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  Chapter One

  
  




Maya Brooks didn’t believe in luck. She believed in preparation.

She stood in front of the floor to ceiling window of her office on the twenty-third floor of Onyx Towers, adjusting the cuffs of her charcoal power suit. The city sprawled beneath her like a game board, one she intended to dominate. The morning sun cut through the glass, bathing her office in sharp, golden light. Everything in this space was deliberate: the minimalist desk, the single piece of abstract art on the wall, a gift from a grateful client in Tokyo, the leather chair that was the most comfortable chair she had ever sat in.

She’d earned every inch of this office. Every. Single. Inch.

Her reflection stared back at her from the window: brown skin, sleek bob perfectly styled, red lipstick sharp as a blade, killer heels that added three inches to her five-foot-six frame. She looked like a woman who ate challenges for breakfast and spit out the bones by lunch.

Good. That was the point.

Maya rolled her shoulders back, feeling the familiar tightness between her shoulder blades. She’d been grinding for ten years to get here, ten years of eighteen hour days, missed dinners, abandoned relationships, and zero apologies. She started in the mailroom with nothing but a community college degree and a chip on her shoulder the size of Manhattan. While other junior associates networked at country clubs and leaned on their Ivy League pedigrees, Maya had clawed her way up with her bare hands.

No safety net. No rich parents. No shortcuts.

Just work.

Her phone buzzed on the glass desk behind her, the vibration cutting through her thoughts like a knife. She turned, eyeing the screen.

Calendar Reminder: Board Meeting 10:00 AM Conference Room A.

Her pulse kicked up a notch. This wasn’t just any meeting.

For the past three weeks, whispers had been circulating through Onyx Towers like smoke. A Board of Directors seat was opening. One seat. The kind of position that came with power, equity, and a voice at the table where the real decisions were made. Maya had been positioning herself for this moment since she made Junior Partner two years ago.

She was ready.

Maya picked up the Italian leather portfolio from her desk, buttery soft, another trophy from a closed deal, and flipped through her notes one last time. Her fingers traced over the printed numbers like a prayer.

Client acquisitions: up thirty-two percent year over year. International contract success rate: ninety-seven percent. Revenue generation: eight figures and climbing.

Her numbers were untouchable. Flawless. Undeniable.

Magnus Sorensen, the CEO and resident Ice King of Onyx Towers, didn’t suffer fools or mediocrity. The man was a legend, brilliant, ruthless, and colder than a Viking winter. He’d built Onyx Towers into a global powerhouse through sheer force of will and an almost pathological aversion to weakness.

If there was a Board seat opening, Maya had earned it.

She deserved it.

But something nagged at her. A thorn she couldn’t quite pull out.

The rumor mill hadn’t just whispered her name.

Maya snapped the portfolio shut, jaw tightening. She wasn’t going to think about him. Not yet. Not until she had to.

She glanced at the clock on her desk: 9:50 AM.

Time to move.

Maya grabbed her phone, slipped it into her pocket, and headed for the door. Her heels clicked against the marble floor in a steady, confident rhythm. Spine straight. Chin high. Game face on.

Confidence wasn’t just a feeling, it was armor.

And Maya Brooks never went into battle without hers.


* * *


The conference room was on the executive floor, forty stories of polished marble, glass, and the kind of wealth that didn’t need to announce itself. Maya stepped off the elevator, her heels muffled by plush carpeting.

The double doors to Conference Room A stood open.

And that’s when she heard it.

Laughter. Light, musical, feminine.

Maya’s jaw tightened.

She rounded the corner and stopped just outside the doorway, her eyes landing on the scene inside. A young woman couldn’t be older than twenty-five, stood near the mahogany conference table, her cheeks flushed, her hand pressed to her chest like she’d just heard the funniest thing in the world.

And leaning against the table, arms crossed, looking like he’d stepped out of a cologne ad, was him.

Zayn Al-Fayed.

