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Dedication


To my husband, Craig, of course.
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IN THE VEIN OF MISSION Impossible, one man who dabbles in espionage takes on a security-systems testing job, only to be thwarted by the woman in charge. But though bad boy Quinn believes he can easily overcome the prim and proper Maggie, he learns she has a spine of steel. 

––––––––
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GQ—AKA QUINN—IS THE last man on the planet Magdalene Walsh should consider getting involved with; after all, he freely admits he’s trying to steal her security program, the one that would be the pinnacle of her career. He’s made no bones about the fact that she is a job to him, one that’s worth millions. So Maggie has no reason to believe someone else is out to get her program—at any cost. Her family turned on her in her youth, forcing her to live on the streets. Trust is at an all-time low; betrayal is the foundation upon which her life is built. Maggie is pretty savvy when it comes to human nature... but while her head tells her GQ must be lying, her gut says he’s not. 

Ten years working Military Intelligence has put Quinn Goodman in some compromising positions, including some Secret Ops that have cost innocent lives. He’s eager to put the past behind him and work for his former Commanding Officer in a NYC private security firm, mixing in some espionage on the side. His first mission should be rather routine—break into the target’s penthouse under the guise of testing her new security system but sabotage it while he’s there. However, a deadly team of assassins is also on the case, putting Quinn in another precarious position where an innocent's life is endangered. How do you save the life of the one person who's driving you nuts?
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Chapter 1
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THREE MINUTES UNTIL the break in. Three. Only one hundred eighty seconds. T minus one seventy-nine, one seventy-eight.... Maggie stared at the front door to her penthouse, watching, listening. He’d already gotten past the front desk staff. Neutralized some of the security cameras. Evaded others. If he made it into her home—

If he made it in—

Maggie spun away from the foyer. Looked outside, down the twenty-nine stories into the lamp-lit city streets. No cops. No sirens. No gawkers. 

The living room clock clicked forward one minute. Maggie nibbled her thumb nail, eased to the front door again. 

No sounds of lock-picking. No footsteps.

Nothing. Nada. Zilch.

How could the City That Never Sleeps be so deathly quiet, when her life was about to forever change? One way or another, all hell was about to break loose.

She tied a ribbon on the last of fifteen shrink-wrapped bakery sacks and threaded her business card to it, the homemade maple fudge the most overwhelming scent in the bag right now. Twice per week she baked for prospective clients, and right now she yearned for distraction. 

Another minute ticked past. So close... so close.

She grabbed her laptop, moved the sprawling spider plant and eased down in her overstuffed chair to scan through her security cameras one last time, watching, seeking, finding nothing. 

The clock clicked. Her kitchen timer beeped. She glanced over. Midnight.

He didn’t make it inside.

This was it, then.

Maggie stood up and placed her laptop on the end table under the plant. She forced herself to cross to her media center in the living room, her finger hovering over the arrow button on her CD player.

Hovering.

It should be easy to press it. Just reach out and push it. But the meaning behind it, the momentousness, halted her.

She looked at the console table filled with pictures. One was Pixel, aka Pixie-boy, aka Pixel Perfect Puffernut, the Miniature Poodle she was forced to leave behind as a teenager when her life fell apart. The rest of the frames held before and after pictures she had taken of homeless youths within a five-block radius of her home, kids she had helped. 

Pushing this button meant everything she knew was about to change; not only her financial status and LLC company, but also her ability to help countless other runaways... and did she mention her financial status?

Magdalene Walsh, as of this moment, was now a multimillionaire. 

She had gone from being acknowledged to being noticed.

Still that finger hovered. Shook. For the first time in a very long time, Maggie wished she had close friends, someone to be here, standing in her living room, celebrating the moment her life was about to begin. 

But no one understood what she’d been through; no one she knew went from rags to riches to rags and clawed their way back up to riches again. People either whipped or worshipped her—nothing in between. Her stepfather hadn’t wanted her lower-middle-class childhood friends playing in his mansion, and after she ran away, her new, upper-class peers had wanted nothing to do with her and her tarnished reputation. 

She took a deep breath. Allowed herself to rejoice. She had done it. Done it. Now she could renovate at least two more empty buildings into halfway homes for runaways, could help put maybe twelve—hell, who was she kidding, twelve hundred!—kids each year through trade or private school instead of her usual three.

No one should have to live the life she did. If anyone understood the streets and what it took to get there, it was Maggie.  She’d do this for them, then.

So she pressed the button. The church bell beginning of AC/DC’s Hells Bells filled her home, apropos for the midnight deadline. She counted four, five tolls before the music started. Maggie needed to blow off steam. Deserved it. Who the hell would blame her? She inhaled a fortifying breath and squared her shoulders before she cranked up the volume, deciding not to care in this most life-changing moment if she woke every tenant in the building. 

She had done it! Beaten the system tester!

Feeling a cat-got-the-canary smile curl her lips as her favorite victory song filled the air, Maggie strode to her bar and jimmied the cork out of her champagne. With a pop it came out, spilling foam like dry ice along her counter, and she poured a healthy splash into her awaiting flute.

It really, really happened! A tentative laugh bubbled up inside her to match the ones bubbling in her glass and on the glossy oak finish. Tears filled her eyes for a second before she dashed them away. She would not cry when she should be dancing! Her foot tapped along to the cymbals filling the air. “I really, really, did it.” She tipped down the beverage, savoring the sweet effervescent flavor of success with eyes closed, just long enough to pretend she didn’t have a mess to clean up.

