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To all the girls who loved that one asshole that you should’ve run from.

You are better than he ever was and you’re better off without him.




Note to the Reader

DEAR READER,

It is always my goal to write a beautiful love story that will capture your heart and leave a lasting impression. However, I want all readers to be comfortable.

Therefore, if you want to be aware of any possible triggers and CWs, please go to the link below to take you to the book page where there is a link that will drop down. If you do not need any warnings, please go forth, and I hope you love this book filled with all the pieces of my heart.

https://corinnemichaels.com/books/never-been-tamed




CHAPTER ONE

Ares

THE SUN CASTS BLINDING RAYS THROUGH MY WINDSHIELD AS I drive through the final pass of the Colorado mountains. I’m on the downward slope into the valley, where the land levels out for miles. Gone are the never-ending winding roads taking me through and around the mountains—now it’s flatland.

God, I don’t want to be here.

What should’ve been a fifteen-hour drive from Chicago to Infinity Ridge, Colorado, is now almost twenty-six. I spent the night in some horrific motel in Nebraska. Woke up, drank sludge that was imitating coffee, and now I’m finally almost here.

Not that I want to be.

No, that was predetermined, thanks to my boss and my breakdown.

A six-month sabbatical. How you can call it a sabbatical when it was basically demanded is beyond me, but then again, I didn’t fight hard because I really couldn’t argue that I needed it.

I enter the city limits, if you can call this a city, and drive down Main Street.

It has one stoplight. The whole scene is impressively ordinary, as I pass a convenience store, a bakery, a diner, and a hardware store.

That’s it.

No fast food. No takeout. Looks like sushi isn’t going to be an option while I’m out here, let alone a good pizza.

Thank God, I see a coffee shop sign, signaling the last business on the road.

I fucking need some real coffee if I’m going to have the energy to see my nana, who is undoubtedly going to grill me as to why I missed my paw’s funeral a week ago—and why I’m now in town with all my clothes.

I figured it was better to spring the conversation on her than listen to a two-hour-long rant on the phone.

As I go to pull into a vacant spot on the street, I hear a loud bang, and my Mercedes’s back end twists to the left.

I glance in my mirror to see an old pickup truck against my tire.

Great. Now I’ve been hit.

I exit the car, and an older man does the same. He’s maybe about five foot seven, hunched over, with white hair. The lines on his face tell me he’s lived a long life, as he shuffles his feet, making his way over. “You hit me!” he yells with a lot of vigor.

My eyes widen in surprise. “Excuse me?”

“You just hit me, son. What do you have to say for yourself?” He wags his finger at me, his deep-brown eyes filled with anger.

He seriously thinks this is my fault. I was starting to back up into the spot, and he was behind me. “Well, first, I’m going to ask if you’re all right?”

That takes him aback.

I’m a doctor, so my first concern is him. He’s probably in his mid-eighties, and the last thing I need is him suffering a cardiac episode due to the stress of slamming into me.

“I’m fine. I’m upset that you hit me.”

All right, he’s going to stick to that. “Sir, I didn’t hit you. I was parking, and you pulled out of the spot right there, hitting my back tire.”

He huffs. “I did no such thing. I was already in the road, out of my spot there, and you hit me.”

Oh, for the love of all that’s holy. I really can’t deal with this. “Well, I’m sorry you see it that way, but you clearly hit me, as I’d already passed you when the collision occurred,” I explain.

The old man shakes his head, running his hand over his face. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m not. We can call the police and have a report done and be on our way,” I say, not wanting any issues. It doesn’t look like there’s any significant damage on my end. His front end is a little dented.

He comes around and looks at it. “No need for any of that. You don’t want a police report on your record. We take that stuff seriously around here.”

How nice of him to want to protect me … from his error.

“Right,” I say slowly. “What if we exchange information, then?”

Again, I’m here for six months. The last thing I need is trouble with anyone in Infinity Ridge. I’m going to be in enough of that with my nana. It’s been five years since I’ve been here, and that was only a three-day visit. Just enough to move her and Paw into their new house, because he wanted to get out of the city.

He wanted to find a small town in need of his services as a general practitioner, work fewer hours, enjoy a semiretired life, and have some land for the horses.

Now he’s gone, and apparently the practice, which wasn’t doing great, is mine, meaning my goal is to make it profitable, sell it, and get back to my very successful career as a cardiologist in Chicago. So the less drama I have here—the better.

“No need for that.”

I pull out my wallet to grab my license, but he looks near to a full-on panic attack. “Put that away, son. We don’t need any paperwork.”

“Do you have a license?” I ask, pretty sure that’s the issue.

“Of course I have a license. Do you think I’m stupid?”

No, I think he’s not allowed to drive, but he hit me, and now he’s freaking out. “Of course not,” I say, not wanting to escalate anything.

He nods. “Good. I’ll make this right,” he explains.

“Umm?”

“Here, I’ll pay you twenty dollars for the damage to that tire.”

There are no words that come to mind for this. “I’m sorry, but twenty bucks isn’t going to plug a tire, let alone fix anything.”

He bristles. “You hit me. I think I’m being fair.”

I think I’m being set up for a comedy skit.

