he knew damn well it wasn’t his batter in the oven.”

      “Beautifully put.” Sean’s smile is a whole lot softer than Mark’s voice. “I mean, we’re all bastards in one way or another, so⁠—”

      “Can we please stop with the bastard talk?” Bree bounces the baby in his little holder and gives me a cheerful smile that doesn’t cancel out the tiredness in her eyes. “Biology doesn’t matter in this family. Even though we didn’t know about you until last year, we love you the same as anyone else.”

      “Thank you.” Tears spring up, but I blink them back. “I love you, too. You’ve been so kind and generous and wonderful, and I can’t believe how warmly you’ve all welcomed me.”

      It surely must have shocked them learning their father sired a secret baby with a Southern European duchess, and I can’t say I wasn’t startled to learn I had five half-siblings in America, all with different mothers. Our father produced offspring far and wide, and I wish sometimes I’d met him.

      “That brings me to my next point.” James takes a deep breath. “The following information cannot leave this room. Understood?”

      I nod slowly, nerves prickling the hairs on my arms. “Of course.”

      “James.” Bree glowers again. “Stop scaring her.”

      He gives a beleaguered sigh. “There’s something you should know about our father. Something…not exactly legal.”

      “Or ethical,” Sean adds.

      “Or moral,” Jonathan puts in.

      Mark snorts. “This should go on his goddamn tombstone.”

      I swivel my gaze back to James, breathing deeply to mask my nervous energy. There’s a twinge deep in my low abdomen where the doctors transplanted my new kidney, and I swear I feel a faint tug. “What is it?”

      James flattens his palms on the table and looks me dead in the eye. “Our father is alive.”

      I blink. “I beg your pardon?”

      Sean gives a choked laugh. “You’re a helluva lot politer than the rest of us when we found out.”

      My brain is reeling, trying to compute what he’s just told me. “But—I saw the obituary. The funeral, parts of it were televised.”

      James scowls. “Our father appreciated flashy things.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Bree strokes the baby’s fuzzy head. “I once watched him spend ninety thousand dollars on diamond-studded cowboy boots.”

      I survey their faces, confirming this isn’t some practical joke. “Where is he?”

      Jonathan shrugs. “No one knows. He’s been laying low since he faked his own death.”

      My gaze lands on James again, since he’s running this meeting. He’s also grinding his teeth to powder if the clenching of his jaw is any indication. “There was an incident several years ago,” he says slowly. “He promised to keep his distance, as his presence would obviously cause quite a disturbance at this point.”

      There’s a pounding in my head, and it’s only partly from this news they’ve shared. They’ve opened up Pandora’s Box, and I can’t imagine what might leap from it next. “Wow,” I breathe, at a loss for words. “What a secret.”

      My head spins wildly, threatening to roll right off my shoulders. I tuck my hands beneath my thighs so no one sees them shaking. Can they tell I’m feeling anxious? All this talk of secrets has me jumpy and paranoid.

      I take a steadying breath, reminding myself to stay calm. They don’t know; they can’t possibly know.

      But the way they’re watching me leaves my mouth dry and my vision a bit blurry. I think I might faint.

      “Isabella?” Bree touches my arm. “Are you okay?”

      I nod because I’m not sure I can find words. It’s not just the news that shocked me. It’s the knowledge that these people—this family I’ve known mere months—they’ve entrusted me with their deepest, most safeguarded secret.

      Meanwhile, I sit here like a deceitful, lying, horrible excuse for a⁠—

      “Does he contact you?” I blurt the question without thinking it through, needing to say something so they stop staring. “I mean, are you still in touch?”

      “No.” James presses his lips together. “Not at this time.”

      I’m certain there’s more to this story, but I don’t want to pry. It’s enough that they’re bringing me into the fold. That they’re sharing something this monumental with the sister who barely counts as a family member.

      I shiver, then do my best to mask it as a sassy little shimmy. Not the most appropriate response under the circumstances, but perhaps they’ll mistake it for a seizure. That may be preferable. Can I fake a medical episode and duck into the restroom? I just need a few moments to collect myself, to get my nerves back in order.

      “Hey.” Jon’s voice is achingly kind, and the tears prick my eyes again. “It’s a lot to take in, I know. We all kinda freaked out on James when we learned about this, so don’t feel bad if you’re reeling right now.”

      “Thank you.” I grab a tissue from the center of the table and dab at my eyes, even though I’ve done well keeping my tears in check. It’s mostly just a ruse, an attempt to hide the terror I’m sure must show on my face. “I appreciate you sharing this with me. I promise I’m good at keeping secrets.”