Her feet stamped in rapid succession and she giggled in her glee, then she tossed back her head and laughed. Before the carbonation ruined the counter’s finish, Maggie set down her glass and headed to the kitchen to clean up the spill. Caught in the moment, Maggie began playing air guitar as the drum rhythm picked up. She snatched up a dish cloth and pretended to play chords, hopping on one foot with the other heel jacked out in front of her just like those 80s rock stars that she and her mom used to listen to.

The skin along her shoulders prickled like she was being watched; Maggie whirled to face the strange man standing there and heard an unprofessional squeak come out of her mouth. Where the hell did he come from? Her heart raced, but she composed herself and smiled at the shadowy interloper as she reached and offered her glass in a mock salute. Over the music she yelled, “Nice try, but the deadline was midnight. I win.”

Didn’t stop her from grumbling that he made it in, though, and she steadfastly refused to round the corner and look at the front door. How had he picked so many top-quality locks in under two minutes? She knew she hadn’t turned up her security system to full throttle—because she was stubborn and proud to a fault—but even at only forty percent, he shouldn’t have gotten in. Maggie’s brain swirled. Maybe it was the champagne.

He strode closer, and Maggie felt her pulse quiver under his predatory gaze for the briefest of seconds before squelching it down. He was here to explain what went wrong, of course, what thwarted his efforts. What would it be? Slow taxi? Train derailment? Protestors detaining him outside of the fur and leather store? She knew it would be something lame that had nothing to do with her top-notch system.

Too bad, so sad.

He uttered no noise, just stepped closer, into the warm pool of light from her table lamps. Black-brown hair matched his eyes, and his jaw was square, hard, unyielding, outlined by a razor-thin high-maintenance goatee and beard. His skin was tanned or olive, his ancestry such a combination of melting pot that his stock must have been on low simmer for several generations. He was bigger than she thought he would be, with broad shoulders and incredibly muscular arms. Ropy veins snaked up them and moved when he flexed his hands. She assumed they would have sent a smaller man, someone with a physique designed to contort into small spaces, not this ripped and cut specimen before her.

He looked like a bad boy, a cross between a sin and a felony.

He was the kind of guy she liked.

The kind that tasted like danger, risk, and sweet revenge.

The kind she swore off.

For eternity.

It didn’t help that AC/DC’s lead singer Brian Johnson just threatened to take her to hell. 

Was this man going to get her?

Hells Bells, indeed.

She liked her gatecrasher’s defined brow, though. Dirt marred that same feature, and grease or some-such streaked up his tattooed arm to his elbow, but she figured he would try to come up the elevator shaft. It was the only available route, and after all, a five-hundred-thousand-dollar paycheck was on the line for him.

He stopped when he was about four feet away, and Maggie felt her skin heat as his eyes lasered her up and down. She knew that move, the one intended to label her as property. It used to work when she was a rebellious teenager, but no longer. The drumbeat pounded against her chest, made her head swim and her body sway. It had to be the music. She straightened her back and shoulders and said over the blaring guitars, “You may tell your boss to expect me first thing in the morning to pay for your services.”

He merely met her eyes, then his chin lowered an increment.

Damn, he was hot. She wondered what his tattoo was, and if he had more.

Maggie spun away with a silent condemning growl of self-loathing and stalked back to her CD player and jabbed the stop button. In the deafening silence she glanced at the front door and saw the chain was still up. He hadn’t come in through the front door. The Persian carpet must have snagged her heel in that moment, because she had to grab the console table. The 3 x 5 photo of Eduardo Santiago, her newest teenager case, wobbled.

He hadn’t come in through the front door! Did he take the balcony slider off its track? Smash a window? No, she would have heard. Ceiling? Couldn’t check now; couldn’t let him know he had the upper hand.

Maggie strolled back and grabbed another flute from behind the bar. She shoved her glasses higher up her nose and noticed she managed to keep her hands from shaking as she poured him a glass. “You should be happy. Not that you lost, but that I’ve proven Donjon Securities can make a practically-impenetrable building, and all without a single weapon.” Emphasis on practically. That rankled, but she refused to let on.

His lips curled a fraction as he accepted the drink.

The lack of speech was another favored move: intimidate your quarry to make them more amenable. Good luck, she thought. She slicked her hand over her hair, making sure after her impromptu jamming session that no ripples ruined the smoothness leading to her bun. No way would she look less than her best, especially after he caught her off-guard.

Especially now that she was a multimillionaire with lives to save.

She realized as she patted her ‘do that he might mistake her actions for flirting, so she cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. She rounded the counter and took another sip. “I watched you on closed-circuit earlier. You did a good job of neutralizing most of the cameras, but a lot are hidden. The front desk staff noticed you lurking, and the police would have been notified twenty minutes ago had I not intervened. And had I not entered the override code, the elevator would have been shut down, and the stairs barred. You wouldn’t have gotten up had I not let you. And you still missed the deadline.” She couldn’t resist reminding him of that itty-bitty crucial detail.

Those black eyes of his bored into hers. “Why in God’s name would you make it easier for me?”

She liked his voice. She assumed—by his looks—that he’d have a Bronx accent, but it was more like Long Island, or perhaps Upstate. Maggie felt herself shrug. “Because in the real world, people are most likely going to try to slip into off-limits areas during business hours, when doors are opened, people are coming and going, etc. When offices are closed, the system is on full lockdown, but not during the day, and that’s the level I’m testing it for, which is about forty percent.”

