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      Los Angeles CEO Ethan Miles has it all—fame, fortune, and a powerful position at his father’s company. But when he discovers his girlfriend is only with him for the money, Ethan realizes something has to change.

      

      With help from his brother Nathan, he hatches a plan to step away from it all—and finally find love for the right reasons. Posing as a man who’s lost everything, Ethan sets off for a quiet inn in Maine, where he hopes to rediscover what truly matters.

      

      There he meets Taylor Kennedy, the innkeeper’s daughter with dreams bigger than her small-town life. As Ethan helps her revive the struggling inn and chase her passion for fashion, their connection deepens. But secrets never stay buried for long.

      

      When past loyalties and hidden agendas threaten to destroy his chance at real happiness, Ethan must decide if love is worth risking everything.
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      My girlfriend’s birthday party was going to be amazing.

      I had stayed up all night at my mansion in Malibu, stringing lights, blowing up birthday balloons, and getting the food and drinks ready. Then I had texted my girlfriend happy birthday, sent her roses and chocolates through Uber, and told her I was excited to see her tonight.

      What more could a lady want?

      I checked myself out in the foyer mirror. I smoothed my brown hair, then fixed my tie. I put my birthday gift on the table and waited for the guests to arrive.

      When the bell rang half an hour later, I opened the door. The hot California air wafted inside. My parents stood there, as chipper and luxurious as always. Mom wore a grey fur coat with heels—I wasn’t sure how she stayed cool in this heat—while my dad wore a blazer with dress pants. They were both carrying birthday gifts.

      “Ah, Ethan! So nice to see you,” Mom gushed, leaning in and kissing my cheeks. “Is Anna here yet?”

      “Nope, not yet. Here, I’ll take those,” I replied. “You’re the first ones to arrive. Come on in—make yourselves at home.”

      Mom entered first, followed by Dad. He stumbled a bit as he entered my house but regained his balance by holding onto the wall. Ever since Dad had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s, he had decided to turn the family business over to me. He’d spend his golden years getting some much-needed rest.

      “Everything going well with the company?” Dad asked as I set their presents down. “You and your brother getting along?”

      “Yeah, everything’s been pretty smooth so far. No need to worry, Dad. I’ll take care of it.”

      Dad grinned, patting my shoulder. “I know you will, son. I’m very proud of you.”

      Just as I thanked him and turned to close the door, someone’s foot wedged inside. It belonged to my brother, Nathan—two years older than me and almost identical. We had the same brown hair and wore similar suits, but he had brown eyes instead of my green.

      “You talking business without me?” Nathan joked. “I’m hurt. Nice to see you outside work, little brother.”

      He gave me a fist bump, then nodded at Dad. We were all a little more careful around Nathan lately. Since he was the oldest, he always expected to inherit Dad’s company and all its responsibilities. But Dad had passed the company onto me instead. Now I was Nathan’s boss. Despite his jealousy and frustration, he still got along with me.

      “Good to see you, son,” Dad boomed. “Everything going well at work?”

      “Well, it’s not the job I thought I’d have,” Nathan began, stealing a glance at me, “but it could be worse. I hate to admit it, but…Ethan’s doing a pretty good job. He’s a great boss.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, I appreciate the vote of confidence. Well, come on in. We’re just waiting on a few more people to show. And the birthday girl herself.”

      Nathan nodded, entering the house and chatting with Mom and Dad. They helped themselves to the refreshments as I waited near the door. When more people trickled in, including some of Anna’s friends and my co-workers, I let them in and took their coats and gifts. As my house became more crowded, I spied Anna’s convertible pulling into my driveway.

      This was it—showtime! I hoped she liked my gifts and the party I had planned for her.

      “She’s coming,” I called, turning to everyone inside. “Get ready.”

      Everyone nodded, hushing as I opened the door. Anna walked inside with a big grin and kissed my cheek. She looked as gorgeous as ever in her designer red dress, high heels, and Gucci purse.

      “Happy birthday, babe,” I whispered. “And some other people want to wish you a happy birthday too.”

      When I gestured over my shoulder, everyone yelled, “Happy birthday!” Anna was beaming when I glanced back at her. So far, so good.

      “Did you do all this?” Anna cried, glancing around. “The house looks incredible.”

      I nodded, shutting the door. “Thanks—yeah, it was all me. Anything for my best girl.”

      She kissed my cheek again. “You’re too good to me. Ooh, gifts!”

      Anna rushed to the table where I had put the gifts, her eyes widening. I walked over and pointed at a small box and a card. “There’s mine—open that first.”

      “Okay.” She smiled, reaching for the box. She held it up to her ear and shook it. “Sounds fancy, whatever it is. Maybe…a diamond bracelet or earrings?”