      This is the truest, most honest thing I’ve said since this meeting began.

      I swallow hard, forcing myself to make eye contact with each sibling. James, Sean, Jonathan, Mark, Bree. One by one, I pray they can’t see the panic in my eyes.

      That they’ll never learn how much I’ve misled them.

      Or how quickly time is running out.
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          BRADLEY

        

      

    

    
      “Here’s your specimen cup, Mr. Fulghum.” I hand the plastic container to the man perched on the edge of a chair in exam room three. “It’s for urine,” I add, recalling the last time I failed to specify and ended up with the wrong kind of sample. “The restroom is straight across the hall.”

      “Thanks, Doc.” He trudges out the door, cup clenched in his fist like a lifeline. It might be, considering we’re checking for bacterial STDs and that he’d very much like to keep that information from his wife.

      I head for the sink and wash up, making a mental note to order more pamphlets on partner notification services. This could be an issue for Mr. Fulghum. A glance at my watch tells me it’s almost five, which is awesome. One more patient to see before I duck out for poker night at Ponderosa Resort.

      “Mrs. Sampson, lovely to see you again.” Slipping into exam room two, I close the door behind me and consult her chart. “How long have you been having earaches?”

      Her salt-and-pepper brows knit together as she considers the question. “Let’s see….it was after Chelsea rolled out the new fall flavors at the cupcake shop, but before James Bracelyn’s wedding. Probably the week Sergeant Dugan was on the news talking about pedestrian safety?”

      Welcome to the timeline of small-town life. I love it, which is one reason I moved back to Central Oregon to open my own practice. Not the only reason, but it’s the most pleasant one.

      “Let’s take a look.” I flick on my otoscope, and Mrs. Sampson turns her head obligingly. There’s a little redness around the tympanic membrane, but nothing alarming. “How about the left ear?”

      Before I can roll my stool to the other side, she grabs the lapel of my lab coat and beams. “You have such lovely blue eyes, sweetheart,” she says. “You remind me of my second husband.”

      I frown, wondering if I missed something in the years I was away for med school, Army obligations, and a tour in Iraq. “How many husbands have you had?”

      Her grin widens as she fluffs her salt and pepper hair. “Only the one. Rumor has it you’re looking for a wife?”

      Welcome to the downside of small-town life. “Your left ear, Mrs. Sampson?”

      Heaving a sigh, she turns to grant me access to her other ear. Like the right, it’s in near perfect condition. Why do I suspect today’s visit has less to do with medical concerns and more to do with gathering gossip?

      “Everything looks good from here.” I flip off the otoscope and set it aside. “If you’d like, I can prescribe some mild ear drops.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I’m feeling better already.”

      “You’re feeling my leg, actually.” I glance at her fingers clenched around my knee. “We have a strict no groping policy in this office.”

      She flutters her lashes. “Since when?”

      “Since you patted my posterior at your last physical.”

      With a huff of indignation, she gets up and locates her purse. “You take away all my fun.”

      “I highly doubt that.” Last I heard, she and her merry band of senior citizens started a petition to bring a touring troupe of male strippers to a nearby retirement village. She has plenty of fun without me. “Take care, Mrs. Sampson.”

      “You, too, dear.” She turns in the doorway. “Tell your mother hello. And tell your sister I made a new sweater for Jordan.”

      “Will do.” My chest tightens. Maybe it’s hearing my father’s name, or maybe it’s knowing he didn’t live to meet the granddaughter who shares it. “Julia loved the last sweater you made,” I say. “The one with the little tadpoles on it?”

      “Those are sperm,” she announces proudly. “To honor the process that brought that sweet little baby into the world.”

      “Wonderful.” I make a mental note never to share this with my sister. She has enough to worry about without fearing she’ll scar her daughter by dressing her in male reproductive cells.

      By the time Mrs. Sampson is checked out, and Trevor Fulghum is assured we’ll contact his private cell with the results of his urinalysis, it’s five-thirty. Not enough time to run home and change, so I swing by the store for beer and Pringles on my way to the resort.

      The winter air is crisp and heavy with the promise of snow. It’s not due until tomorrow, but the pine trees sparkle in the moonlight like they’re dusted with glitter, and the distant peaks of the Cascade Mountains cut the darkened horizon like a snow-capped sawblade. I drive the winding road to the resort with my heater cranked, singing along with cheesy Christmas carols on the stereo.