He downed his drink and took another step closer—inches too close for strangers. She wanted to claw him to regain her personal space. 

“You’ve very proud of yourself, aren’t you?”

It wasn’t said in anger; in fact, the timbre of his voice rather soothed her. It was like he was amazed that she could have such deep feelings of accomplishment. “Of course. This took years to perfect.”

“Perfect? If it were perfect, I wouldn’t have gotten in.”

She felt something flash in her eyes, maybe even her soul, something to warn him not to tread on dangerous ground. This setup was designed to test the abilities of her prototype; should he fail—which he did, sort of—a multi-building deal would ensue. Her system had been selected as the one that would safeguard bio-chems from the terrorists of the world, and she had no intention of letting product like that be compromised. Magdalene Walsh, CEO of Donjon Securities, LLC, was officially government bound.  

If he had lived with death threats during his childhood, perhaps he would have gone into the same field. At least she hadn’t resorted to weapons, knives, she shivered... guns. “And what about you?” she charged. “Are you happy when you’re able to break into someone’s home?”

He did smile then, but it was cold, emotionless. “When I get what I want.”

The statement made Maggie take an involuntary step back. This was not a comment she expected from a man hired to test security systems. “This building is a vault. With every system at full power, no one gets in or out. You were destined to lose.”

He advanced one step, maintaining the closeness, eyes locked on hers. “I don’t like losing.”

“Neither do I,” she snapped, reclaiming her vacated space. 

They remained there, immobile, until Maggie couldn’t take it anymore. She slammed her drink on the bar, almost clipping the edge and chipping the base. She raised her chin and glared, determined to end his stint of unlawful entry. “Thank you for all your efforts. I will certainly put in a good word with your boss. He did say he was sending his best, and I believe an inferior system would have failed miserably under your skill. May I show you out now?” 

He didn’t move for the barest of seconds, just long enough to make Maggie doubt his intentions. The lyrics from Hells Bells kept replaying in her head; she wanted this as her victory song because of the “take no prisoners” line, but right now, Maggie felt shackled and flogged. Her heart stuttered along in her chest, reminding her of the allure of the types of men she had foresworn. But then a ghost of a smile tugged his lips, and he dipped his head once more without ever letting his gaze leave hers.

Her stomach quivered.

“I know the way out.”

“Why don’t you go out the way you came in?”

He stared at her, but then he smirked, and Maggie was hard-pressed not to smack him. “Time for your jammies, Princess.” Those long legs strode across the Brazilian hardwoods, the Persian carpet, then into the marble entryway. He opened her locks and closed the door tight behind himself.

Maggie ran over and yanked open the door to slam it closed once more; her own little editorial comment. But then she fumbled with the knob and chain as quietly as possible before opening it once more. Peeking through the gap of the chain’s reach, she watched him stride down the carpeted hallway, his gait hard, angry. Apparently Mr. Hotness wasn’t used to being challenged by chicks such as herself.

He had a great butt. Great shoulders. Hair to grip onto and never let go. By the way he moved, she knew he would be fantastic in bed. 

Hells Bells!

Pissed at the direction of her thoughts—and that he turned the corner and was out of view—Maggie clicked the door shut and tumbled all the locks back into place. She took a moment to lean against the door, eyes adrift. Definitely not to fantasize about him. No. She was simply tired from the emotional drain of testing her security system. 

She went back and started the music again, turning down the volume. It picked right up where it left off, mentioning shivers up and down her spine. 

Maybe Satan really was gonna get her. 

How the hell had he gotten inside?

Well, there was only one way to find out. Time to start tearing the house apart. 
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Chapter 2
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A WOMAN. QUINN SHOVED his fingers through his hair as he strode down the carpeted hallway to the stairs. His boss never mentioned he’d be compromising a woman. And not just any woman, but a regular Marian the Librarian. She had to be the head of that new security company that the local news was buzzing about; what did she call it? Donjon Securities. Why else call in the big guns?

It shouldn’t have mattered to him, but it did. Midnight, and the woman still had her brown hair up in a giant bun so tight to her skull it looked like her hair had been spray painted in place. She wore a white short-sleeved button-up and a straight black skirt that hugged her hips so snugly he figured she walked with little scissor-steps. 

And the glasses... could ever a woman look cuter? Or more severe? And what was with the air guitar? She went from a free spirit to frost queen in a millisecond. 

He figured few people saw the rock star side of her; he had startled her and was therefore rewarded with ice eyes and chilled speech.

He set his jaw. Didn’t matter. Quinn would never see her again after today. Ever. As he raced down the stairs, he wondered why she was alone in her apartment the day she was testing the security system. Shouldn’t she have been surrounded by friends and family? Why was she celebrating alone?

Unless, he realized, she didn’t want to be embarrassed when he found the flaw in her system, which he knew he would. It was a skill he had acquired young and now he exploited it for cold, hard cash. Quinn gritted his teeth when he realized her career was now circling the bowl, heading straight for the sewers. That’s life, he told himself, not that he liked what he’d done to her. It was only a job. A really high-paying job. He patted his front jeans pocket where he had tucked his flash drive, the one he copied her computer programs onto. Still there.  

Perhaps the woman was selling to another company? Then, it wouldn’t matter if he revealed the flaws. If not, though, this mission would devastate her. Ruin her credibility forever. She wouldn’t even get an IT job after this.

He told himself a woman as good-looking as her must have a boyfriend, so let that man take care of her. He was sure she could earn all sorts of forgiveness on her knees.