“I’m … sure if I actually did hit you, it would be more than fair for you to pay me, but that’s … not what happened.” I try for logic. Maybe that’ll work.

He looks around for a moment. His eyes land on something, and then he starts to speak quickly. “I see you want me to sweeten the pot, so I’ll do that.” He reaches into his wallet, pulls something out, and hands it over.

It’s a … loyalty card to … the bakery.

I stare at him, blinking. “What’s this?”

“That’s twenty percent off your next order. Good bread there, worth a pretty penny.”

Okay. I sigh. “It’s not even fully punched,” I explain, nodding to the little loaves of bread punched on seven of the eight spots.

“That’s right, you don’t even have to purchase seven times,” he explains, as though this should be more than enough of a sweetened pot. He glances around again. “I have to go.”

I look over, trying to figure out what suddenly has this man frantic, and I see a woman exiting the bakery, the one where I apparently now only have to buy something to get a percentage off, which as I read it again … is not twenty percent—it’s ten.

“Mr.—” I start to ask, at least wanting to know his name, but he shakes his head, moving toward his car.

“You get in your vehicle and go along with your money. This is a limited-time deal.”

Right. I’m starting to think the limited time is until whoever he’s waiting for arrives.

I sigh, imagining if this were my grandfather and what I’d want. I could make things difficult, stand my ground, get his nonexistent license, or I could get in my car, which has a small scratch, and go take a damn nap and a shower.

I don’t need any more headaches.

I want to get to my nana’s house, sleep for a week, sell my grandfather’s practice, give Nana the proceeds to set her up for the rest of her life, and get back to my very exciting life in Chicago—which is currently in tatters.

“All right. I’ll go, and if you need anything, you know, for paperwork if you find … damages …” I manage to say. “I’m staying at Trina Pierce’s house.”

“Trina Pierce?” he asks, his brows furrowing. “How do you know her?”

“She’s my grandmother.”

“Well, then, it’s a good thing we didn’t call the police, because it would cause a stir, being that you hit me, while your grandfather was the town doctor and very loved.”

“Yes, I can see how that would be an issue,” I say, not really seeing anything, since, you know, he hit me.

I walk around the car to the driver’s side, glancing back at him once more as he moves his truck into the spot he was trying to get out of and exits the car, going to the passenger side.

Yeah, he totally wasn’t supposed to drive, and I totally need to get back to my life, even if it’s in shambles.



Yeah, that life I was hoping to get back to? Not a fucking chance.

Instead, I’m sitting in a bar after getting a lovely lecture from my grandmother about showing up unannounced, when she told me that, since I was home, I could drive her to bingo and wait for her until she calls.

I’m here at the Barley Beast, having a beer and questioning all my decisions.

“So, new here, huh?” the bartender asks as she places the bottle down.

“Yes and no. I’m new, but I’m not staying.”

She laughs. “Yeah, that’s what they all say. I’m Debra, the most loved and admired bartender at the Beast.”

I nod. “Ares.”

“Well, Ares, welcome to Infinity Ridge. I’ll keep an eye out if you need a refill.”

“Appreciate it.”

I can’t remember the last time I sat in a bar. It had to be college, maybe med school. My entire life, I have been a chronic overachiever, which has left very little time for anything fun. Sure, I’ve had some drunken nights, but the first time I failed a quiz because I went a little too hard, I learned that lesson.

Nothing in life is worth the cost of failing.

Funny how that seems to be all I’m doing as of late.

I glance around the bar, wondering how this is my reality. A few women stare, but I keep my gaze moving. A group of some actual, real-life cowboys, hats and all, are dancing in sync. A lot of people are enjoying the music, standing around tall tables that line the dance floor. There’s no shortage of neon lights with various beer brands lining the walls.

It’s exactly what I would expect.

My phone pings with a text, and I half laugh when I see it’s from the chief medical officer, Cressida, who has been a longtime friend of mine.


	Cressida:
	Just checking on you and making sure you’re doing all right. We’re going to be starting the investigation into your patient’s death. I’ll keep you apprised as much as I can.




No, I’m not doing all right. I’m pissed off over all this, and now there’s a formal investigation to let me know if my medical license will be suspended, on top of the hospital board meeting. It’ll be months before I get a decision on either. Nothing to worry about.


	Me:
	I’m great. Thanks for checking.




What I wanted to say was: I’m the best cardiologist that hospital has ever seen.

After the worst day of my life, I couldn’t handle it. I went into her office, ready to fight, but instead, she put her foot down, telling me I needed time off, and demanded I put the paperwork in for a sabbatical, and I came to Infinity Ridge to see the only person in my life who has never let me down.


	Cressida:
	I was serious, take this time, find your love of medicine again.


	Me:
	Message received, Chief.


	Cressida:
	Right. I’m here if you need anything, as is the psychologist who you were supposed to meet with before you left.




Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. I’m done talking about my feelings. I don’t have feelings—I have actions.

I do things. I fix people. I save them. Sure, things went wrong, but that was because everything was out of my control. I tried. I fucking tried, but I failed.

Instead of allowing myself to go back down that road, I go back to drinking.

