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  Chapter 1
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Maya


The sun is brutal today, but I don’t mind. It fuels me. The desert heat is like a challenge, one I’m more than ready to face. I stand on top of an old pickup truck, waving my handmade sign high above my face, the words “SAVE OUR LAND” scrawled in bold red letters. Around me, the crowd is buzzing, a mix of locals and fellow activists, all united by a single cause: to stop The Oasis Hotel. 
Lena, my best friend and fellow troublemaker, sidles up next to me, her wild curls bouncing as she jumps onto the truck bed. Her hazel eyes gleam in the bright Nevada sun. “This is gonna be epic. We’ve got the media here, the locals are fired up, and I heard there’s a chance Devin Wolfe himself might show up.”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right. Devin Wolfe doesn’t do protests. He sends his minions to do the dirty work.”
Lena smirks, nudging me with her elbow. “Well, whoever shows up, we’ll be ready. This is our turf.”
Adrenaline pulses through my veins. “Damn right it is.” 
This is where I thrive—in the middle of the action, fighting for what I believe in. It’s not only about the land. It’s about standing up to billionaires like Wolfe, who think they can buy their way through anything.
As the chants grow louder, I spot a group of men watching us with curiosity and disdain. They’re dressed in dusty work clothes, blending in with the construction site behind them. 
One of them catches my eye. A towering figure stands before me, his rugged features chiseled in stone. His intense gaze looks deep into me, making my skin tingle. 
The way he carries himself, with a confident stance and broad shoulders, sets him apart from the other workers. He seems almost out of place, but there’s something utterly magnetizing about him, something dangerous that attracts me despite my better judgment.
I nod toward him. “Who’s that?” 
Lena follows my gaze and focuses her attention on him. “No idea, but he’s sure is a delightful piece of eye candy. He’s got that sexy ‘I’m in charge’ vibe, doesn’t he?”
I hop down from the truck. “Definitely. Let’s find out.”
Lena yanks my arm. “Maya, be careful. He’s hot, but he looks like trouble.”
While pushing my shoulders back, I thrust out my chest. “I live for trouble.”
I weave through the crowd, making my way toward the guy who’s now watching me with an unreadable expression. As I get closer, the air charges. I stop a few feet away from him, planting my feet firmly on the ground.
After tossing my hair back with a flick of my wrist, I put a hand on my hip. “Are you here to watch or to work?” 
He traces my curves slowly with his feverish amber eyes. “Depends. What are you here to do?”
I tilt my chin, crossing my arms. “I’m here to stop this monstrosity from destroying everything. What about you?”
He smiles, but it’s more of a smirk, like he knows something I don’t. “I’m here to ensure things go smoothly.”
My temper flares. “Smoothly? You mean smoothly for the people who intend to bulldoze this place into oblivion?”
He shrugs, not the least bit intimidated by my fire. “Sure. Something like that.”
I step closer, getting right into his statuesque face. “You realize this land is more than dirt and rocks, right? It’s a home, a sanctuary. You can’t just come in and rip it apart.”
His gaze sharpens, and a flicker of interest appears, but it’s gone as quickly as it arrived. “And you think you can stop it?”
While squaring my shoulders, I lift my chin. “I do. People like you believe they can steamroll over everyone, but you’re wrong.”
He raises an eyebrow and one corner of his male lips rise. “People like me?”
I nod, refusing to back down. “Yeah. People who think money and power give them the right to do whatever the hell they want.”
He chuckles. It’s a low, rich sound that makes my skin prickle. “You’re feisty. I like that.”
As I glare at him, my nails bite into my fists. “I didn’t come here to be liked.”
He arches a single brow and his head angles to the side. “No. You’re here to fight.”
His words bring more heat to the surrounding air. There’s an energy I struggle to pinpoint, but it’s something that goes beyond the protest and the land. It’s chemical, and it’s making my heart race in a way that has nothing to do with anger.
I step back to put some distance between us, but his gaze on me is ardent and unwavering. Lifting my chin higher, I make strong eye contact. “You don’t intimidate me.”
He places his powerful hands on his wide, masculine hips. “I didn’t intend to do that. I’d like to understand you.”
“Don’t bother.” I spin on my heel and march back toward the crowd. “Not interested.”
As I strut away, I hear him call after me, “I’ll be seeing you, Maya.”
Turning around, my mouth falls open. “How do you know my name?”
He doesn’t answer. He just stands there, watching me with a smug smile.
I face forward to continue marching back to my people. My body buzzes with emotions—curiosity, annoyance, and something else I’m unable to identify. 
Whoever he is, he’s not just another worker. He’s obviously handsome, but he’s a little too arrogant for my liking. There’s more to him, something I must decipher. But for now, I have a protest to lead. I will not let some good-looking guy with a smirk distract me from my mission.
Lena catches up to me. “So? What’s the deal with him?”
I shake my head to clear the fog in my brain. “No idea, but he’s definitely not here to help us. Keep an eye on him. His name tag says ‘David’.”
She glances back over her shoulder. “Will do. You okay?”