      It’s ten minutes to six when I park in front of Mark Bracelyn’s cabin. The fact that he’s hosting means plenty of cupcakes from his wife’s shop. Lemon blueberry is my favorite, which Chelsea always remembers.

      Grabbing my six pack, I swing open the truck door and freeze.

      Izzy.

      Curled in the porch light beside her cabin’s front door is Lady Isabella Blankenship. Her dark hair is loose around her shoulders, and she’s wrapped burrito-like in a bright red and yellow Pendleton blanket. She’s got a paperback in one gloved hand but looks up and waves when she sees me.

      My chest floods with something I can’t identify, but I swallow it back as I grab the chips and carefully close the truck door. The pounding of my heart has nothing to do with how pretty she is and everything to do with a genuine concern for her health.

      Right.

      But seriously, I’m a doctor. Though she wasn’t my patient, I was there when she fell ill with acute kidney failure. I feel a kinship, that’s all. Empathy for someone who experienced recent medical trauma.

      That’s not empathy. It’s increased cortical responsiveness to sensory stimulation.

      I hate when my subconscious gets literal.

      “Hello, Bradley.”

      “Izzy.” It’s taken a year of casual hellos to convince her to call me by my first name. I’m so thrilled that I find myself ambling across the grass to greet her instead of heading into Mark’s place. “Nice setup you’ve got here.”

      “Isn’t it?” She smiles at the freestanding propane heater blazing at the edge of the patio. “Mark bought it for me so I wouldn’t have to give up this spot when the weather turned.”

      I love how warmly her siblings have welcomed her. Literally, I mean. “Puts out a lot of heat.” The propane thing, not Isabella. I should probably clarify so she doesn’t think I’m hitting on her, but she smiles again, and I forget what I was about to say.

      “I just love the fresh air here, don’t you?”

      “It’s one of the biggest reasons I came back to Oregon to practice medicine.” Speaking of which, I should probably make sure she’s feeling okay. Her face looks flushed, but that might be the heater. “How are you doing?”

      “Wonderful, thank you for asking.” She bites her lip, drawing my eyes to her perfect mouth.

      A mouth I’m definitely not thinking about kissing because that would be unprofessional.

      “Actually,” she says slowly, “I do sort of have a question.”

      “Fire away.” There’s an empty chair beside her, so I take my chances and settle into it. It feels a bit familiar, but we’ve been acquainted long enough, right? “Is this a medical question?”

      “Sort of.” Again with the lip biting. “I’ve been reading a lot of Kristan Higgins, and all her books have dogs in them. Sometimes cats or the occasional bird.”

      “That seems like a good hook.” I glance at the paperback on her knee, unsurprised to see it’s a romance novel and there’s a golden retriever on the cover. Jon’s fiancée, Blanka, turned her on to the genre, and I love how ravenously Iz has been devouring the books.

      Not that I’m cataloging her reading habits.

      “Yes, well, I’ve been wondering about having a pet someday.” Her cheeks pinken a bit, and she gives a sheepish smile. “After the transplant, the doctors told me I needed to be cautious around animals. Apparently, I’m more susceptible to diseases, but I was wondering if that had passed.”

      “You’re planning to stay in the U.S.?” I try to keep my voice clinical, when I’m secretly aching to do a fist-pump. “That’s great, Izzy. Congratulations.”

      “No, actually—” Her smile falters a little. “I can’t stay for good, but maybe a while longer. It’s…complicated.”

      I wait for her to elaborate, but instead, she squares her shoulders. “I’m here for now, though. Bree helped me redecorate the cabin last week to make it more my own. It’s feeling quite homey.”

      “I’m betting Bree loves having a sister after so long as the only girl.” I clear my throat, dragging myself back to the question she asked. “You’re right that immunosuppressed patients are at a higher risk for infection. I’m not saying don’t get a pet, but there are risks.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, let’s see.” I lean back in my chair and consult my mental medical manual. “You have things like Cryptosporidium, Giardia, Salmonella, Campylobacter—those are all things animals can pass along to humans.”

      Her brow furrows, drawing my gaze to those bright green eyes. “So pets are off limits?”

      “Not necessarily. You’d need to be extra careful about hand washing and hygiene. Maybe nothing that requires a litter box. Cats also pose a scratch risk, so that’s a hazard.”

      She looks pretty bummed about that. “What other animals should I avoid?”

      “Reptiles aren’t a good idea. Too much risk of salmonella. That rules out snakes, turtles, lizards, that sort of thing.”