I’m draining my beer when suddenly this short beautiful, almost pixie-like woman appears next to me after slipping through the crowd.

When she raises her hand, Debra appears. “Hey, little bits, what can I get you?”

“Two beers and a hard cider,” she yells over the crowd.

Debra heads off, and the woman looks around at the patrons in the bar. She’s stunning. Blond hair with some dark pieces throughout, brown eyes that look soft. She’s maybe all of five feet tall, but I can tell she’s full of attitude. I must’ve been staring long enough, because she turns to me and smiles.

That smile.

The one I see way too often from interested women, and thanks to this foul, pissed-off mood, I shake my head, letting her know right away there’s not a chance in hell. “Not interested.”

She laughs once and shakes her head. “Well, I wasn’t offering.”

“I know that look.”

“Clearly you don’t.”

I go to drink, needing something to do so I don’t say anything else that could end with me getting hit with a bottle, but it’s empty. Great.

I place it on the bar and signal to Debra, hoping she’ll bring me a refill, since clearly bingo goes for hours.

Because I don’t have said distraction, I counter her argument. “I do know it, and I’m not interested in anything.”

She turns her body to face me, leaning against the bar. “Listen, I don’t know what look you think I was giving. I was being nice. I smiled. That’s all.”

I sigh. “If you say so.”

“I do.”

At least there’s that. We are both very clearly aware of the situation. “Good, so we’re in agreement, neither of us is interested.” Still, I don’t want to be a total dick, so I add, “You’re beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t have any interest in dating or whatever you women are looking for nowadays.”

At that, she laughs deeper, head falling back, and I swear my stomach drops. She’s more than beautiful, and if I were any other man on any other day, I would absolutely be interested.

However, it seems the second half of my speech didn’t mollify anything. She definitely wants to hit me with something.

“Look, I don’t know who you are or what you think, but I promise, I don’t date losers—and I sure as hell don’t fuck new guys who are here for a few months to play cowboy. So I take back my kind smile, and may you have the day you deserve.”

I’m having the month I deserve. “I already am, which is why I’m here. Plus, I’m not a cowboy.”

“Then what are you?”

“I’m nothing anymore.”

I’m also not sure why the hell I’m answering her, but here we are.

“Nobody is nothing,” she says, her beautiful eyes filling with sorrow. I hate it.

I hate that she feels anything for me.

She doesn’t know me, know why I’m nothing. Why I’m here. Why I’m failing. “Well, whatever I am, it’s brought me here, so that’s something, I guess.”

“I’m Harper.” She extends her hand.

I stare at her offered hand, eyeing it as though it’s a weapon before I finally meet her halfway, wrapping my fingers around hers and ignoring the electrical current that runs through me. “Ares.”

“Like the god?”

I release her hand and clear my throat, trying to add some levity because I feel so fucking heavy after losing her touch. “That’s my lot in life. The god of war wasn’t exactly a beloved god.”

“Not according to legend. Are you like your namesake?”

In more ways than I want to be.

“I’m definitely volatile and have a habit of leaving destruction in my wake.”

She purses her lips as though she’s tasting my words and trying to decide how to respond. Finally, she does. “Well, my family would never say the same about me.”

I like Harper very much, despite myself. “You don’t have a defiant personality?”

“I’d like to say it’s more tenacious, but at the same time, I cave easily.”

I smile, unable to stop myself. It feels as though it’s been weeks—months—years, even—since I’ve smiled. So long that my mouth almost aches with unfamiliarity. Who the hell is this woman?

Thankfully, Debra arrives with Harper’s order and my new bottle, breaking the trance the two of us were under.

She grabs the drinks and smiles. “Well, Ares, god of violence and destruction, it was nice to meet you, but my drinks are here, and my friends are thirsty.”

I need to get the hell out of here, and fast.

“Have a better night than I am, Harper.” I grab the bottle, draining it in one very long gulp before slapping down a hundred-dollar bill and walking out, before I can destroy anything or anyone else.




CHAPTER TWO

Harper

I WALK BACK TO MY FRIENDS, A LITTLE DAZED. A LITTLE CONFUSED. A lot turned on and frustrated at that fact.

I don’t know why I talked to him.

I laugh to myself. That’s a lie. I did it because he is hot as all hell. Older, broody, grumpy, sexy, and very, very attractive to a girl who happens to like that kind of thing.

So, yeah, what started off as me smiling turned into me undressing him in a hundred different ways.

But he’s gone. He’s not from around here, and I am not interested.

Especially not in a guy who is clearly a mess.

“There you are!” Zoey says as I approach with the drinks.

“Sorry, I got tied up. Here you go.” I pass out the drinks to my two besties, who I haven’t had nearly enough time with lately, putting the guy I’m not interested in out of my head.

Jasmine raises her bottle. “Here’s to the boys who broke our hearts and to the women who have to deal with them instead of us!”

We all follow suit and take a drink.

“This is a bad idea,” Zoey chimes in after she sets down her glass. “We all know how Harper is when she drinks.”

I scoff. “I am just fine.”

“Umm, do we need to bring up evidence of the naked run senior year?” Jasmine unhelpfully reminds us.

“No. We don’t.”