Unless she was single. Then, she’d be ruined.

She’d be fine, he insisted. It was just a job, one she hired someone to do.

Quinn’s feet flew down the last flight of stairs, but he figured it would only be a matter of minutes before the Vault Princess realized he’d been in her apartment longer than she thought. If she went back to her computer and noticed any unauthorized activity, she would—

Red lights flashed over the basement door the very second he yanked it open. He had deliberately overshot the main lobby, knowing they’d expect him there. So he slipped into the utility room, removed his Swiss army knife and unscrewed the vent grill to slide in.

It was a little tight. Time to cut back on the protein drinks. A few more pounds, and that young upstart he cold-cocked trying to break into the elevator to the woman’s penthouse would be usurping all the high-paying gigs. 

That realization motivated him as he continued to shimmy his way through until he intersected the sewers, where he grabbed an overhead pipe and lowered himself feet first to the city sludge. He dropped down, adjusted a dial on his watch, and followed the GPS signal on the small screen. He would take this down to the subway, verify his loot, phone in his success, then get cleaned up. The CIA might still keep tabs on him, but right now, he was doing exactly what he was getting paid to do. They, especially, should understand that.

Getting situated and settled with civilian life was his priority right now. He retired from Military Intelligence and a promising CIA career after what they did to Nicole, then he packed away his incendiary training along with most of his spy gear to take on mundane systems-testing jobs. Now all he wanted to do was kick up his heels in some sand on a lonely white beach, away from innocent people caught up as pawns in government warfare. He’d seen enough betrayal, lies and bloodshed for two lifetimes, and felt no remorse shutting the door on the last ten years of his career. 

Yeah. He felt his blood pressure drop with the promise of a fresh start. 

It better be a fresh start.

He thought of the Librarian and her angry brown eyes.

He patted his pocket to make sure the drive was still there. He knew how much this job was worth to the Vault Princess, but it was worth far more to him.

To him, this job was the beginning of a new life. 
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Chapter 3
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MAGGIE WAS NOT SURPRISED to hear her cell phone vibrate at 12:09 AM and smiled when she saw her savior’s name appear. She’d missed two of his calls already. Oops. It was just like Hector to remember every important detail about her life, and had he not lived two commuter trains and a tunnel away, she knew he’d have been here. She set down her champagne and swiped through the screen saver of one of the few photos she had of her old dog, Pixel, smiling as she answered. “Hey, Hector.”

“There you are. How’s my two-hundred-million-dollar babe?”

Maggie sauntered around her living room, grinning broader. “Your two-hundred-million-dollar babe is great. Thanks for asking. Sorry I missed you; phone was on vibrate.”

He made a sniff of acknowledgement. “When you’re a billionaire, don’t forget the people who helped you get where you are.”

“I won’t. Especially the man named Hector Gutierrez, who said I should never pay anything back, but always pay it forward.”

“Oh, sure. You never listen to a word I say, and that’s what you remember?”

She grinned. “Right down to the date and time.”

“And don’t you dare go spending it on any more of your charity cases, you hear?”

“I don’t do this for me; I do it for them.”

He ignored her. “I want you to do something fabulous, something that will rocket you into the upper one percent.”

She pretended to be affronted. “Is that all I am to you? A paycheck?”

He chuckled. “Maggie, I look at you, I see dollar signs. Can’t help it.”

She laughed, remembering the day he offered to take a chance on her, a lesson she took to heart. “Guess you’ve got great instincts, huh?”

“How did the testing go?”

Maggie shrugged and finally wiped the spilled champagne off the counter. “He just left a few seconds ago.”

Incredulity laced Hector’s words, and his voice rose really high. “He got in?”

“I, well, yeah, but....”

“Mags.” An edict. “What happened? Did you have every system at full strength?”

“No,” she shook her head, hung the wet rag over the bar faucet. “Of course not. I tested it at forty percent.”

“Rules and regulations?”

“Integrity and pride.”

He chuckled. “That’s the Mags I know and love.”

She smiled. Hector had one love, and it wasn’t even human.

“So how did he get in?”

Maggie tossed her hands in the air. “I don’t know, Hec. I was just about to toss my apartment, looking for signs of forced entry.” 

“Focus, Maggie.”

She pressed her lips together and yanked open her front closet door, snagging the cardboard tube and bringing it back to her kitchen table. “I am.” She shook out the blueprints of the building and rolled them open. “I combed every square inch of every floor before I installed a single wire, and there is no way in other than the front door, the balcony door, or smashing a window. Granted, I was cranking my victory music, so it’s possible he unlocked it while I couldn’t hear, but...”

“Victory music?”

“Hells Bells. It was loud enough to rouse Satan.”

He chuckled. “What’s that old saying? You can take the rock star off the street, but you can’t take the rock star out of the CEO?” 

Maggie pulled the phone away from her ear to stare at the screen. “Are you drinking?”

“Did I get the saying wrong?”

“They might say it that way in the parallel universe.”

“Maybe that’s where I heard it.”

Now it was Maggie’s turn. “Hector?”

“Yes?”

“Focus. Do you think I missed something? Or was I too busy celebrating to hear him come in after the deadline?”

She heard him yawn. “I don’t know, but I have full faith that you’ll figure it out.”

He was a typical guy that way, and though part of her loved the trust he placed in her, the other part wanted him to help her analyze every nuance. “Thanks.” For nuthin’.

“You’re welcome.” She heard him take and exhale a sleepy sigh. “Gotta hit the hay. Wall Street never rests, you know.”