I avert my gaze. “Yeah. Let’s get back to work.”
But as I raise my sign and join the chants, my thoughts keep drifting back to him and his fervent gaze. Whoever he is, I have the feeling this isn’t the last I’ll see of him. And that thought excites and terrifies me.
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The heat of the confrontation still simmers in the air. This girl. Maya Lopez—she’s not what I expected. Fierce, determined, and completely unafraid to get in my face. She’s a force of nature, and while I admire it, I’m not here for that. I must gain control of this situation and tame this wild fire, and that means keeping her close. 
As the protest continues, my sight follows her, tracing her every movement. Now, she’s back on the truck, leading the crowd, her passionate voice carrying above the noise. 
While she rallies and leads the people, her wavy brown hair cascades down her back, framing her glowing skin. Her deep brown eyes flash with the fire of her cause.
Her actions should annoy me, but they intrigue me. She’s intoxicating.
Enough of this. I step forward, making my way through the throngs of protesters, ignoring the glares and murmurs that follow me. My focus is on her, and nothing else matters.
When I reach the truck, I plant myself firmly in her line of sight, waiting for her to notice me. It doesn’t take long. Her gaze finds mine, and she freezes before her alluring lips part. “Are you on a break from playing foreman?” 
I raise an eyebrow, unbothered by her dry tone. “I’m curious to see how the protest is going.”
She jumps from the truck, landing in front of me with grace that tells me she’s done this a hundred times before. “If you’re here to play nice, don’t bother. We both know how this ends.”
“We do?” I step closer, making sure she feels the heat of my presence. A scent of vanilla fills my nostrils and makes me lose my line of reasoning. I refocus on her cocoa eyes. “I’m not here to fight, Maya. Let’s talk.”
Without stepping back, she narrows her brown orbs on me. “Talk about what? How you’ll bulldoze this land and call it progress?”
While fixating on her, my heartbeat quickens. “No. Let’s discuss a solution that works for both of us.”
Her laugh is short, almost harsh. “There’s no ‘both of us’ here. There’s only you destroying this land and me saving it.”
“I’m not here to destroy anything.” Moving closer, I close the distance between us until I can smell her sweet aroma again. “I’m here to protect what matters.”
“And what matters to you?” She wants to challenge me, but the curiosity in her voice betrays her.
“You.” The word slips out before I’m able to stop it. 
Her zealous lips part and she licks them.
I’ve hit a nerve.
She recovers quickly, her mask slipping back into place. “You don’t even know me.”
“Maybe not.” The sound of my voice drops lower. “But I will.”
The air surges with a thick electric charge and neither of us says anything. We just stand there, eyes locked, a silent battle playing out.
Eventually, she ends the quietness. “What do you really want?”
“I want you to meet me tomorrow.” My tone leaves no room for argument. “Privately. Let’s discuss this without the noise and distraction.”
She hesitates, her gaze fixated on mine. Does she think I’m playing her? 
Probably, but I like the challenge.
“Why should I trust you?” Her voice is softer now, almost vulnerable.
“Because you wish to save this land, and I’m giving you a chance to achieve that. But we need to talk, just you and me.” 
My way of speaking is safe, but firm and protective.
She bites her lip. She doesn’t look like anyone who would back down, but she’s smart and knows this might be her only shot at making a real difference.
Finally, a heavy sigh emanates from her lips. “Fine. Tomorrow.”
I nod, a sense of satisfaction rolling through me. As I pivot to walk away, her gaze is on my back, so I glance over my shoulder and flash her a subtle, knowing smile. “See you tomorrow at 8 am sharp, Maya.”
She doesn’t respond, just stands there with one hand on the curve of her hip. She can watch me all she wants. Maybe she is thinking about me and what tomorrow might bring. Hope so.
As I stride away, a deep-seated need builds in me. Tomorrow, I’ll have her alone, and we’ll see how far she’s willing to go to save what matters to her. 
And she’ll discover how far I’ll go to get what I want.
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Devin


The next morning, I arrive early at the job site. The sun isn’t even fully up yet, but I don’t care. I’m not here for the sunrise; I’m here for Maya. Last night, I couldn’t stop thinking about the depth of her eyes and the way she stood her ground. I have to figure her out, get her on my side, or at least keep her from standing in my way. 
As I check the site, I make sure everything is in place for our meeting. It should be neither too formal nor too casual. I want her to feel at ease, yet understand the gravity of this matter.
I’ve barely settled into the office when my phone buzzes. It’s my assistant. “Miss Lopez is here.”
She showed up. 
Satisfaction rolls through me and I smile. “Send her in.”
The door swings open, revealing Maya in a form-fitting tank top and skirt. The tank top is a soft cream color and hugs her ample chest, while the skirt is a simple black that falls just above her knees. Her hair sits up in a neat ponytail, and a few loose strands frame her face. She exudes confidence and allure.
I stand to greet her. “Good morning. Thanks for coming.”
As she enters the room, a faint scent of vanilla and rose wafts in. It’s an intoxicating scent that adds to her aura of confidence. 
She delivers a tight smile. “Let’s get
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