      “Well, n-not exactly,” I stammered. “But I hope you’ll like it anyway. Go on, open it.”

      Anna giggled and unwrapped the gift, peeking inside. Everyone was staring at us while sipping their drinks as she reached into the box and pulled out a small mixtape. She frowned.

      “Um, what is this?” she hissed.

      “It’s a mixtape,” I explained. “Kind of an old thing to do, but romantic. I copied music on there that reminds me of you. And all the adventures we’ve been on.”

      “Huh.” She put the mixtape down. “I see. Is this card from you too?”

      “That’s right—I made it myself.”

      She opened the heart-shaped card, reading the dedication. I had written something sappy about how meeting her was the best day of my life. She read the card for a second, and then put it down, still frowning.

      “There’s…nothing in there.” She stared up at me in confusion. “No gift card, money, jewelry, or sports car.”

      “Oh.” I scratched the back of my neck nervously. “I didn’t know you wanted that. I wanted to give you something special—something heartfelt. Something better than money.”

      Everyone at the party was staring at us now, murmuring. Shame seized me. Even if Anna didn’t like the gifts, did she have to humiliate me like that?

      “Oh, babe. You’re so silly.” She shook her head. “Okay, what else is there for me?”

      “I got you a Rolex,” Nathan answered, reaching onto the table for a small box.

      I hung my head. My cheeks reddened as Anna ripped open his package. She gasped when she saw the gold watch and put it on immediately.

      “Oh, thank you, Nathan!” she squealed. “You’re the best. It’s so shiny. See?”

      As she waved it around, other people stepped forward, giving her their gifts. They were all expensive—perfume, makeup, jewelry. Things you could buy at a store. I wanted to give her something more personal. Once she had unwrapped the rest of her presents, Anna turned to the crowd.

      “Thank you for coming, everyone,” she began. Then she glared at me. “I know you tried, babe, but it’s not too late to get me a better gift. There’s a new car dealership just a few miles from here.”

      “Don’t blame my brother,” Nathan chuckled, shaking his head. “He’s still learning about business and women. I’m sure what he gets you for Christmas will be much better. Right, brother?”

      As he patted my shoulder, I cleared my throat. “Yeah, yeah…much better. Excuse me, I need to use the bathroom.”

      I wiggled out of my brother’s grasp, heading down the hall. I overheard Anna thanking everyone for the gifts as she tried on her jewelry. As they had a great time without me, I locked myself in my bathroom and splashed some water on my face.

      When I looked up in the mirror, I felt so stupid. Did Anna even like me for who I was? I had met her at a party, one of those rich, swanky events that my father had hosted. She had come off so polite and sweet. Although the past six months were fun, we didn’t have a future together. Not when we were so different.

      It was time to let her go.

      Just as I dried my face, I heard a knock on the door. I spun around and hoped it was Anna, sorry for humiliating me. But it was only my mother.

      “Darling, there you are,” she scolded. “You sure made a scene when you rushed off.”

      I sighed. “It’s nothing, Mom. Don’t worry about it.”

      She reached for my hand. “A mother can always tell, Ethan. What’s going on?”

      I leaned against the sink. “I just…I worked so hard on those gifts. I spent hours making the card and putting together songs that reminded me of Anna. Why can’t she see that? Or appreciate it?”

      “Oh, I’m sure she does,” Mom murmured. “She just has expensive taste, that’s all. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Unless that’s all she’s after.” I faced my mother. “Is Anna only interested in me for my money?”

      Mom shrugged. “And if she was? Would that be so bad?”

      I blinked. “What? Yes, of course it would be! I want real love. I don’t want a gold digger.”

      Mom crossed her arms. “I married your father for his money. And I don’t regret a thing. He bought me nice things. I raised you and your brother. An even trade, I think.”

      “Do you…do you even love Dad?”

      “Of course I do. I came to love him in time,” Mom explained. “But you need much more to make a relationship work, darling. I like Anna—she fits in well with the family. It would be a shame for you to end that. So why don’t you stop sulking and come back to the party, hmm?”

      Mom gave me a side hug, then walked back out to join everyone else. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My own mother only married my father for money. And he was okay with it. I knew I wasn’t—that I wanted something different.

      I wanted something real.

      After taking a deep breath, I walked out of the bathroom. The party was still in full swing. Anna chatted with my brother in the corner while staring at the watch. Maybe she should’ve dated him instead.

      When Nathan noticed me approaching, he smiled. “There he is—Boss of the Year. Where did you run off to?”

      “To the bathroom. Sorry, wasn’t feeling well.” I glanced at Anna. “Can I talk to you for a minute? Alone, upstairs?”

      Anna nodded. “Of course. Excuse me, Nathan.”

      Nathan understood, and headed back to mingle with everyone else. I led Anna to the porcelain staircase and took her upstairs. When I shut the door, she scanned my room.