Zoey raises her hand and waves it around. “Oh, oh, what about the time she tried to break into the liquor store because her bottle was empty and she said they sold her a defective one?”

To be fair, that was a concern. The bottle emptied very quickly, and I don’t remember drinking that fast.

“Or that time she said she could ride a horse standing on its back … that one went great,” Jasmine adds on.

I sigh. “Okay, okay, I get it. Yes, I do stupid things when I’m drunk, but I’m not drunk, am I? I’m sober and having a good time, just trying to forget about everything shitty in my life.”

Seriously, why the hell can’t people let me be? I had to listen to my brother, Tristan, lay into me today about getting a life and doing things. I like my life, thank you very much. For the most part.

I mean, sure, it kind of sucks having to follow my eighty-two-year-old father around, looking after him because he thinks he’s forty. Not to mention I’m pretty sure he tried to drive today—even though he knows he’s not allowed to—because there’s a new dent in the truck.

I have no real career other than working for my family ranch, which is sort of what I was destined for anyway. As for a love life? Yeah, there is none. The closest I’ve had to anything resembling romance was the encounter I had at the bar. My friends are all married and having babies, and I’m just here.

But I’m happy. In theory.

Zoey wraps her arm around my shoulder. “Relax, we’re joking.”

“Also, we’re exhausted, and it’s our first night out in like a hundred years.”

I smile at Jasmine. “I know, but you both are over there trying to repopulate the country on your own. It’s hard to go out when you’re always getting knocked up.”

“Too true,” Zoey says, raising her beer. “I told Brett that I was done. No more sex. Sex is bad. Sex is the root of all my problems.”

I snort a laugh at that. “I promise, the lack of sex is not really all that fun.”

Jasmine nods. “Seriously, I don’t think there’s a win in this. Either way—you’re fucked.”

“Literally,” Zoey tacks on.

I roll my eyes with a laugh. “You guys are ridiculous.”

“Maybe so, but I do have a question,” Jasmine cuts in. “Who … was that hot-ass man at the bar?”

“What guy?” I play stupid. It’s better for everyone.

They both eye each other and grin. “Right. What guy? The one you were talking to. Give me a break, Harper, we saw.”

“Yeah,” Zoey says quickly. “We watched. You totally liked him.”

“You saw all that from over here, huh?” I challenge.

I didn’t—or don’t—like him. I don’t even know him.

“Oh, stop it, who was he? I’ve never seen him around.” Jasmine reaches her hand out, resting it on mine. “Is he a cowboy?”

“No, he’s not that,” I say. “At least he said he wasn’t.”

All we ever get in terms of new men in town are either wannabe cowboys or actual ones who are looking for a job.

Almost always, they’re terrible.

“Interesting,” she notes, looking around the bar. “Did he leave?”

“I think so.”

I know he did since I watched him walk out the door. All six feet four inches by my best guess. But the less I admit, the better.

My love life is a running joke. I was the girl who was supposed to be just like her brother. Tristan fell in love with Emmy Jo when they were sophomores in high school. They stayed together, got married, had a baby, and life seemed perfect. Of course, my brother suffered through losing Emmy Jo to cancer, but the point was, they were the epitome of love.

I had that.

I met Branson Winters in my sophomore year. We were in love. We went to prom and every homecoming and were voted king and queen. Everything looked perfect.

That was until three years ago when I found out, six months after our engagement, that he was also dating my then best friend, Cynthia.

Oh, and they’re still together and … engaged.

I didn’t have the sweeping love story that people imagined. I had the horror show.

So, yeah, I have no desire to date, marry, love, whatever … with anyone.

Especially not a man who’s named after the god of destruction.



“Dad!” I yell, trying to find him because, once again, he’s gone missing.

Just like he is every damn day.

He’s going to drive me to drink.

“Did you lose Granddad again, Aunt Harper?” Sadie, my thirteen-year-old niece, asks.

I sigh. “Yup. Story of my life.”

“Maybe he went out to check on the horses.”

That’s unlikely. My father doesn’t disappear and do something normal. No, he likes to find trouble wherever he goes.

“I’ll check there, sweetheart. Thank you for the idea.”

I walk around the barn where, in the far-off distance, you can see the sun starting to set. Off to the right are the mountains that always make me smile. I love this ranch. It’s my home, my work, and the only place I’ve ever felt like myself.

I walk down toward the pasture, where I can often find my father, but he’s not there. Then I go over to the riding arena, hoping to find him. Another big fat zero. Next is the tack room, then the corral, where my brother is loading up the horses’ watering bins. After striking out there, I walk out to the area where the tractors and farm equipment are kept, and don’t find him there either.

I’m running out of options on where to find him. He really can’t be stupid enough to have saddled a horse and gone for a ride. I don’t think he could even get on his horse’s back.

Seriously, I turned my back for two minutes, and he managed to disappear. He may be in his eighties, but he sneaks around like I did in my teenage years.

I turn the corner and find his backside hanging out of the old car that hasn’t run in about fifteen years.

“Dad?”

He lifts his head. “Hand me that wrench over there, would you, darling?”