      “No problem there.” She gives a small shudder. “What else?”

      “Maybe skip the exotic pets.”

      She cocks her head. “I’m not familiar with that term. You mean like elephants and eels?”

      The laugh rumbles out before I can stop it. “Were those high on your list of possible pets?”

      “I like to keep my options open.” She smiles and runs a finger along the spine of the novel, distracting me with the delicate lines of her hands.

      “Good thinking.” Also a good reminder to avoid phrases she’s not likely to know. “Exotic pets would be things like chinchillas or monkeys or wolverines.”

      Izzy cocks her head. “These are common in the United States?”

      “Maybe not for someone with a suppressed immune system. Too much of a bite risk.”

      “There goes my dream of having a pet wolverine.” She says it so dryly that I almost miss the spark of laughter in her eye.

      “No wild animals, either,” I continue. “Raccoons, squirrels, skunks…”

      “Lions and tigers and bears?”

      “Oh my,” I add, and she laughs.

      “All right,” she says. “I’ll do some research.”

      “If you want, I could show you around my parents’ farm.” The word slips out before I can stop it. Plural parents, when in fact, there’s just one. “My mother takes in animals for the Sheriff’s office. Goats, chickens, pigs, cows, that sort of thing.”

      She smiles, and my system floods with oxytocin and dopamine and a bunch of stuff I’m forgetting because when Izzy’s around, I barely recall the alphabet.

      “Not house pets,” she says.

      “Definitely not house pets,” I agree. “But it’ll give you an animal fix, and my mom’s really great about keeping things sanitary. She also loves meeting new people.”

      “That sounds lovely.” She beams, but there’s a question in her eyes.

      Has she heard my mom’s a widow? That my father’s death was quite the scandal around here?

      Or maybe it’s the other gossip.

      “I’m fascinated by farms.” She glances down into her lap, making it impossible to read her eyes. “I’d actually never seen one until recently.”

      “You went to a farm?”

      “Bree took me to the reindeer ranch.” When she glances up again, I see curiosity tinged with embarrassment. She must know something? “We would have gone sooner, but the King sisters said it was castration season.” Her cheeks blush deep crimson. “I’m sure you know all about that, but⁠—”

      “Right, yeah.” Okay, I guess we’re going there. “We should get this out in the open. You must’ve heard it from Bree?”

      Izzy blinks. “Um, well…she does sometimes share things with me.”

      Did I mention the downside of living in a small town?

      I don’t fault Izzy, or even Bree. It’s just the nature of living in a community where everyone knows everyone else’s business.

      I take a deep breath and swallow back a fierce wave of protectiveness for my sister. “Just to set the record straight, yes, I did threaten my sister’s ex with a castration tool.” Not my proudest moment, but I don’t regret it. “Julia needed help,” I continue, “and her husband needed a strong message.”

      The message was “don’t hit your wife, and don’t stick your dick in a stripper when you’re married,” but it was too late by then. Julia was six months pregnant when she showed up on my doorstep with a facial contusion and a phone full of incriminating screenshots.

      I’ll admit it: Seeing my sister in tears made me see red.

      “Castration tool,” Izzy repeats slowly, her brow furrowing. “I saw one at the reindeer ranch, I think.”

      “The one for cattle is bigger.” I don’t know why I feel the need to point this out. “For the record, I didn’t castrate him or even come close. Yes, he fled the house without pants, and yes, Chief Dugan found him running down the street clutching his genitals, and yes, it was unfortunate a reporter happened to be in the neighborhood⁠—”

      “Um, Bradley⁠—”

      “But I swear, I never touched him.” God, I hate telling this story. “There’s an area in the brainstem called the pontine micturition center, and it’s in constant contact with the bladder. Stress or fear can cause the inhibitory signals of the prefrontal cortex to be overridden, which causes uncontrolled bladder evacuation and⁠—”

      “Bradley?”

      “—in a flight or fight situation, the fear triggers from the limbic system are what prompted my sister’s ex to remove his soiled slacks before fleeing the scene and⁠—”

      “Bradley!”

      The surprising force in her voice jerks me back from that unpleasant memory. I don’t realize until I look down that my hands have clenched in fists. “I’m sorry.” I uncurl my fingers. “You had a question?”

      Izzy stares at me. “There seems to be a misunderstanding here.”

      I stare back, not sure what she means. “I wasn’t arrested.” Again with the ridiculous need to clarify details that don’t matter in the grand scheme of things. “No charges, either. I swear I didn’t lay a hand on him.”