      “What are you looking for?” I demanded.

      Anna turned back to me. “For my gifts, silly. I mean, that stupid mixtape can’t be the only thing you bought me, right? It was pretty lame. No offense.”

      “I worked hard on your gifts.” I gritted my teeth. “The least you can do is be grateful.”

      She scoffed. “For what? For gifts I never wanted? Sorry, but if you buy someone a crappy gift, you deserve to be told. And yours sucked. No one makes mixtapes anymore, Ethan. Not since, like, the nineties.”

      Maybe not. But there had to be someone out there who appreciated my homemade efforts. And now, I just had the difficult task of finding them. But first things first.

      I cleared my throat. “Anna…I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is working out. We’re just not compatible.”

      She blinked. “I…don’t understand, Ethan. What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying…I think we should break up. Move on and date different people.”

      “Breaking up with me on my birthday?” she snarled. “Are you serious?”

      I sighed. “I know. It’s not the way I wanted this night to go, but⁠—”

      She reached over to my dresser, grabbing a vase. She poured water over my head and threw the vase at the wall. It shattered as water and rose petals leaked down my suit, dripping onto the floor.

      “You jerk!” she cried. “I hate you. I never want to see you again!”

      She stormed out of my room, heading downstairs. I followed and leaned over the handrail as people gaped. Anna headed to the door and rushed outside. A minute later, she returned to the table, snatching as many gifts as she could carry.

      The gifts were her real love, anyway. Who cared about me or the party?

      She stormed outside again, hopping into her convertible and speeding off. As I walked down the stairs, everyone was staring at me, wondering what was going on. Dad stepped forward first.

      “What happened?” he demanded. “Why are you soaking wet?”

      “Anna and I…we just broke up.” I muttered, reaching for a kitchen towel. “The party’s over, by the way. Just like our relationship.”

      Everyone gasped, then began murmuring again. Mom glowered at me. But what was I supposed to do? Marry a gold digger? I wouldn’t end up like my father.

      People began to scatter outside, saying how sorry they were that Anna and I had broken up. But I wasn’t. Now I was free to find someone who loved me for me, wherever she was.

      When it was just me, my parents, and my brother left, the house grew silent. Nathan was the first to clear his throat. “So…that was the worst birthday party I’ve ever been to.”

      “What happened, Ethan?” Dad cried.

      “What happened is that we aren’t right for each other. At all,” I spat. “She was only into me for my money. She proved that today with the gifts. And I want something more, something deeper. I want true love.”

      Nathan scoffed. “True love? Jeez, you sound like a Disney movie.”

      “Maybe I do. But I still believe in it. Grandma and Grandpa loved each other, didn’t they? When they started our company?”

      “Well…yes,” Dad faltered. “But that was different. They were the exception, not the rule. True love is very, very rare.”

      So everyone was telling me. I glanced between Mom, Dad, and Nathan, wondering when they had become such cynics. Did they want me to end up with someone who only wanted me for my money?

      I cleared my throat. “Look, no offense, but I think I want some alone time. So, if you wouldn’t mind…”

      Nathan nodded, heading to the door. “Of course. See you at work tomorrow, Eth. And sorry about Anna.”

      As Nathan left, Dad did the same. “Yes, I’m sorry too. You were great together. It’s just a shame, that’s all.”

      As Dad stumbled out, heading to his SUV, Mom hung back with a sigh. “So, you broke up with Anna.”

      “I did—and I’d do it again. I’m sorry, but I’m not like you or Dad. I won’t marry for money. I want to marry for love, for companionship. I want a soulmate.”

      “Darling, that’s going to be a bit difficult with the kind of money we have.” Mom gestured toward my house. “Our reputation precedes us. And I still think you and Anna were a great couple. I was hoping you two would get married soon. You seemed so compatible. Same sense of humor, snappy dressers, a good bond.”

      What was the point of getting married? So Anna could take more of my money? I’d had enough of that already. From my point of view, we didn’t seem as compatible as Mom thought.

      “Just think about it, okay? Maybe it’s not too late to fix things with her.” Mom kissed my cheek. “Anyway, I’m only a phone call away if you need to chat.”

      As Mom left the house, I realized I couldn’t call her. She didn’t understand—and I was sick of repeating myself. Why was it so hard to believe that I wanted true love?

      I sat down on the staircase in my empty house. The place was a mess—torn wrapping paper and deflated balloons scattered everywhere. Someone needed to clean it up.

      I rose to my feet, reached for a trash bag, and tried not to think about my tragic love life.
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      I spent the next hour silently cleaning up my house. When I checked my phone before bed, Anna had texted and called a hundred times. She kept yammering on and on about how I’d regret it.

      Maybe I had dodged a bullet.