I roll my eyes and sigh. While I’d love to deny him and throw the wrench at him, I place it in his outstretched hand. “Dad, what are you doing?”

“Well, I was thinking about making a cake, but then I ended up here.”

“You’re not funny.”

“No? Your mother used to think I was,” he says before going back to the engine.

I’ve realized over the past seven years, since Mom died, that she was, in fact, a saint. She should be memorialized. A statue erected in her name for dealing with Clyde Stone. He is a pain in the freaking ass.

“Mom was clearly deluded by love.”

He snorts. “That she was. Which reminds me, when are you going to find someone to love you to the point of delusion?”

Great, I walked straight into that one. “Once I get you under control, I can focus on my own life.”

Which means never.

“Don’t be blaming me for your lack of love,” Dad says, looking at me with one brow arched. “I’m not the reason you’re alone.”

No, he’s not, but I really don’t want to talk about this with him. Or anyone, to be honest.

I know everyone thinks that love is so great, but I don’t agree. Aside from Tristan’s love story, my sister Veronica fell for a rodeo cowboy only to be left in his dust. And my youngest sister, Fallon, lost her fiancé in the most devastating way and is now raising their son on her own.

Love sucks.

I’m sorry, but I’m perfectly fine being single because I’m over here trying to raise my father.

“Yes, I know, Daddy. Now, can we please go back to the office?”

I have a ton of paperwork to do since Tristan sold five more horses.

The ranch is thriving under his leadership, much to my father’s dismay. He thinks he’s still in his prime and can do it on his own, even though he gave the ranch to all of us when our mother passed away.

“I’m working on the car, Harper.”

“Yes, I see that, but I need to work.”

He lifts his head. “Then go work, darling.”

Yes, well, part of my job here is also being his babysitter. Although none of us tell him that. “I really need you to come with me.”

“Are you lost?”

“No.”

“Not know the way there?” he asks.

“No.”

“Are you afraid to walk on your family ranch without adult supervision?”

I’m afraid I might say something really stupid right now. I keep myself calm and smile.

“No, Daddy.”

He widens his eyes. “Well, then, why the hell do I need to go with you?”

“Because I need you to!” I snap.

“That’s not a reason and we both know it.”

It’s not, but it’s all I got.

Right as he opens his mouth, no doubt about to argue with me, he drops the wrench and grabs at his leg. “Daddy?” I call and rush to him.

He’s holding it with both hands. “Damn it.”

Something’s wrong. “What is it?” I ask quickly as I help him to sit on the wooden box beside him.

“I’m fine.”

I raise one brow. “You’re not fine. Let me see.”

He sighs in resignation, knowing that as stubborn as he is, I’ve inherited my stubbornness from both him and my mother, so I will win.

Slowly he raises his pants leg, and it takes every ounce of restraint I have not to gasp. “Daddy …”

“It’s fine, Harper.”

I stare into his deep-brown eyes, waiting for him to accept that this is not fine. The bruise takes up almost his entire shin, and it’s colored in various shades of gray, black, purple, and blue. It looks awful.

“How in the world did you get this?”

“I have no idea,” he lies.

“Daddy,” I say on a sigh.

“Don’t Daddy me nothing. I’m on those blood thinners. It looks worse than it is. I’m sure I bumped something.”

He is on blood thinners, but this looks much worse than that. It looks like he fell or was hit with something. I’m worried there could be something worse based on the sheer size. “We’re going to the doctor.”

“The hell we are.” He scoffs.

“Daddy, I’m not arguing. We’re going to get this looked at.”

“I’ll make a deal with you. If it’s not better in two days, I’ll go. Until then, you’re going to have to drag me there kicking and screaming.”

Did I mention he’s stubborn?

“Fine, but if it’s not completely gone in two days, which we both know it won’t be, you’re going with a smile, got it?”

He grins. “Deal.”

Yeah, I have a feeling that this is not going to go as planned.




CHAPTER THREE

Ares

“YOU NEED A PLAN,” NANA SAYS, STANDING OVER ME AS SHE GIVES me that look I’ve never been able to ignore. “You can’t lie around here being a bump on a log.”

I’m lying on the couch, planning to do nothing but wallow in my self-loathing. There. That’s something more than yesterday, when I was drinking myself into forgetting that I’m losing everything I’ve worked my entire life for.

Twenty years of busting my ass, working to be the best cardiologist in Chicago—gone.

Just like that.

So, yeah, I’m here, on my grandmother’s couch, because I have nothing.

“I have a plan.” I toss my arm over my eyes so I don’t have to see the disappointment in hers.

My nana is the only person in this world who matters. She is the only person who I’ve ever been able to rely on. Well, and my paw, but he’s gone, and I wasn’t here to save him either.

It’s been years since I’ve made any effort for them, other than sending gifts for holidays, and this is the first time since I arrived on her doorstep that she’s said a word about why I’m here.

I’ve been waiting for it.

She grabs my wrist and lifts it up. “Don’t you try to hide from me, young man. I don’t care how old and how important you think you are, Ares Joseph Pierce. You are still my grandson, and I will whip your behind if you disrespect me.”

I smile. I can’t help it. Imagining my eighty-seven-year-old grandma trying to whoop me is almost too comical.