“Surprised you stayed up this late.”

“For my favorite peep? You bet.”

Maggie smiled again. If he and his cousin Elsa hadn’t rescued Maggie from the streets, her life might have ended long ago. Those two had changed her life forever, and she would never forget that. Even though she was not particularly close to her—especially after she had once insinuated that Maggie was trying to rob Hector blind—she said, “Give my love to Elsa.” 

“That’s gross,” he said. “Give it yourself. I spoke with her yesterday, and she said she hadn’t talked to you in a month. Call her in the morning.”

Wryly, Maggie looked at her clock and said, “It is morning.” 

“Don’t you dare. She’ll wring your neck.”

A chuckle. “Fine. I’ll call her when I get back from signing my government contract. Should only take a few days. You know how much it’s worth?” she bantered.

“Oh, I don’t know; two-hundred-million dollars?”

She affected her best game show voice. “Two... hundred... million dollars.”

“’Atta girl. Try to get some sleep. You got a big, expensive, life-altering week ahead of you. No pressure.” 

“Give my love to Wall Street.”

“Ah, Wall Street. She’s a fickle one, but someday I’ll seduce the secrets right out of her.” He gave her a smoochy kiss and disconnected the call.

Yeah, it was getting late, Maggie realized as she looked at the clock again. 

But then her gaze lowered to the blueprints spread out and curling on her table. Nah, she should review her security cameras instead of the blueprints. One camera overlooked the front door, one the balcony, two the hallway, and one her room. 

First, she wanted to lock down her system for the night. She went into her bedroom to pop the flash drive out of her desktop computer, where she had uploaded some pictures of her first patents to sell on eBay. As soon as she reached for the mouse, though, she realized it was moved. She clicked on Activity and saw someone had been on her computer nineteen minutes ago! What was she doing nineteen minutes earlier? Her fingers clenched the chair back, and her heartbeat kicked up a dozen notches. No. Impossible. She knew she had been pacing in front of her door. How the hell had he gotten in, let alone into her bedroom, sight unseen? She shoved off from the chair and spun in her room, scanning wildly. The door hadn’t been forced. Windows were still locked. Walls intact. Carpet unmoved. The same. It was all the same. Nothing was out of place here.

Everything important on her computer was encrypted, and one would need the USB keycard to login to Donjon, but still. Had her intruder attempted to download her security program? Even then, the end user would need the keycard and be at one of the three locations on this planet that were allowable, which included the lobby of this apartment building, the deli across from her office, and the one place she never wanted to visit ever again. And all three of those locations were programmed by latitude, longitude and altitude. If any were off by a foot, it wouldn’t boot up.

Didn’t mean she wanted that information out loose in the world, though. Who’s to say a supercomputer couldn’t hack into it?

The keycard was still in the USB port in back; she clicked on the “remove hardware” link and tugged the item free. Had the desktop been moved out of the room and then returned?

No. She forced herself to believe everything was fine.

No point being stupid about it though; she snatched her phone and activated the security for the building. With a sigh of satisfaction, Maggie listened to the stairwell doors seal shut and knew the alarm lights flashed over each one. The monitor at the front desk should blink from white to red in warning, and within two seconds her phone rang. She pressed the talk button. “I met the guy testing the system. He left here less than a minute ago. He’s about six-three, brown hair, brown eyes, razor-thin beard and goatee, dressed all in black. I want him cornered, so let’s see how good this guy really is.”

The girl at the front desk seemed flustered, and frankly, so was Maggie. It was the first time she’d had to activate this, and she hated the fact. “I don’t see him.”

“Check your lobby cameras to see if he’s already out of the building. I’ll check the stairwell ones. If he shows up, put everything at full power. I want to watch him sweat.”

While she traced the perp’s path down each flight, Maggie took the flash drive from her computer and opened the secret compartment in her one-of-a-kind lipstick display unit and made sure the other keycards were still hidden inside. It was the perfect hiding place: men would never understand the value of the perfect shade of red, and women rarely shared lipstick. She activated the hidden compartment and saw the two were safely ensconced in the bottom, nestled right up against her first driver’s license. She added the last one and snapped it shut, the seam invisible.  

They were safe, for now.

She was able to watch the man on footage from the hidden cameras mounted up underneath the stairs. Everyone assumed the domed lights over each door were her cameras, but in reality, it was the small metal square resembling a brace and strategically mounted under a rung that allowed her to do her best surveillance. He had overshot the lobby and went straight to the basement. She phoned the front desk. “Send security to the basement. He made it there two minutes ago.”

“On it.”

A quiver of excitement skittered along her stomach, and Maggie couldn’t believe how it made her feel. A man had broken into her apartment. Gotten to her computer. Breached her files. Compromised her career. 

She should be pissed. Or terrified. 

Instead, all Maggie could think was, Game on.
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Chapter 4
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IN A CITY THAT THRIVED on subterranean passage, Quinn was amazed that so many perfect offices could be made down here from all the abandoned offshoots in the old subway station. He walked to the back of the half-full platform and eased near the unmarked utility door. He swiped his keycard while none of the waiting-to-board passengers watched and entered through the rusty door. Behind was a brick tunnel, and a hundred yards down from that was his own private chamber. As a teen, he had stolen a card from a city worker on a dare from a friend, then hacked into the city’s computer system. When he found a wing of unused chambers, he made them all “disappear” from the map. Quinn had kept one chamber as his own hideaway for almost fifteen years, and as his need for a secret lair for his job surfaced, to the subway he went.  