      When I went upstairs to change into my pajamas, I found my grandma’s engagement ring in my top drawer. I dreamed about finding someone to give it to as it gleamed in my bedroom’s dim light. Someone who loved me for me.

      Maybe my brother was right—maybe that only existed in Disney movies and fairytales.

      After putting the engagement ring back, I climbed into bed, watching another episode of Love Always Wins. It was a soap opera with a cult following. Most people called it cheesy because it targeted women, but I adored it. I kept that fact to myself though, lest my brother tease me. The show took place in a small town, centered around multiple generations of families. Love always saved them in the end.

      No wonder I believed in happily-ever-afters.

      I fell asleep shortly after that, waking up to sunlight poking through my curtains. Alone. Even when I had Anna over, I was lonely. Love wasn’t supposed to be loneliness.

      I headed downstairs, ate breakfast by myself, and dressed myself. I decided on a navy blue suit before putting on my watch and grabbing my briefcase. As I left the house, locking the door behind me, I noticed someone had stomped on my flowers in the front yard and smeared mud everywhere.

      Anna. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. I debated calling the police or telling my parents, but I wanted to give her a chance to calm down first. To act more like an adult.

      Shaking my head, I stumbled into my SUV, pulling out of my laneway. I listened to the radio as I drove to work. I had inherited my father’s company, The Miles Marketing Group, just a few months ago. It was located in a tall skyscraper in downtown Los Angeles. Big corporations paid us handsomely to market their products. My father had made millions. It was my job to do the same.

      No pressure, right?

      After parking in my CEO spot, I nodded politely at the security guard and headed for the front doors. I had to scan my work ID to get inside the building. When I did, hundreds of employees were walking around, answering calls and working on their computers. Typing and mindless chatter filled the air. They all greeted me as I headed to the elevator.

      My office was on the top floor—level fifteen. It had a gorgeous view of Los Angeles, especially at dawn and dusk. I wished I could share those sights with someone. I had taken Anna there a few times, but she seemed more interested in my salary.

      Once the elevator had let me off on the fifteenth floor, I stepped out, noticing more people in cubicles typing away. When I heard my brother’s loud voice near the photocopier, I knew he had beaten me to work. Everything was always a competition to him.

      “…yeah, things are over between them,” Nathan was telling one of my employees. “And it was a pretty nasty breakup. She stormed off and everything.”

      I marched toward the photocopier, clearing my throat. “Morning, Nathan. Telling everyone about my relationship woes?”

      Nathan spun around. “Just trying to make Jimmy here feel better about his love life. His wife just cheated on him.”

      The man glowered toward the floor. I sighed. “I’m so sorry. I hope you find someone better.”

      I desired the same.

      Jimmy nodded before scurrying away. Ever since I took over the company, employees were afraid to talk to me. I thought of myself as a fairly easy-going boss, but they were still a bit hesitant. All of them except Nathan.

      He was as outspoken as ever.

      “Hey, Mr. Boss Man,” Nathan began. “You feeling okay this morning? Last night was…something.”

      I sighed. “I’m as good as I can be. Anna came by and stomped on my flowers. She’s been sending me a bunch of angry texts too.”

      Nathan whistled. “Damn, she sounds like a psycho. Maybe it’s a good thing you broke up with her. Speaking of that…she’s not off-limits, is she?”

      “Off-limits?” I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Nathan grinned. “Come on, Eth, don’t be dense. Would you be mad if I asked her out?”

      “Dude, I just told you she’s been sending me threatening texts. Did you not hear that?”

      “Of course I did.” Nathan smirked. “She’s a psycho. But psychos are beasts in the sack. And she is pretty hot.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine, whatever—ask her out if you want. Just know that she’s probably a gold digger and a little unstable.”

      “Just my type.” Nathan grinned. “You’re the best, Eth. Well, I should get back to work. But I’ve got a little something that should cheer you up.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? What is it? Please don’t tell me it’s a trip to the strip club again.”

      “Nope, not that. Something I know you’ll like. Catch you later!”

      As Nathan sauntered off to his cubicle, I shook my head. I had no idea what my brother was up to now, but I hoped it wasn’t too crazy. I made my way to my office near the back window, nodding politely at more employees. My secretary Cheyenne Nichols was at her desk just outside my office, taking phone calls and scribbling down notes.

      I was always happy to see Cheyenne. She was one of the few people I trusted in the office. She had worked for my dad originally, staying on when I took over. We had grown close ever since. As friends, of course, since she was in a relationship and I wasn’t her type. She had dark hair in braids, piercing brown eyes, and a classy pencil skirt and blouse.

      “…yes, Mr. Vaughn, I’ll tell him,” Cheyenne continued, looking up from her desk and noticing me. “He just got in now. Okay, he’ll see you soon. Buh-bye.”