Her eyes narrow, and I laugh. “I’m sorry, Nana. Forgive me.”

She sighs. “You are just like your paw with that look.” She drops my arm and I sit up, giving her the respect she deserves.

“I’m truly sorry. It’s been a rough few weeks.”

“For us all, darling, but we can’t fall apart.” She sits beside me.

I’m the fucking worst grandson ever. Here I am, talking about my rough week, and she’s been through hell.

“I’m sorry, Nana.” For so fucking much.

She pats my hand. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Ares. But you can’t sit around here doing nothing. You’re a doctor. You’re meant to help people, it’s what you always dreamed of … so are you going to tell me why you’re here and not doing that?” Her warm brown eyes study me.

My grandmother has never pulled punches, and we’ve never lied to each other. But I don’t want to tell her this. I don’t want her to know that I’m fucking falling apart.

The guilt eats at me, ripping me apart inside.

I look away, trying to wrestle the emotions I’ve always been so damn good at keeping at bay. It’s been my biggest gift—burying anything I don’t want to feel so deep it’s impossible to find.

This, though—I can’t. It won’t fucking go away.

The constant thoughts about how I should’ve been here after she called me to say my grandfather was sick.

Paw never should’ve been in a small underfunded hospital with some cut-rate doctor who didn’t know what he was doing. Not when he had me in his life.

He knew better. He was a physician himself.

Although, here I am, sitting in this living room, on a plastic-covered couch, because I failed someone else’s grandparent. It’s the entire reason I’m on leave from the hospital.

Maybe I’m the cut-rate doctor, even if the investigation proves no true negligence in the death of my patient.

Because no matter what, it was my fault.

Her soft, worn hand cups my chin, pulling it toward her. “Ares?”

I sigh, pulling her hand down. “I needed to be here with you,” I say, giving her a portion of the truth. “I had to take a break and make sure you’re all right.”

And fix my fucking life.

“I knew this day was coming,” she admits.

“It doesn’t make it better.”

“No,” she agrees, “it doesn’t, but it makes it life. Paw was sick, we knew this, and he lived much longer than we ever thought he would.”

“I should’ve been here.” I let the words slip out. The confession nearly breaks me, because I abandoned the only man who never let me down.

My family dynamic has always been a mess. My mother left when I was six months old. She decided being a parent wasn’t for her, so she dropped me off on my dad’s doorstep. The only problem with that is my father was an addict.

He tried. He really did, but he battled it until he lost the will to try anymore, and that was that.

I was nine years old, and I don’t remember all that much about the bad times. A silver lining, but my nana and paw pretty much had me since I was six. They shielded me when my father was on a bender or disappeared to go to rehab. I always thought he was away for work.

Nana told me he died because his heart gave out, and I remember thinking: I am going to stop that from happening to anyone else.

I knew, even at that age, I needed to be a cardiologist.

I had to save lives. Make other people’s hearts strong and give them a chance to be around their kids as they grew up.

It wasn’t until I was in high school that I learned the truth about my father’s issues, that it was the drugs that killed him, but by then, I was so deeply rooted in my dreams, there was no other option.

Nana lets out a heavy sigh. “I’ve never been one to hold back, especially with you, but this one isn’t so easy.”

I stare at her, waiting for more. “I don’t understand.”

“Well, you should’ve come, but I also know why you couldn’t.”

I needed to stay in Chicago and handle the mess I made. It wasn’t an easy decision, and when I explained it to my grandmother, she told me that Paw didn’t want anything anyway and to just come when I could.

I’m here now, and I still hate that I didn’t get on a plane that day.

She continues on: “Besides, you’re a good boy, and you call me every week. Sometimes I’m lucky enough to get two calls. Plus, I know the reason we have this house is because of you.”

I took care of the house as soon as I could, paying it off so they didn’t have to worry about finances. I wanted my grandparents to know how much they mean to me. I knew my grandfather’s pride would never allow it. Therefore, I made sure they couldn’t trace the money back to me.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

“Uh-huh. Anyway, your work and your life matter.”

“You come first,” I tell her.

She smiles. “Well, that’s a sweet idea, but you Pierce men are all out wanting to save the world first and foremost.”

Yeah, a lot of good that did me. “I’m sorry. I hope you’re happy I’m here now.”

“Of course I’m glad you’re here, but I think there’s something you’re not telling me.” Nana calls me out, but as well as she knows me, I know her too.

I give her my winning smile, the one that always gets me out of trouble, and lean in to kiss her cheek. “It’s a good thing you can’t read my mind, then.”

She shakes her head. “You’re a pain in my ass, you know that?”

“I do.”

“Well, at least there’s that. Now let’s get back to the plan you say you have.”

Yes, my plan, which includes getting back to my roots of medicine. I did my residency as an internal medicine doctor, and I’m going to do that again. No hearts. Nothing but routine medicine where I can actually make a difference. I need to help people, not whatever the fuck I was doing in Chicago.

“You’re relentless,” I groan.

“And you showed up here, with a fancy car full of your belongings, and told me you needed to stay for a while. I know you, Ares. You have wanted one thing your entire life, and it doesn’t reside in Infinity Ridge. So what’s your plan and how long is a while?”