His new boss and former Commanding Officer Captain Dax had given him the facts for this case... mostly. He said to intercept the man hired to break into the building to test the security system and assume the role. Check. That he would be expected in the penthouse by the deadline of midnight. Check. That the mission was to copy the programs on her C drive. He’d been doing just that while the Librarian fretted his unlawful entry three rooms away.

He’d had to carefully inspect her bedroom before that last check. The woman was tidy—scratch that—OCD to a fault. He had even been tempted to toss a quarter on her bed just to see if it would bounce.

He used to love the uptight ones, loved to break down their walls, get in.

Not anymore.

He had his own reasons for pushing people away. Now, he’d take a warm heart and willing thighs any day over an ice princess. Nope, never mind—he was done seeking women for long-term companionship. Not after the CIA “persuaded” Nicole to break up with him before they promoted him from his illustrious Military Intelligence career.  He’d just come home from a double-cross in the desert only to lose the love of his life. For now, he’d stick to bar hook-ups and whatever other opportunity crossed his path.

He felt the vibration as the subway train rumbled past on the express rail, heard the familiar rattle of the fixtures and plink of water drops from leaky pipes as he reached for his door handle.

He actually had a “real” office now, with his new boss at DSC, but Quinn liked the privacy this one offered and really didn’t want Dax knowing where he spent his free time. He tugged on the overhead chain, and the fluorescent light fixture spilled its flickering luminescence down the gray cinder blocks onto his workspace. An old table and wooden chair on the wall opposite the door held three computer monitors and assorted electronic devices. Boxes of electronic miscellanea hunkered underneath, but above, a veritable stash of what he called his Mission Impossible gadgets, at least, the ones he didn’t pack away. Next to the makeshift desk, a card table and one folding chair. An opened box of granola bars rested on top. The full mattress had been wedged into the corner, the sheets rumpled from his last rest stop. Only the near side of the bed was accessible. He had built a tiny wall at the foot of the bed to allow a crossbar so he could hang clothes. It sufficed as a layover from mission to mission and granted him access to the city’s core when he needed it.  

He usually didn’t stay here longer than an hour or three; he’d noticed he tended to flashback to his prison stint when he loitered in this room. Regardless of the passage of time, some memories were better left alone.

Most of his should be packed up and sealed away.

As a former military man, Quinn’s boss, Dax, like many others, had gone into private security after his retirement, and when Quinn had left his position, his former CO contacted him before the ink was even dry on his end-of-tour papers. Dax had been involved in secret ops, Black Ops, “never happened” ops, and he had taught Quinn the tricks of the trade right from day one. 

Although Quinn embraced the opportunity to work again with the man who had taught him his career skills, it did not escape his notice that Dax came to him, not the other way around. Yes, the Captain maintained his military connections, so Quinn wasn’t surprised at the job offer, but now, especially now, he took no chances. As much as Quinn liked Dax, he didn’t want to get into another backstabbing situation, so he was taking preventive measures these days. First day filling out W2 forms in Dax’s office, Quinn hid a bug. Or, in this case, a two-inch, stainless steel, undetectable, hexagon-headed bolt.

Quinn sat in his rickety wooden chair and prepared to open up the fresh copies on his flash drive. All he had to do was run a decrypting program, and her deepest secrets would be revealed. So he plugged the drive into his computer and sat upright when it immediately booted up, showing him all the files. “The Vault Princess has no security on her C drive?” Was she insane? Or that supremely confident on the very date of the system testing? He shook his head. No one should ever be that secure, or that careless. 

One file labeled “Family pix” roused a moment’s curiosity. He clicked on it and skimmed through a few photos without really looking at them. He clicked on another labeled “eBay items 4 sale” and found some picture frames and a small dog statue for sale. The woman was an idiot for leaving her computer booted up and ready for hacking.

He moved to the pièce de résistance: the Donjon Security file. He was shocked, then, to find it completely and utterly blank.

He started up the decryption program, but it wouldn’t even recognize the file. He tried a few different methods, but nothing worked.

A dummy file. Or encrypted beyond his abilities to hack.

Instead of being irritated, he smiled, finding his respect for the woman growing. Corporate espionage wasn’t the job for everyone, which is why he went to the highest bidder. The girl was no newbie, then. 

He shut down, removed the flash drive and set it off to the side. It was after 12:30; he needed to report in. He booted up his interoffice computer, and Dax’s image instantly appeared on the monitor. Quinn could see the metal shelving unit in the background behind his boss, the one where he had “installed” the bolt, although it was too far away to see if it was still there. Dax’s first words were, “Did you get it?”

Instead of answering, Quinn raised an eyebrow at his CO. “Would this target happen to be the really irritating client you were glad you didn’t take on?”

Dax grumbled, and Quinn smiled when the man’s lips snarled at the memory his words provoked. “Never had a woman butt heads with me before.”

“I spent two minutes with her. She was so tightly wound that if she were a guitar string, she would have snapped by now.”

“She saw you?”

“She’s going to pay me tomorrow for my services.” He offered a patronizing smile.

But Dax hammered, “Did you get it?”

Quinn wasn’t sure why he said, “She was at her computer; I couldn’t access it.”

A huff. “Go back in and get the program files, G.Q. I told you this is a mission, not a test.”

“May I ask what you want with the file?”

“You want to piss away five million dollars?”

He thought one was a decent increase.... “Five? Why so much?”

Dax didn’t answer.