      I walked over, smiling. “Hey, Cheyenne. Who was that?”

      “Oliver Vaughn. That businessman who’s setting up a hotel chain?” she replied. “He’s coming in soon to talk marketing. He’ll be here shortly.”

      “Got it. I’ll be ready for him, thanks. How are you this morning?”

      Cheyenne beamed. “Perfect, actually. I haven’t told anyone yet, but…I got engaged last night.”

      Cheyenne held out her hand, showing off a gorgeous engagement ring. It sparkled. I took her hand, inspecting the ring.

      “Wow, that’s a real diamond,” I exclaimed. “Congrats, Cheyenne. I’m happy for you.”

      The only kind of pure happiness that love could bring shone on her face. “Thanks, Ethan. Alicia popped the question last night. We were eating dinner on a boat when she pretended to drop her napkin. When she reached down for it, she pulled out the ring.”

      “Romantic.” I smiled. “How long have you been dating again? Two years?”

      “Three, actually. We met through mutual friends. She’s a teacher—good with kids. Which is perfect for us if we want to have a child.”

      I swallowed hard, trying not to be jealous. “That’s amazing. You’d make a great mom. You have a date for the wedding planned yet?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet—it’s still early. But we were thinking of having a private ceremony. Maybe on the beach.”

      “That’s a good idea. If you need a place for the reception, you can use my house. Free of charge.”

      Cheyenne beamed. “Thanks, Ethan—we appreciate that. Don’t worry, you’re definitely getting an invitation. Or maybe we’ll have the ceremony in a small town. We stayed at a nice place in Maine not that long ago.”

      “That’s a cute idea. Wherever it’s happening, I’ll be there.” I leaned closer. “Say, Cheyenne…can I ask you something?”

      She nodded, reaching for her coffee cup. “Sure, what’s up?”

      “I, uh, kinda broke up with my girlfriend last night,” I muttered. “At her birthday party.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that. Your brother’s been telling everyone around the office. I’m so sorry, Ethan. That’s tough.”

      My brother. He was a nuisance most of the time, airing my dirty laundry. He was worse than those tabloids.

      “Thanks. Anyway, I guess I was just wondering…how did you find someone?”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t easy. I went on a lot of dates with idiots. Guys and girls alike. It took me years to meet Alicia. But I’m glad I waited—I can’t imagine being with anyone but her.”

      “Do you have any advice for someone like me? Who wants to get married and have kids one day?”

      Cheyenne smiled, holding my hand. “It’ll happen for you, Ethan. You’re a great guy—caring, thoughtful. And you have your own company. A total catch. You just have to be patient.”

      I sighed, leaning back from the desk. It wasn’t the answer I was hoping for. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. But I’m thirty-two. I just…I don’t know. I feel like I’m running out of time.”

      “Hey, love arrives exactly when it’s meant to,” Cheyenne told me. “So don’t worry, it’ll happen. Just don’t give up, okay? Keep going with it. You’ll find someone amazing.”

      “Hopefully it’ll happen sooner than later. While I still have hair,” I joked, patting my head. “See you later, Cheyenne. Tell Mr. Vaughn to come in when he gets here.”

      “Will do. And Ethan?”

      I turned around. “Yeah?”

      “It was her loss,” Cheyenne reminded me. “Not yours. Remember that.”

      “I’ll try.” I faked a smile. “Thanks for cheering me up.”

      “No problem. What are secretaries for?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head as I entered my office. For so long, it had my father’s name on the frosted door. Now, it was mine—ETHAN MILES, CEO. It felt good, even if my brother had been first in line to inherit the company.

      I placed my briefcase down on the desk, turning my computer on. I had several leather chairs for guests and tall bookshelves around the room. I answered a few emails and watched the sunrise for a bit before I heard a knock.

      “Come in!”

      Cheyenne opened the door. “Mr. Vaughn is here, sir. Shall I send him in?”

      I rose to my feet. “Yes, please do. I’m eager to talk business.”

      She nodded, turning around and gesturing for someone to enter my office. He was young like me—in his mid-thirties—who had probably inherited his fortune. Oliver Vaughn had blond hair, wore a designer black suit, and swaggered in.

      “Ah, Mr. Vaughn.” I held out my hand. “Nice to see you. How goes the hotel development?”

      He shook my hand, grinning. “Well so far—I’ve got most of the details planned out and the workers booked. My grandfather would be proud. So, I was hoping we could go over some ideas. I’m hoping to launch an aggressive marketing campaign…”

      After Oliver sat down, we discussed his plans. We signed a contract that stated The Miles Marketing Company would fund commercials and billboards. In return, we’d get a percentage of his profits. Easy money.

