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Chapter 1: The Unopened Letter
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I woke up in a bed that wasn't mine, in a room that smelled like money and restraint. My first thought was, I have to piss like a racehorse.

Classy, Maya. Really classy.

My second thought was the silence—not peaceful, but heavy, as if it were listening back. I pushed myself up on shaky elbows, the sheets—Egyptian cotton, probably, though I wouldn't know the difference—sliding down my bare arms. I was still wearing the T-shirt and sweatpants Cole had tossed at me last night after essentially abducting me from my life. They smelled like him: clean laundry with something darker, like leather and ozone after a storm.

The room was vast. High ceilings and floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a slice of gray New York morning sky. Everything was rendered in shades of gray, charcoal, and black—minimalist and cold; it looked like a magazine spread for "Billionaire Bachelor Pad" or "Where Emotion Goes to Die."

My bladder insisted. I swung my legs out, my feet sinking into a rug so thick it swallowed my ankles. I padded to the en-suite bathroom. I remembered from last night. It, too, was enormous. Marble everywhere. A shower big enough for a small party. I relieved myself, washed my hands, and avoided my reflection. I looked like hell: pale, with dark circles under my eyes and hair a wild mess. This was the girl Cole Maddox had caught in his tidal wave.

When I came out, I went straight for the bedroom door. The handle was cool under my palm. I turned it.

It didn't budge.

I jiggled it. Pulled. Pushed.

Nothing.

A lock. On the outside.

My heart did a frantic stutter-skip, like it was tripping over its feet. I leaned my forehead against the cool wood. Okay. Don't panic. He said it was for safety. The Syndicate. The Vipers. Blah blah blah. But a lock on the outside of my door wasn't safety. It was a cage.

I took a deep breath that didn't quite fill my lungs. I turned and surveyed the room. There had to be another way out. The windows? I walked over, my socks silent on the thick rug. The view was dizzying. We were high up—fifty stories, maybe more. The city sprawled below, tiny and impersonal. The windows didn't open. Of course. A safety feature. Or a prisoner feature.

I was trapped.

A knock on the door made me jump about a foot in the air.

"Miss? Are you awake?" A male voice, not Cole's. Younger. Softer.

I didn't answer. What was I supposed to say? Help! I am being held against my will in a luxury penthouse.

The lock clicked. The door opened.

A man, perhaps in his late twenties, stood there, built like a linebacker who'd discovered yoga. He had close-cropped dark hair, friendly brown eyes, and a stance that suggested he could break me in half without sweating. The tray he held released the scent of coffee and bacon, and my stomach growled traitorously.

"Morning," he said, a friendly smile gracing his lips but not reaching his eyes. "I'm Leo. Cole's... associate brought you breakfast."

He stepped into the room, giving me a wide berth, and set the tray on a low table by a sofa I hadn't even noticed. My gaze flickered to the door, which remained open.

"The lock," I said, my voice raspy from sleep.

"Protocol," Leo said easily. "Cole's orders: when he's not here, the door stays locked. For your protection."

"From what? The boogeyman?"

"From anyone who might want to use you to get to him." Leo's gaze was steady. "It's not personal."

"It feels pretty fucking personal."

He just shrugged. "Coffee's hot. There’re toast, eggs, and bacon. Fruit, if you're into that. The bathroom's through there. The closet's through that other door—Cole had some things brought over for you, and they should be your size."

I stared at him. "He bought me clothes?"

"He figured you'd want something besides what you slept in," Leo said, heading for the door. "I'll be right outside. If you need anything, just shout. And don't try the windows; they're reinforced. You'd break your hand before you cracked the glass."

And with that cheerful warning, he left. The lock clicked again.

I stood there for a full minute, just breathing, before going to the tray. The coffee, in a heavy ceramic mug, was perfect: rich and dark, with just a hint of sweetness. Of course, it was; everything here felt meticulously controlled.

Starving, I ate. The food was incredible, and I hated how good it tasted. Afterward, I explored the closet. It was a walk-in, bigger than my entire old apartment, and it was full: dresses, jeans, sweaters, lingerie with tags still on, all in my size. How did he even know my size? The thought made my skin prickle: he'd looked, assessed, and taken mental notes.

I found a pair of soft black leggings and a long-sleeved gray tee—simple. I dressed, avoiding the lacy things that felt like a promise I hadn't made. I used the bathroom, brushing my teeth with a new toothbrush still in its package. When I was done, I went to the door and knocked.

Leo opened it almost immediately. "Yeah?"

"I want to see the rest of the place."

He considered me, clearly weighing the request. Cole hadn't forbidden it.

"So?"

"So, follow me. Don't touch anything you shouldn't. Don't try to run. It'll just be embarrassing for both of us."

I followed him into a hallway. Wide, dark wood floors stretched beneath modern art, each piece likely worth more than my lifetime's earnings. The penthouse was immense: an open-plan living area with its insane windows, a kitchen fit for a restaurant, a formal dining room, a study with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and a media room. A closed door likely led to Cole's bedroom suite. Further on, I spotted a gym, a sauna, and a terrace that wrapped around two sides of
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