He was tall, six-two, maybe six-three, with the kind of build that suggested he didn’t work for it but had been blessed by generous genetics and a personal trainer he probably never used. His suit was dark burgundy, tailored within an inch of its life, the kind of bespoke craftsmanship that whispered old money. His dark hair was perfectly tousled, like he’d just run his fingers through it, and his smile, God, that smile, was the kind that made women forget their own names.

Maya hated that smile.

The assistant - Claire? Clara? - giggled again, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “You’re terrible,” she said, but her eyes said please keep talking.

“Terrible?” Zayn’s voice was smooth, rich, with just a hint of an accent that made every word sound like silk sliding over skin. “I’m a gentleman.”

“You’re a menace.”

“I prefer ‘charming.’”

Maya’s fingers tightened around her portfolio. She should walk in. She should interrupt this nauseating display of… whatever this was. But something kept her rooted in place, watching.

Zayn shifted slightly, the movement drawing her eyes to the way his shoulders filled out that suit jacket. Broad. Solid. The kind of frame that looked like it could pin a woman against a wall and-

Stop.

Maya blinked, her pulse kicking up. No. Absolutely not. She wasn’t doing this. Not today. Not ever.

She forced herself to move, stepping into the room with her head high and her expression neutral. Professional. Untouchable.

The assistant noticed her first, her smile faltering. “Oh, Ms. Brooks. Good morning.”

“Morning.” Maya’s voice was crisp and efficient. She didn’t slow down as she crossed to the far side of the table, setting her portfolio down with a deliberate thunk.

Zayn turned.

And just like that, the air in the room shifted.

His gaze landed on her, dark eyes sweeping over her in a way that felt far too thorough. Too slow. Like he was cataloging every detail, her suit, her heels, the way she held herself.

Maya refused to look at him directly. She pulled out a chair, sat down, and opened her portfolio like he didn’t exist.

“Maya.” His voice was warm. Too warm. “You’re early.”

“Ms. Brooks. And I’m on time,” she corrected, still not looking up. “You’re just always late.”

“Am I?” There was amusement in his tone, like this was all a game to him. “Funny, I could’ve sworn I was here first.”

“Being physically present isn’t the same as being prepared, Mr. Al-Fayed.”

“Ah.” He pushed off the table, moving with an easy grace that shouldn’t have been possible in a man that size. “You think I’m unprepared.”

“I think you’re distracting Claire from her actual job.”

The assistant flushed, mumbling something about needing to check on the AV equipment before scurrying out of the room.

And then it was just the two of them.

Maya finally looked up.

Mistake.

Zayn was closer now, standing just a few feet away, hands in his pockets, that infuriating smile still playing at the corners of his mouth. He looked… comfortable. Relaxed. Like this was just another Tuesday and not the most important meeting of their careers.

“You know,” he said, his voice dropping slightly, “you don’t have to treat everyone like the enemy, Maya.”

Her pulse spiked. She forced it down. “I don’t.”

“No?” He tilted his head, studying her. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“Maybe you’re just used to people falling at your feet.”

“Is that what you think I want?” His eyes held hers, something unreadable flickering in their depths. “For you to fall? To be at my feet.”

Heat crawled up Maya’s neck. Her body betrayed her, a flush spreading across her skin that had nothing to do with anger and everything to do with the way he was looking at her. Like he could see right through the armor she wore. Like he knew.

She hated it. Hated him. Hated the way her body leaned forward slightly, like it wanted to be closer to him without her permission.

“What I think,” Maya said, her voice steady despite the hammering of her heart, “is that you should take your seat. Magnus will be here any minute.”

Zayn’s smile widened. “Yes, ma’am.”

He moved to the opposite side of the table, pulling out a chair with maddening ease, and sat down. He didn’t open a portfolio. Didn’t pull out notes. He just leaned back, one arm draped over the back of his chair, looking for all the world like a man who’d already won.

Maya dug her nails into her palm beneath the table.

Focus.

This was just another negotiation. Another deal. Another opponent.

The fact that her body had other ideas. Irrelevant.

She was here to win.


* * *


The door opened.

Maya’s spine went rigid, her attention snapping to the entrance.