      Oliver rose to his feet, grinning. “Thanks for all your help, Ethan. I’m confident these new hotels will be a success. My company plans to put a Vaughn Hotel in every city in America.”

      “Ambitious. With our help, we’ll make it happen.” I shook his hand again. “We’ll talk again soon. Have a good day.”

      He thanked me once again, leaving my office. After answering more emails and taking phone calls, I departed for lunch. Anna still sent me threatening texts, so I blocked her number. I didn’t need that kind of negativity in my life.

      I wanted a fresh start—a new chance at love. Which meant I’d have to leave her behind.

      Just as I rose to my feet, I heard a knock. I opened the door and found my brother standing there and grinning.

      “What?” I snapped. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “No, silly. I have a surprise for you, remember? Come on—follow me. They finally showed up.”

      I grimaced. “Who showed up?”

      “No questions! Just come on—hurry.”

      In confusion, I followed Nathan through the cubicles. He led me toward the elevator and pressed the button for the third floor. That was where we held our more important presentations and meetings. After we stepped off, greeting more employees, Nathan gestured down the hallway.

      “This way. To conference room B. And you can thank me later.”

      Puzzled, I followed my brother, wondering what he had gotten me into now. He was always up to something. Even when we were kids, he was always pulling pranks on me and getting me into trouble. How little had changed.

      After we turned down the hall, entering the large conference room, I realized what Nathan had done. He had strung up a sign that read OPERATION: FIND ETHAN A WIFE. And the conference room was filled with lovely women, all of them dressed to the nines and holding drinks.

      “What is this?” I cried, turning to Nathan.

      “I’m helping you find a wife, Eth. What does it look like?” Nathan smirked. “You want to get married so bad, I thought I’d help. So I put out an ad in the newspaper last night. See for yourself.”

      Nathan picked up a nearby newspaper, showing me the headline. It read: MILLIONAIRE BUSINESS OWNER SEEKS WIFE, TRUE LOVE. It listed the time and conference room to meet me.

      “Are you crazy?” I exploded, turning to Nathan. “Putting an ad in the newspaper? Holding a conference at work? This is beyond unprofessional.”

      “Hey, it worked, didn’t it? Look at how many women showed up, all eager to meet you,” Nathan chided, gesturing toward the room. “Go on—talk with them, see if anyone catches your eye.”

      I threw the newspaper down, shocked. “I just…I can’t believe you’d do this. That you’d try to help me. I thought you didn’t believe in true love?”

      “I don’t, but you do. And I can’t have you moping around all the time now that you broke up with Anna. This company needs you at your best, Eth. Don’t be scared—chat with the ladies. I see a few from here that look divine.”

      Nathan, always the womanizer. I took a deep breath and entered the conference room. What if I was going to meet my future wife today? Someone I had a real connection with?

      I approached one woman first, a blonde in a red cocktail dress. She beamed at me. “Ethan, right? I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Chelsea.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I squeaked, shaking her hand. “Thanks for coming. So, what do you like to do?”

      “Oh, this and that. I like surfing and sunbathing.” Then she paused. “Is it true you’re the wealthiest CEO in LA? That’s super awesome. What’s it like running a company?”

      My smile faded. Chelsea wasn’t too different from Anna. I scanned the room, wondering if all the women here were the same. Was there anyone in Los Angeles who wanted love and not just money?

      “Uh, it’s a lot of work,” I stammered. “It all started when I inherited the company from my father…”

      I chatted with Chelsea for a while, then made my way around the room to speak with the other women. Nathan watched from the doorway while checking out the ladies. But they were all the same—more interested in my money than me. And they weren’t subtle about it. One woman even asked if I had a yacht.

      “All right, ladies. Lunchtime is over. We gotta get back to work,” Nathan called, checking his watch. “My brother will contact you if he liked what he saw. Thanks for coming!”

      All the ladies nodded, saying goodbye and leaving the building. But I was more dejected than ever. I wasn’t going to find someone like Cheyenne had. As I watched them go, the room turning quiet. Nathan walked over with a smirk.

      “So? Which one caught your eye?”

      “None of them.” I sighed. “This was a terrible idea, Nathan.”

      Nathan winced. “What? But some of them were nice. I like that Chelsea girl. Nice hair, nice hips⁠—”

      “Then you date her!” I spat. “You can date them all, Anna included. Because I’m done. And I don’t want any more of your help.”

      Nathan’s face fell. “Oh, come on, man. Don’t be like that!”

      But I had already stormed out of the conference room, more convinced than ever that love just wasn’t in the cards for me.
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      As I rode the elevator back up to my office, I feared I had been too hard on my brother. He was only trying to help—as unusual as that was. Growing up, he had been my biggest competitor. Maybe he had changed. And maybe this time, I had been a jerk.