“Ready for me to go already?” I tease.

“You know that’s not true,” she scoffs.

My grandmother would have me stay here forever if I wanted. I’m her favorite person, and I damn well know it.

She’s also mine, and she is well aware of that fact.

“A few months, Nana. I need some time out of the city, get some fresh air, ride my horse for a bit, you know, just … a break.”

“Well, then, you need to go open your grandfather’s clinic. The town would love to have a doctor like you here for a while.”

I was previously licensed in Colorado. I did part of my residency here before going back to Chicago to finish it where I really wanted to be. It’s also not where I want to be now, at least not long term.

“I’m not sure it’s going to go the way you think.”

“And why not?” she asks.

“Because I’m nothing like Paw was. I’m not nice, patient, kind, or understanding. I’m not sure that opening the clinic is a great idea, at least with me as the doctor there. It’s been a long time since I’ve practiced dealing with smaller ailments.”

She scoffs. “Maybe it’s time to learn. You’re a big fancy doctor, and you mean to tell me you don’t have any of those skills? Do they just let anyone be a cardiologist, then?”

I laugh because it’s so something she would say. “No, ma’am, only the ones who possess the ability to help.”

Her hand reaches out, patting mine. “Did you help?”

“I tried,” I say, giving her the most honesty I can muster.

Talking about what happened won’t change a thing. I’d only be telling her I am no better than the doctor who went in for a routine pacemaker for my grandfather’s surgery and failed to bring the patient out alive.

“Then that’s all we can do. And you can help the people of this town. The clinic has been closed for weeks. Monica Pham was your paw’s physician assistant—she’s lovely, a really smart woman. Anyway, smart as she is, she can’t run the clinic without a doctor. The people of this town are having to drive to the hospital for a cold. If you were there …”

I have a feeling this conversation is going to go one way, and it’s not going to be my way. My grandmother always gets what she wants—at least with Paw and me. We could never tell her no.

“You want me to help the town by opening the clinic back up and being her supervising physician instead of selling it?”

Her eyes narrow. “No one wants you to sell it, Ares.”

“I can’t keep it.”

“Yes, you can, but you don’t want to. But I don’t want to fight. You’re here now, and there are a lot of wonderful people in Infinity Ridge. I know you haven’t spent any time around the town, but you’ll see. Also some beautiful women …”

Oh, here we go. The other thing that she’s constantly giving me shit for is not being married or starting a family. God forbid a man be in his forties and unmarried, without ever having a serious relationship. To her, that’s the sin of all sins.

“Nana …”

“No. I will not hear a word of your excuses. You are a very handsome man, if I do say so myself.”

“And you’re not at all biased.”

She bristles. “Of course I’m not. You’re my grandson, and if you hit the ugly branches on the way down the tree, well, that would be on your mother’s side. But you didn’t,” she says quickly. “You are not one bit ugly, and you should be married, Ares.”

I almost wish we could go back to talking about my nonplan.

Almost.

“I work insane hours—it wouldn’t be fair to any woman I married. I’m doing it for them.”

It’s not a complete lie. I’ve seen more marriages fail among my coworkers than thrive. Being married to a doctor is another whole level of hell. We’re busy, demanding, exhausted, working the most ridiculous hours, and forget it if there’s an emergency. No, I wouldn’t want to do that to anyone.

Also, I don’t have the desire to do it to myself. To have to worry about someone else’s needs while I’m barely functioning, worrying about me. Yeah, no, thank you.

“You’re not doing that while you’re here, are you?”

Oh, yeah, that’s even fairer to a woman. Meet her here, date her, and in six months be gone.

And as much as I don’t want to think about one particular woman again, I do.

Harper.

God, she was beautiful.

Too bad the first thing out of my mouth was a lie. Telling her I wasn’t interested was the only way I could convince myself.

Because I was interested. Very, very interested.

I look over at my nana, who has a wide grin. “What?” I ask.

“I see that look. You met someone.”

“I didn’t.”

Jesus, all I do is lie lately.

“You did. I can see it. Who is she?”

I sigh. “There’s no one. Whatever face I’m making is because I have gas.”

She slaps my chest. “I swear, why I miss you is beyond me.”

“Me as well. Anyway, my plan.” I bring it back around since I came up with something in the last few seconds that I think might actually work.

“Oh, yes, I forgot, you have one,” she chides.

At least she can still see right through the bullshit. That gives me a small amount of hope that I haven’t completely lost my soul.

“I didn’t really, but maybe … I don’t know. Maybe I can go down to Paw’s clinic and at least see …”

Her eyes light up, and I hope I don’t let her down. Besides, I have to try to find my love of medicine again, so this might be the easiest way to do that and make some money before I sell the clinic.



“I’m sorry, Dr. Pierce, but there haven’t been any patients for you today,” the office manager, Gabriella, says as she stacks patient files.

We’re in what looks like a living room that is now a waiting room. Paw converted an old home in town to be a medical practice. There are a total of four exam rooms with an office between them. Therefore, I have two rooms and Monica has her own.