“That’s over four times my upper rate.”

“Your point?”

Quinn hesitated a second. “Is this some kind of bonus? Extra incentive to not return to M.I.?”

“It’s the set fee. Are you aborting?”

Five mil would go a long way towards rectifying the wrong he had committed, atone for that Military Intelligence Op where innocent people died under his command. Although he couldn’t bring back their loved ones, he would at least be able to offset the income lost by their untimely deaths. Quinn didn’t want to meet anyone’s eyes when he thought about how he didn’t know his orders involved collateral damage, but he would not break eye contact now. “No, Captain, I’m not. I’ll give her time to fall asleep, then break back in.”  

Without a word, his boss’ computer screen went dark. But then curiosity got the better of him, and Quinn booted up the copied flash drive again. He saw recent newspaper photos of the Vault Princess shaking hands with someone he didn’t know, another one of her in a classroom, bending over a student’s desk, obviously deep into her instruction. An entire folder labeled “Homeless” held pictures of twenty or so kids, unwashed, unkempt. What the fuck? Then pictures of real estate, five or six empty buildings. Ah, he understood. She probably owned the buildings and these were the street punks vandalizing them with graffiti.  

She probably wanted all those poor kids imprisoned. What a bitch.

He scrolled through until he found one that had to be her as a little girl, cuddling a black mop that looked like a Poodle puppy.

She had been a cute little girl. Happy. Probably giggling in the photo.

Miles and miles away from the frosty Vault Princess he met with incriminating photos of children wronging her.

Didn’t matter, Quinn reminded himself. He shut down the drive and tossed it into the garbage. Time for Plan B. He rummaged through his M.I. gadgets and pulled out his prototype government-issue heat-sensing goggles and the best portable decryption device he owned, downside being he had to hook it up to her server. He hadn’t been gone that long; she might still be awake, but he knew the perfect place to spy on her. 

He made his way back topside, kept her building a block to his left as he made his way uptown. He needed to stall for time, so he went into an all-night diner and loaded up on cholesterol, starch, and caffeine. Bought a newspaper from the rack and saw his team won last night. A good omen. Checked his watch and saw almost two hours had passed. Time to move.

Outside, a few streetwalkers catcalled to him, and a bum raised his hand for coin. Quinn peeled off a fiver and handed it to the man before rounding the corner and walking into his building of choice. He made his way to the utility door and jimmied the lock to the rooftop across from his mark’s penthouse. 

He crossed to the knee wall, goggles donned, and scanned her penthouse for her, finally finding her at her computer. “Damn, these things rock,” he whispered. Wait. Had she dropped her head to the desk in frustration, or was she really asleep at her desk? He waited as she finally got up from her laptop, watched through the plaster of her walls as the Vault Princess walked around her room. A few minutes later, it looked like she removed a watch or bracelet, then she walked over and squatted down before what had to be the hidden safe. He focused on the layout of her home and thought he now knew where to find it.

He watched as her hands went to her head, and soon a hot cloud encircled her neck and shoulders. He squinted, not sure of what he was seeing, then realized she had let her hair down. Heat pockets flowed around her, and he gaped at the length of her hair.

He felt himself respond to her, and he looked down at his groin. “Buddy, are you barking up the wrong tree.” Long hair was a definite turn-on for him, but not enough to compensate for her personality. Fleetingly, he wondered what she thought of beards. 

He growled at himself, remembering how Nicole had loved his. He hadn’t been able to shave it off after the breakup. It was soft now, but a pain in the ass to maintain.

And then he remembered how Nicole would have lost her life had she stayed with him.

Damn it all. No company should have that much power over a man, and he hated that the government did. When she hadn’t returned his phone calls that day, Quinn went to her house. The place had been tossed. Red paint or blood on the walls said, “Leave or die,” and he could practically smell her terror in the air. He raced through her home calling for her, but her roommate, Trish, came over from a neighbor’s house, crying, and told him she was gone. Said a long black car with four men in black suits flashed badges at her and told her she had to leave. Told Trish to butt out, that it was government business and she better not interfere. 

Trish pointed to the dining room, and Quinn felt the hair at his nape stand up.

A carving knife, stabbed into her favorite picture of them at the pier, was pinned to the dining room table. The words “End it” had been carved over his chest next to her, with black Xs over his eyes. 

He had yanked out the knife and stomped into the kitchen to return the blade, only to find a dead white dove on the counter. He felt himself pale. Nicole was his gentle dove, a name he called her when they were intimate. Nicole didn’t know what he did for a living. She didn’t know that innocent people had died because of him, or that he played the marionette to string-yankers. She didn’t know that he could escape almost any room, create a bomb with rubbing alcohol and a cherry twig, find creative ways to get people to talk. All she knew was that he worked for the government on “contracts,” and that he had a really nice home and car.

Either her home had been bugged, or some goons had interrogated her, which would have terrified her to no end. Both possibilities had made him equally rage and quail. He had stabbed his fingers into his hair as he spun in place. Forget that they broke into her home. He didn’t want to lose her, didn’t want another life to end because of his choices, his job. But losing Nicole was a non-healing wound. He hadn’t been able to find her. Her family and friends wouldn’t speak to him. Phone stopped working.  

He had no intention of caring that much for another human being again. 

That included his new sister.

He lowered the goggles, looked away from his mark for a moment while his eyes cleared and refocused. He would blame the humidity for foggy lenses, but not even Quinn would buy his own lie.

Damn his mom for stepping out. And damn Lidia Calders for insisting they get to know one another.