      Sighing, I stepped off the elevator, heading toward my office. Cheyenne was still gone for lunch as I walked past her empty desk into my office and sat down. As I read through some more emails, I heard a knock. I hoped it was Nathan so I could apologize, but then Cheyenne’s head appeared through the crack.

      “Ethan? Sorry to bother you.” She peered into my office. “But someone’s here to see you.”

      I frowned, glancing at my calendar on the wall. “Oh. But…I didn’t have any appointments this afternoon.”

      “I know, sir. And I told her you’re busy, but she’s insisting to see you.”

      She? I hoped it wasn’t Anna. I’d had enough of her harassment and moneygrubbing for a lifetime.

      I rose to my feet. “Okay, then. Send her in.”

      Cheyenne nodded, then opened the door a little wider. A gorgeous blonde woman walked into my office, smelling of vanilla and roses. I knew who it was—my ex-girlfriend, Diana Fortuna. And she was as elegant as ever in a black halter dress and heels. She smiled at Cheyenne, and then shut the door behind her.

      Cheyenne knew who Diana was—everyone did. She was a businesswoman in her own right, founder and owner of an advertising company. Unlike me, she wasn’t rich off her family’s money but her own. Something I found very attractive about her. And although we were rivals, that didn’t stop us from hitting it off at a marketing convention in Sweden a few years ago.

      As she stared at me, all our petty arguments came flooding back. The competitiveness. Her need for success and power. And how she wasn’t ready to get married and have kids like me. I had planned to give her my grandmother’s ring before she broke up with me.

      So yeah, my track record with love wasn’t the best.

      “Ethan,” she began. “It’s been a while.”

      “Diana, hi.” I strode toward her. “Why are you here?”

      “I heard about your breakup. Your brother’s telling everyone. It’s making its way around town.”

      I shook my head, unsurprised. People loved to gossip in Los Angeles. The tabloids were vicious.

      “Yeah, it’s true,” I clipped. “Anna…she was just into me for my money. I feel stupid for taking so long to figure it out.”

      “Ah, Ethan. Always the hopeless romantic,” she drawled, stepping closer. “Anyway, I wanted to check you on. See how you’re doing since the breakup.”

      I shrugged. “As good as I can be. Trying to stay busy with work. My brother tried to set me up with a few women, but none of them felt right.”

      “That’s too bad.” Diana crossed her arms. “I’m single too.”

      Uh-oh. I knew where this was going.

      “Di, we’ve been down this road before⁠—”

      “And we were good together,” Diana interrupted, reaching for my hand. “And the sex was incredible.”

      “I know,” I lamented, “but things ended between us for a reason. We weren’t right for each other—we didn’t want the same things. I think we should leave it in the past.”

      Diana scrunched her face, ripping her hand away from mine. “You always were stubborn, Ethan. Anything I can do to change your mind?”

      Staring at her—having her this close—disoriented me. I couldn’t tell if that was Diana’s effect or her perfume, but I found it hard to say no. Then I forced myself to remember all the bad times and held my ground.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied, “but I don’t think it’ll work.”

      She stepped back. “That’s disappointing. But I respect your decision.”

      “Thank you. Say…my brother didn’t put you up to this, did he? He’s been scheming a lot lately.”

      More than usual.

      Diana chortled. “Ethan, we both know no man can make me do anything. No, your brother didn’t send me. I’m here for my own reasons.”

      “All right, just checking. But it was nice to see you. I think we should keep in touch.”

      “I’d like that.” She cleared her throat. “Do you think you could get me a glass of water? Nasty bug going around. My throat’s still a bit sore from a flu I had last month.”

      “Yeah, of course. We’ve got tons of drinks in our breakroom. Wait here.”

      Diana nodded, taking a seat in front of my desk as I left my office and shut the door for privacy. Cheyenne was watching the door curiously when she saw me come out. Her eyes flickered to the office—looking like she wanted to know what was going on—but we could gossip later. For now, I needed to get Diana a drink.

      Then I paused, wondering if she would’ve preferred tea instead. That always soothed my throat. I turned around, quickly opening the door and poking my head inside the crack.

      “Hey, Diana, you want a tea instead⁠—”

      I froze when I saw Diana bent over my desk, leafing through the paperwork in my top drawer. And I could see the words VAUGHN HOTEL PROJECT at the top of the folder she was holding.

      When she realized I had come back, she froze like a deer caught in the headlights. “Ethan! I was just…uh…”

      “Snooping through my files?” I growled, walking toward the desk. I took the file out of her hands. “This is private information. Between Oliver Vaughn and the Miles Marketing Company only.”

      She giggled nervously. “I know that. I was just, um…looking for something to do. I got bored waiting for you to get back.”

      I sighed, keeping the folder under my arm. “Diana, you’re a much better liar than that. I’m disappointed.”