I hate being in that office. It smells like Paw. There are photos on the wall, his degrees, letters thanking him for helping them through their ailments, and on the bookcase was a semi-shrine to me.

He had photos from when I was a kid and all through college. He had my award, a trophy from when I played baseball and we won the state championship. All of it was staring at me, reminding me of how I wasn’t here. How all he had of me was pictures, and now I’ll never have a chance to thank him for everything.

So I came out here to annoy Gabriella, who was all too happy to come back to work.

“Then what are those?” I ask, looking at the patient files that were taken out recently.

She glances down. “These? Oh, they’re just … some filing I need to do.”

I lift a brow. “Really?”

I’ve been here for the last two days and seen a total of one person—my grandmother, and she wasn’t even a patient. She came to bring me lunch.

That’s it.

Not that we haven’t had patients. Oh, we’ve had plenty, but they’ve opted to see the physician assistant only.

She’s great. Don’t get me wrong. Very nice, smart, great bedside manner—the whole nine yards—but she pretty much hates me.

“Oh, Dr. Pierce, you’re still here,” Monica says as she exits the exam room with a patient chart in hand.

Which, don’t even get me started on the fact that they refuse to use a computer to chart. Apparently my grandfather refused, and the fine people of Infinity Ridge like it the old way.

“I am,” I say with a smile, trying to pretend I’m not losing my mind.

She returns the smile and turns to her patient. “Let me know if you have any issues and come back in one week, okay?”

“Thank you, Monica. You’re so good at this. I’m so glad you’re here to help treat the town,” the patient says before walking out.

Gabriella takes the patient’s file from Monica, placing it on top of the stack.

Yeah, this is not working for me.

“You know I’m happy to see patients as well,” I tell them both.

Monica tilts her head to the side. “No one in town knows you, and regardless of your last name, I’ve spent the last three years treating them. It’s not personal.”

“I understand that, but I’m able to help, and my grandfather was pretty clear in his will that he wanted me to come back and take over the practice.”

“Then you should’ve been here, building that foundation,” she says, completely unapologetically.

Sure, I should’ve walked away from cardiology to come out to Nowheresville, Colorado, to maybe practice internal medicine.

Before I can say a word back to her, the bell rings and in walks a patient. Good, I’ll get to know this one, win them over, and maybe do something useful other than playing Tetris on my phone for seven hours a day.

Only it’s not just any patient—it’s Harper.

Her eyes widen. “Ares?”

“Harper.”

“Move out of my way,” an older man grumbles from outside the doorway. “It’s hot as Satan’s balls out here.”

Harper rolls her eyes and turns to help him. “Come on, Dad.”

He pushes through and stands a bit taller.

The two of us stare at each other. His eyes widen, and then he clears his throat. “Who are you?”

He knows exactly who I am. I’m the man he hit with his car. “I think we’ve met before, sir,” I try to remind him.

The old man shakes his head. “Nope. I’d remember it. I remember everything.”

Harper sighs. “Dad, this is Ares …”

I take a step forward, extending my hand. “Hello, sir, I’m Dr. Pierce—”

“Dr. Pierce died, son,” he says before I can finish.

Harper shakes her head. “I’m sorry. He’s being a bit of an ass today.” She turns to him. “Even though the agreement was he’d be smiling when we came.”

I smile at her. “Nothing to apologize for. Anyway, I believe I met your father on Main Street.”

“Never seen you before.” He shakes his head and then winks. “Sorry, you must be confused.”

Right. I see now. He doesn’t want Harper to know that he was driving. And he especially doesn’t want her to know he hit my car.

All right. I’ll play along and hope that means he’ll come back to my exam room, and I can actually be of some use in this town. Instead of trying to fall in love with medicine and get patients, I’m losing my mind and feeling useless.

I nod. “I must be. My apologies. What brings you in today?”

“My annoying daughter.”

Harper steps in. “My father hurt his leg a few days ago, the bruise is horrible, and he agreed to come in and get it looked at, since it didn’t miraculously disappear when he rubbed his magical salve on it. We’d like to make sure it’s nothing serious.”

He scoffs. “Nothing serious. Do you hear her? I’ve been just fine for eighty-two years, and now she’s worried because I hit my leg.”

“I’d be happy to see you, if you’d like me to take a look,” I say quickly, hoping for something to do. Anything is better than staring at the walls in this office.

“Mr. Stone,” Monica says, coming from behind me. “How are you?”

Instantly, the man’s attitude shifts from ornery to affable. “Dr. Pham, there you are. The best damn doctor in all of Colorado.”

Monica smiles. “Clyde, you know I’m not a doctor, and please, call me Monica.”

He shakes his head and looks to me. “Not a doctor, she says, but she fixes all of us up. I’ll come back to your room.”

I jump in. “I can see you in my exam room. I’m a cardiologist and internal medicine doctor, which means I’m very capable of taking care of you.”

Mr. Stone’s face crinkles in disgust. “I’m not dying from a heart attack, boy. I hit my leg. I don’t need a heart doctor, or are you confused about where the body parts are?” Then he looks to Monica. “Besides, I’d much rather see Monica.” Then he turns to Harper. “You wait out here with the fancy heart doctor.”

Well, so much for that plan.
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