Lifting the goggles again, Quinn watched the Vault Princess walk to her bedroom, past the kitchen, where she apparently didn’t know about the dumbwaiter, his secret entrance. He could see by the cold blackness of it that it ran through most of the skyscraper’s height. 

He smiled a little when he realized he knew a bit more about security than the librarian in charge, thanks to a fortuitous interview with an ancient man who once lived in that building ninety years prior. 

By watching her heat signature, he could tell she tossed off her clothes, then dropped into bed. Perfect. In thirty minutes, he was going to be back in her bedroom—penthouse, he corrected—doing whatever it took to get into her computer and the program files he needed to get on with his new life.
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Chapter 5
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STARING AT THE VAULT Princess asleep in her bed had yielded nothing beyond the fact he had no interest in completing this mission. He didn’t like the unknown details of the assignment. Didn’t trust the hike in pay. Or that it was a mission and not a job. Liked it even less now that he’d met the woman behind the gig. Security testing wasn’t about stealing; it was about proving or disproving the potential for it to happen. It was the top selling point of working security—no harm, no foul to others. Straight work, nothing more. 

Sure, he could toss a towel over her head, tie her up and drag her out of the bedroom to access her desktop, but nowhere in his directives was he to overtake his mark. Besides, Quinn had no stomach for abusing an innocent human.

His soul couldn’t handle any more atoning. 

That, and Quinn thought she looked adorable with her hair down, which definitely conflicted with his mission.

It conflicted so much, he remained mesmerized, merely watching her with his night-vision goggles. How could a woman be so frigid, yet look so warm when asleep? What kind of god did this to a man?

Idiot.

With a rueful shake of his head, Quinn eased out of her doorway. He hadn’t been able to pull the information off her C drive earlier, so it might not even be there— a fabrication he told himself to justify leaving her bedroom. Perhaps she downloaded the program and locked up the file in her safe. Or maybe it was on her laptop, instead.

He crept down her carpeted hallway to her hidden safe, which her heat signature had been so kind to point out to him. Really, how many people kneel before a blank wall? It took him a few minutes to find the hidden catch, but the wall swung open on silent hinges. Taped inside was a note saying, “Congratulations. You’ve found the safe, but can you get in?” 

Damn, the V. P. was cocky.

That had been the original contract she hired out for: break into both the top floor and safe. Dax, however, wanted to secretly copy the program, not enjoy the glory.

What the hell was her security program going to protect?

With one last peek down the hallway to her room, Quinn took out his stethoscope and began listening for the clicks. Come on, baby, you can do it, open for papa, he mentally chanted, coaxing the metallic beast to bend to his will. 

He missed the last number multiple times and had to start over. Was his game that off, or did the V.P. really pick out a fantastic safe? He double-checked the door; it looked like a FirePro. Please, God, don’t let it be an Imperial!

One more peek down the hall. Nothing. Missions past were always into empty buildings, not homes, and the added pressure both stressed and exhilarated him. 

Click. He finally let the air into his lungs and eased open the heavy FirePro door, now expecting to find a hearty note of congratulations from the V.P. on his tenacity, but nothing. She really was cocky, he decided. 

Inside he found stacks of bills, jewelry. But the safe’s contents weren’t what he came for. He needed the flash drive. Or perhaps the detachable hard drive. CD. DVD. Whatever she had saved the program on. Anyone who had the temerity to start her own security company wouldn’t upload the program to the Cloud, so she had to have saved it somewhere. The question was, where would the infernal woman put something worth two hundred million dollars if not a hidden vault?

He found himself smiling again. What a pain in the ass this woman was. He had half a mind to wake her up and ask her. 

Too bad he left his Magnum in his subway lab.

He’d just have to think outside the box. It had to be here somewhere. 

He leaned around the corner and peered into her bedroom once more. He could still see her breathing through the crack of the door. So he got up and eased her laptop off the desk and decided he needed time to rummage. He padded into the pantry, back the way he came. Even in here, a place no one looked, it was tidy. Obsessively so. The canned food was arranged alphabetically by size. Same with the fruit. And the condiments. He shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve got to see this woman’s sock drawer,” he muttered. He drew the door closed behind him and pushed on the far wall. The shelf unit unlatched and the shelves swung toward him, revealing the old dumbwaiter that had been paneled over but never removed.

Too bad V.P. didn’t do all her research. This building had been equipped with a dumbwaiter during Prohibition. Alcohol had been hidden and transported up and down this building for years. 

Just like he had transported himself.

He crawled into the small crate-like elevator and lowered himself about five feet before he booted up her computer to start delving. She had to have her secrets here somewhere.

Everyone had secrets. 

––––––––
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NOWHERE. NOT ONLY HAD he gotten nowhere with her laptop, but he would have to report to his boss that the mission was a failure, something he had rarely had to admit as a professional and not a great start on his first assignment. Normally this wouldn’t bother him, but failing on this particular mission meant he wouldn’t be able to atone for his past.

He didn’t want to be haunted by his shortcomings any longer. 

And he refused to be outsmarted by a girl. 

Especially one as annoyingly cute as that little Marian the Librarian.

He hoisted himself back up to her floor, returned her laptop to her desk and managed to get back into the dumbwaiter just as her alarm clock went off. He grabbed onto the cable, ready to lower himself down the shaft, when he decided to wait and listen instead. What did the Vault Princess do every morning? Why an alarm?

He heard her go into a room and close the door, then heard the shower run. 
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