Magnus Sorensen walked in like he owned the building. Which, technically, he did.

The CEO of Onyx Towers was a force of nature wrapped in a three, piece suit. Tall, broad, shouldered, with silver threading through his blonde hair and a jawline that could cut glass. His presence filled the room instantly, sucking the air out like a vacuum. Even after two years of working under him, Maya still felt the instinctive urge to sit up straighter.

Everyone did.

Magnus didn’t smile. He rarely smiled. But as he moved to the head of the table, setting down a slim leather folder, Maya caught something different in his expression. A softness around the edges. A barely perceptible ease in the set of his shoulders.

Gabrielle.

The engagement had been the shock of the century six months ago. Magnus Sorensen, the Ice King himself, had fallen. Hard. The entire office had buzzed with speculation for weeks. But the man who stood before them now, while still intimidating as hell, had… thawed. Just a fraction.

It was unsettling.

“Good morning.” Magnus’s voice was a low rumble, the kind that demanded attention without asking for it.

“Good morning,” Maya and Zayn replied in unison.

Maya’s jaw tightened. She refused to glance at Zayn.

Magnus settled into his chair, his cool blue eyes sweeping over them both. He didn’t waste time with pleasantries. He never did.

“This year has been exceptional.” He opened the folder, pulling out a single sheet of paper. “Revenue is up forty-three percent. We’ve secured contracts in six new international markets. Our client retention rate is the highest it’s been in a decade.”

Maya’s pulse quickened. She knew these numbers. She’d made half of these numbers.

“This success,” Magnus continued, his gaze shifting between them, “is due in large part to the competition and resourcefulness within this company. Specifically, from the two of you.”

Her breath caught.

Two of you.

The words landed like a punch to the sternum.

Across the table, Zayn didn’t move. Didn’t react. But Maya felt it, the shift in the air. The sudden sharpening of focus.

Magnus leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him. “Brooks. Al-Fayed. You’ve outperformed every other partner this year. Your numbers are untouchable. Your execution…flawless.”

Pride surged through Maya’s chest, hot and fierce. She’d worked for this. Bled for this.

But Magnus wasn’t finished.

“Which is why,” he said, his tone maddeningly even, “I’m offering one of you a seat on the Board of Directors.”

The room went silent.

Maya’s heart stopped. Then slammed into overdrive.

A Board seat.

It was real. It was happening. This was the moment she’d been clawing toward for ten years. The culmination of every sacrifice, every late night, every relationship she’d torched in the name of ambition.

One of you.

Her stomach twisted.

Not her. Not automatically. One of them.

She forced herself to breathe. To stay still. To keep her expression neutral even as her mind raced.

Magnus’s gaze flicked to her, then to Zayn. “But I’m not simply handing it over. You’ll compete for it.”

Of course. Of course he’d make them fight for it.

“There’s a client,” Magnus continued, pulling a second sheet from the folder and sliding it across the table. “Hollis Wade. Billionaire. Conservative. Family values. He’s expanding his portfolio into international real estate and needs a firm to manage the acquisitions. He’s in Las Vegas this weekend for a private gala. Invite only.”

Maya’s eyes dropped to the paper. The numbers were staggering. This wasn’t just a client. This was a whale. The kind of account that could define a career.

“You’ll both attend,” Magnus said. “You’ll pitch him. You’ll close him. Whoever signs Hollis Wade gets the Board seat.”

Her fingers pressed flat against the table, nails biting into the polished wood.

This was it.

The game.

The fight.

Maya’s mind was already moving, calculating, thinking of strategies. She could do this. She could win this. Hollis Wade was conservative, traditional, he’d respect her professionalism, her discipline, her no nonsense approach. Zayn’s charm wouldn’t work on a man like that.

She had the edge.

“You’ll leave tomorrow morning,” Magnus added. “The gala is Friday night. You have seventy-two hours.”

“Understood,” Maya said, her voice steady. Strong.

Across the table, Zayn leaned forward slightly, his forearms resting on the mahogany. “Just to clarify,” he said, and there was something dangerous in his tone now. Something sharp beneath the smooth exterior. “This is winner takes all?”