      She nodded. “That was quite pitiful, wasn’t it? I need to do better.”

      “Is that the real reason you came here? To look through my files?”

      Diana glanced at the folder under my arm. “Yes—I wanted to see what you and Oliver Vaughn were working on. I was hoping to make him a better offer. His hotel corporation is going to be huge, and I want a slice of that pie.”

      “So you wanted to steal my client,” I sneered. “You were only using me—pretending to care. I shouldn’t even be surprised.”

      “It was your fault for leaving me alone with all these files hanging around. We are rivals. Even if we shared a bed once.” Diana crossed her arms. “Besides, you would’ve done the same thing. Business is business. Companies steal clients from each other all the time. That’s the way the game is played, babe.”

      I shook my head. “I refuse to believe that—and don’t call me babe. We’re done here. I’d like you to leave. Now.”

      “So, no drink?”

      I crossed my arms.

      “Fine, fine. I’m leaving.” She headed for the door. Then she turned back to me. “Despite what you think, I do like you, Ethan. And if you ever want to get back together, you have my number. I’m always around.”

      She left my office, walking down the hall, hips swaying. She was mesmerizing—but I tore myself away. Not even a perfect figure like hers could make me forget that Diana was a rival. And a lying seductress at that.

      I plopped back down, putting the folder back in my desk. Maybe I needed a lock and key for my files. Were these women my only options? A money-hungry Valley girl like Anna or a conniving rival like Diana?

      If so, I’d happily stay single for the rest of my life.

      When the door creaked open, I sprang to my feet, hoping it wasn’t Diana. But it was only Cheyenne peering in at me, her eyes wide. “Sorry to interrupt, but…what was Diana doing here?”

      I nodded, adjusting my tie. “She supposedly wanted to get back together. But the second I stepped out of my office, she started rummaging through my files. Specifically, the one on Oliver Vaughn. She wanted to steal him right from under me.”

      Cheyenne shook her head. “That two-timing snake. Oh, sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay. I totally agree with you.” I rose to my feet, walking toward the door. “I sure know how to pick ‘em, huh?”

      Cheyenne sighed. “Ethan…I’m so sorry. You deserve better. Seriously. Anna and Diana are both way beneath you.”

      “Are they? Maybe I’m starting to think I deserve it. Maybe I did something in a past life.”

      “Don’t talk like that. You’re a good man. And you deserve great love. You’ll find it—and then you can tell both Anna and Diana to take a hike.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, that’ll be a good day.”

      “It’ll happen soon.” Cheyenne winked at me. “Come on—let’s get a coffee at that nice place down the street. It’ll take your mind off everything.”

      Thank God for Cheyenne. Without her, I would’ve lost my mind. She always knew how to bring me back down to Earth.

      “I’d like that. Let me just put the file in a safe place.”

      Cheyenne nodded, waiting for me near her desk. I stuffed the file on Oliver Vaughn’s hotel development into my safe and locked it tight. No one was going to steal my marketing secrets—no matter how killer their curves were in a dress.

      Once I was ready, I walked out of my office, heading toward the elevator with Cheyenne. My brother poked his head out from his cubicle, sniffing the air.

      “I remember that scent,” he began. “Vanilla and roses. Was…Diana Fortuna here? Your ex?”

      I rolled my eyes, leaning on Nathan’s cubicle wall. “That’s right—but not for long. I kicked her out when she tried to steal a file on Oliver Vaughn.”

      Nathan snickered. “Damn, Diana hasn’t changed one bit. I’ll keep an eye out for her, though, and let you know if she comes back. I’ll make sure she doesn’t have a chance to steal anything else.”

      “Thanks, man. I owe you one.” I turned to Cheyenne. “Hey, can I talk to Nathan alone for a sec?”

      Cheyenne nodded. “Of course, I’ll meet you downstairs when you’re ready.”

      I thanked her, waiting for Cheyenne to walk off toward the elevator before I turned back to Nathan. “So…I owe you an apology.”

      Nathan raised an eyebrow. “For what?”

      “What do you mean, for what? For losing my cool on you. That wasn’t right. I’m sorry, Nathan. I know you were only trying to help.”

      “I was, but I see what you mean. Now that I think about it, I don’t think those women were right for you. Maybe you’re better off. And I promise, no more scheming. Well, unless you give me the green light.”

      “Ha, thanks. I do appreciate you trying. I just…I don’t know. I’m not sure anyone in this city wants what I want. Real love. I think everyone’s just chasing money and fame.”

      Nathan nodded, reaching for the coffee on his desk. “You could be right. This is Los Angeles, after all. A lot harder to find something real here.”

      “True. I wish…I wish for just a little while, I could lose all my money and fame. Just be a normal guy with a normal job and live in some small town. Maybe I’d have
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