      There was no need. I may have described for him in detail the ways the U.S. Army taught me to rupture someone’s trachea. Somewhere between that and the sharp tool in my hand, he pissed himself.

      “I’m glad you weren’t violent,” she says slowly. “But I wasn’t asking about that. About any of it, truly.” Izzy bites her lip. “This is the first I’m hearing of it.”

      Hell. “Seriously?”

      She nods, eyes flashing with something between amusement and embarrassment. “It’s a fascinating story, but none of my business. I mean, unless you want to share⁠—”

      “No. God, no.” The desire to dig a hole in her lawn and crawl into it is overwhelming. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Izzy rests a gloved hand on my arm, sending a burst of sparks straight to my brain. “Your sister is fortunate to have you.”

      “I can’t believe I said all that.” And I can’t believe how good it feels to have Izzy’s hand on my arm. “Can we have a do-over?”

      Her forehead scrunches. “Do-over?”

      “Pretend this conversation never happened.” As if. “Change the subject, maybe.”

      “Of course.” She draws her hand back, and I miss it instantly. “What would you like to talk about?”

      I wrack my brain for something less mortifying. The time I velcroed my name to the wrong side of my Army combat uniform, or the time I got into a stranger’s car, assuming it was my Uber, and asked a nice older woman to drive me home. It wasn’t until we arrived that she thanked me for not harming her in the carjacking.

      Iz must sense I need a lifeline. “Tell me about your childhood,” she prompts softly. “I’m fascinated by the idea of growing up on a farm.”

      I love how she makes it sound exotic instead of fraught with family drama. “I had a pretty normal, small-town American upbringing,” I say. “It’s a large ranch with a lot of employees, but I still had to buck hay and clean stalls.”

      My parents may have had money, but they also had a strong urge to teach me the value of hard work. Probably why my father was so delighted when I told him my plan to join the service and become an Army doc instead of taking the traditional route through med school. Basic training gave me one helluva good lesson in work ethic, not to mention my time in Iraq.

      “What was high school like?” she asks. “What were you like?”

      “Pretty boring, actually,” I admit, grateful she’s focusing on my earlier life. “I studied hard, played football, went to prom, all that jazz.” I study her face, which has taken on an odd, dreamy quality. “What was your childhood like?”

      “Pretty much the opposite,” she says. “There were a lot of royal functions to attend. Balls and ceremonies and high tea. I only had one year of actual classroom education, and that was boarding school.”

      “Seriously?”

      She shakes her head a little sadly. “I had private tutors.”

      “But what about your social life?”

      Sadness blooms in her eyes, and I kick myself for making her go there. “Until I got here, I didn’t really have that.”

      “Wow. That sounds…lonely.”

      She shrugs and fiddles with a thread on the edge of her blanket. “I had playmates growing up. Other princesses and duchesses I’d join for tea or for a playdate. But real friends…” She trails off, glancing away. “There wasn’t really time.”

      “I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. “There must be some serious culture shock coming to a small town to meet half-a-dozen siblings you never knew you had.”

      “I love it.” Her face flushes with pleasure as she pulls the blanket tighter around her. “The Bracelyns have been so wonderful. I always wanted a big family.”

      “Me, too.” I realize as soon as I say it that we’re talking about two different things.

      “It’s just you and your sister?” she asks.

      “Yes, but I actually meant my own family. Someday, I mean. Obviously, I’m not married or even dating anyone seriously enough to be talking about children. Or dating anyone at all at the moment.” Shut up, shut up, shut up. Every word out of my mouth makes me sound like a bigger loser, but I can’t seem to make my mandible stop moving.

      For some reason, Iz seems fascinated by my rambling. “So you want to be married, but you aren’t? How peculiar.”

      “Which part is peculiar?”

      She shrugs and glances away. “All of it, I suppose. It’s just…different in my culture.”

      I get the sense there’s more she wants to say, and I wait a respectful amount of time for her to finish. Instead, she adjusts the blanket around her shoulders. “Tell me more about this plan of yours. The career, the wife, the big family.”

      Crap. I’d hoped to change the subject, but I’m the dumbass who brought it up in the first place. “Well, the plan was to do med school on the military’s dime, become an Army doc, do a few tours, and eventually get assigned to the Ranger Regiment.”

      “Is that typical for a military physician?”

      I hesitate, not wanting to sound boastful. “No. Most Army docs aren’t part of gen pop—er, the general population. In some ways, the Medical Service Corps are almost like a separate entity, but I wanted more of a soldier’s
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