Magnus’s expression didn’t change. “Yes.”

“And the loser?”

“Stays a Partner.”

The words hung in the air like a guillotine blade.

Maya’s throat tightened. She’d fought too hard to stay where she was. This wasn’t just about moving up. It was about not being left behind.

“Any questions?” Magnus asked.

“No,” Maya said immediately.

Zayn’s eyes slid to her, dark and unreadable. “No,” he echoed.

Magnus nodded once, standing. “Good. I’ll have the details sent to your offices within the hour. Don’t disappoint me.”

He gathered his folder and walked out, the door clicking shut behind him.

And just like that, the room exploded with tension.

Maya exhaled slowly, her heart hammering against her ribs. Her hands were shaking, just barely, but enough that she had to press them flat against the table to steady them.

Seventy-two hours.

Las Vegas.

Zayn Al-Fayed standing between her and everything she’d ever wanted.

She finally looked up.

Zayn was already watching her.


* * *


For a moment, neither of them moved.

The silence stretched between them like a live wire, crackling with everything unsaid. Maya could hear her own heartbeat in her ears, a steady thump, thump, thump that matched the pulse of adrenaline flooding her veins.

Zayn broke first.

He stood slowly, pushing back from the table with an easy grace that made her want to throw something at him. He moved around the edge of the conference table, closing the distance between them with deliberate, measured steps.

Maya forced herself to stay seated. To not give him the satisfaction of seeing her retreat.

He stopped a few feet away, hands sliding into his pockets. That maddening smile was back, but there was something different about it now. Sharper. More dangerous.

“Well,” he said, his voice low and smooth, “this should be interesting.”

Maya closed her portfolio with a sharp snap. “Interesting isn’t the word I’d use.”

“No?” He tilted his head, studying her. “What word would you use?”

“Inevitable.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Confident.”

“Realistic.” She stood now, refusing to let him tower over her even if he had six inches on her. She met his gaze head-on, her chin lifted. “I’m going to win, Zayn.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Because you work harder?” His tone was light, almost teasing, but there was an edge beneath it. “Because you stay later? Skip lunch? Sacrifice everything for the job?”

Her jaw tightened. “Because I’m better.”

“Hmm.” He took a step closer.

Maya’s breath hitched. She hated that. Hated the way her body responded to his proximity, the heat that crawled up her spine, the way her pulse kicked into overdrive, the sudden awareness of how broad his shoulders were, how his cologne smelled like sandalwood and something darker, something that made her want to lean in and-

Stop, Maya!

She forced herself to hold her ground. “Is there something you wanted, Zayn? Or are you just here to waste my time?”

“I wanted to make sure we’re on the same page.”

“We’re not on the same page. We’re not even in the same book.”

His smile widened. “You’re right. You’re in a thriller. I’m in a romance.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“I’m not laughing.” He took another step, and now there was barely a foot of space between them. Close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his dark eyes. Close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off his body. “I’m just wondering why you’re so angry.”

“I’m not-”

“You are.” His voice dropped, quiet and intimate, like they were the only two people in the world. “You’ve been angry since the moment I walked into this company two years ago.”

“That’s not-”

“It is.” He leaned in slightly, and Maya’s breath caught. “You know what I think?”

“I don’t care what you think.”

“I think,” he continued, ignoring her, “you’re angry because you can’t figure me out. You’ve built your entire career on outworking everyone, out-grinding them, out-sacrificing them. And then I show up, and I don’t play by your little rules. I don’t work eighty hour weeks. I don’t skip meals. I don’t treat every interaction like a war.”

“Because you don’t have to.” The words came out sharper than she intended, laced with something she didn’t want to name. “You were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. You’ve never had to fight for anything.”

Something flickered in his eyes. Something that looked almost like disappointment.

“You think you know me,” he said quietly.

“I know enough.”

“Do you?” He held her gaze, and for a moment, the charm dropped. The mask slipped. And underneath it was something raw. Something real. “You know what, Maya? You’re right. I didn’t grow up poor. I didn’t struggle. But don’t mistake comfort for ease. And don’t mistake my refusal to burn myself out for lack of ambition.”

Her throat tightened. She didn’t know what to say to that. Didn’t know how to respond when he looked at her like that, like he could see straight through every defense she’d built.

“This is business,” she said finally, her voice steadier than she felt. “Not personal.”

“Everything’s personal.” He straightened, the distance between them suddenly feeling too close and not close enough all at once. “But if you want to pretend it’s not, fine. We’ll play it your way.”

“Good.”

“Good.” He turned, heading for the door.

Maya exhaled, tension draining from her shoulders. She’d won. She’d held her ground. She’d-

Zayn paused in the doorway, glancing back over his shoulder.

“One more thing,” he said, and that smile was back. The one that made her want to scream. “Pack something nice for Vegas. Hollis Wade’s gala is black-tie.”

“I know how to dress, Zayn.”

“Oh, I know you do.” His gaze dragged over her slowly, deliberately, in a way that made heat pool low in her stomach. “I’m just saying… it’s going to be a long weekend. You might want to bring something comfortable too. For when we’re not working.”

“We’ll always be working.”

“If you say so.” He winked, actually winked, and walked out, leaving her standing alone in the conference room.

Maya’s hands were shaking again.

But this time it wasn’t from nerves.

It was from the white, hot fury burning through her veins. Fury at him. Fury at Magnus for pitting them against each other. Fury at herself for the way her body had responded when Zayn leaned in close.

She grabbed her portfolio and stormed toward the door, her heels striking the floor like gunshots.

Seventy-two hours in Vegas.

With him.

She was going to destroy Zayn Al-Fayed.

And she was going to enjoy every second of it.


* * *


Zayn Al-Fayed didn’t believe in wasting opportunities.

He sat in the cream leather seat of the private jet, one ankle crossed over his knee, a glass of whiskey in his hand even though it wasn’t yet noon. The flight attendant, Jessica, according to her name tag, leaned against the bar cart, laughing at something he’d said. He couldn’t remember what. It didn’t matter.

“You’re terrible,” she said, tucking a strand of auburn hair behind her ear.

Zayn smiled. “So I’ve been told.”

“I bet you have.” Her eyes lingered on him a beat too long, the kind of look that used to mean something. The kind of look that used to lead somewhere.

Now it just felt… empty.

He took a sip of his whiskey, letting the burn slide down his throat, and glanced toward the open cabin door. The tarmac stretched out beyond, sleek and gray under the morning sun. Any minute now she’d arrive.

Maya.

His pulse kicked up just thinking her name.

Jessica was still talking, something about a layover in Paris, a bartender, a missed connection, but Zayn’s attention had already drifted. He made appropriate sounds at appropriate intervals, his mouth curving into a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

He’d perfected this years ago. The art of looking engaged while being completely detached. It was a survival skill in his world, one he’d learned young. Smile. Nod. Make them feel seen. It didn’t cost him anything, and it kept things smooth.

But when it came to Maya Brooks?

There was nothing smooth about the way she made him feel.

Movement at the cabin door caught his eye.

Zayn straightened slightly, his gaze sharpening.

A driver in a black suit appeared first, gesturing toward the jet. And then she stepped into view.

Maya.

The air shifted.

She wore a navy pantsuit that fit her like a second skin, her sleek bob catching the sunlight. She moved with precision, her rolling suitcase in one hand, a leather tote slung over her shoulder. Even from this distance, he could see the set of her jaw, the focus in her eyes.

She was early. Of course she was.

Zayn’s mouth curved into a slow smile.

She’d probably planned to have the jet to herself. To spread out her notes, build her strategy, fortify her walls before he had a chance to slip through the cracks. That was so very Maya. Always preparing. Always three steps ahead.

Except this time, he’d gotten here first.

Jessica said something, he had no idea what, and he murmured a polite response, his eyes never leaving the woman climbing the jet stairs.

Maya stepped into the cabin, and the moment she saw him, she stopped.

Her entire
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