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No One Should Be Alone

Chapter 1
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New Year’s Eve, 2001

The powers that be at the current administration decided having the CIA host a New Year’s Eve ball in the Dolley Madison Room at the Madison Arms was an ideal way to extend the holiday spirit to the various intelligence agencies.

“I’m so excited, Quinton,” Susan Burkhart, my date for the evening, enthused. She slid her hand through arm and leaned her cheek against my shoulder. Susan worked at Justice, and we had a number of things in common, which made it convenient if either of us needed an escort to one of the parties, dinners, or embassy balls we were required to attend. Such as tonight’s affair.

“Surely you’ve been to the Dolley Madison Room before?”

“Yes, of course, but never when all the intelligence agencies were going to be represented. Don’t you find it exciting?” She rushed on before I could say a word. “I mean you’re an assistant to Undersecretary Sinclair, which is fine, but we’re actually going to see spies!”

I kept my amusement hidden. Susan had no idea my position as assistant to the undersecretary was merely my cover. I’d been working for the CIA as one of their top officers for the past ten years. However, I wasn’t ready to share that information with her at this time.

We entered the lobby, which was still decorated with pine swags and Christmas trees, and I took her wrap from her shoulders, checked it, and put the chit in the breast pocket of my tux. “Shall we see who’s already arrived?”

I cupped her elbow in my hand and urged her toward the curving staircase rather than the bank of elevators. We climbed to the second floor and made our way to the Dolley Madison Room.

And of course the first person I saw was Mark Vincent, senior special agent of the Washington Bureau of Intelligence and Security—the most notorious agency in the intelligence community. He was casually chatting with a lovely brunette who actually towered over him in her six-inch stilettos.

“I wouldn’t wear heels that high.” Susan sniffed. “They’re not attractive in the least. As for that gown...”

“I think she carries off the look rather well.”

“You’re a man.” She sniffed again. “It’s not surprising you would.”

A man I recognized strolled up to us. “Hello, Susan.”

“Hello, Mitchell.” She turned to me. “Quinton, this is Mitchell McVey. We work together.”

“McVey.” The man was one of my neighbors in Alexandria. “Your wife isn’t with you tonight?”

“Barbara’s visiting the ladies’ room.” He gave a smug smile. “Pregnant ladies have that issue, although a bachelor such as yourself is most likely unaware of that.”

I ignored his comment. I might be a bachelor, but I wasn’t living in the Dark Ages. “Congratulations.”

“You know Mitchell, Quinton?” Susan not only seemed surprised, she didn’t seem happy with the knowledge.

“I live across the street from him,” McVey said before I could answer. He turned to me. “I thought I’d ask Susan if she’d care to dance until my wife gets back. If you have no objection?”

“None at all.” I turned to Susan. “Susan?”

“I’d love to. You’re an excellent dancer, Mitchell, and I know Barb won’t mind.”

“Shall I get you a Cosmopolitan?” I asked her.

“Yes, please.” She took McVey’s arm, and he led her onto the dancefloor.

Before I headed for the bar, I glanced toward where Vincent had been standing, startled to see another brunet at his side, this one with his arm round Vincent’s waist. He said something, and the WBIS agent grinned down at him, nodded to the woman, and whisked the young man off to the dancefloor, where they began dancing the merengue.

Well. I hadn’t expected that. Oh, I was fully aware Vincent was gay—the man saw no reason to conceal his sexuality—but to flaunt it in front of every person of importance...

Trevor Wallace, the man who ran the WBIS, approached the leggy brunette and murmured something, to which they both glanced in Vincent’s direction and laughed. He took her hand, and they strolled onto the dancefloor. I couldn’t resist watching. For someone most likely old enough to be her father, he cut an energetic rug.

After a few whirls around the floor, the two couples came close enough to switch partners. I bit back a chuckle.

No one was going to say anything about Mark Vincent dancing with a man when his boss appeared comfortable doing the same.

It would be nice if I could dance with another man, but I had to conceal my sexuality. The CIA wasn’t as relaxed as the WBIS.

I shook myself out of my introspection and hurried to the bar before Susan returned. She wouldn’t be pleased if I didn’t have her drink ready for her.

* * * *
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McVey was dancing with his wife, so Susan stayed by my side, all the while gazing around the room avidly.

“Do you think that distinguished man over there is a spy?” she asked, her voice breathless.

“I’m sorry, I have no idea.”

“Humph.”

“What do you think about that man?” I pointed discretely toward Vincent.

“Really, Quinton. Anyone can see he’s a total nonentity.”

I choked back a laugh. She seriously thought so?

Fortunately, she disregarded the WBIS agent. “What about that man?”

“I haven’t seen him before.” He could very well be a new agent or officer, but I had no intention of admitting I knew any spies. I did find it interesting Susan didn’t seem to be at all willing to entertain the possibility some of the women attending this ball might also be agents.

My lack of knowledge led to her becoming bored, so when Langdon, one of my colleagues from State, approached to ask for a dance, she hurried off with him, no doubt hoping he would reveal who was who.

That was how I came to be alone propping up the wall when the tall brunette joined me. “Mr. Mann.”

“I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“No, but Mark pointed you out to me.”

“Mark?” Surely she didn’t mean—

“Vincent.”

I couldn’t help blinking at her, unsure if I should take this as a compliment or not. “Is he your date?”

She burst into husky laughter. “Not in the least. We’re...old acquaintances.”

“I see.”

“I’m without a partner just now, and I was wondering if you’d care to waltz with me?”

“I’d be delighted, Ms....?”

“Call me Gabriella.”

I gave a slight bow and offered her my arm. I didn’t know if she was a party girl or had accompanied one of the men—or women—here as their date, but in either case it hardly mattered. My parents had raised me to be courteous to all women. Which could be one of the reasons I hadn’t told Susan our relationship would go no further than friendship.

Once we were on the dancefloor, she stepped into my arms, and we began to glide across the floor. “I hope you don’t think it was too forward of me to ask you to dance.”

“Not in the least. I’m flattered. Although I must say I’m surprised.”

“Why? You’re an attractive man, and you’re a very smooth dancer.” She leaned down. “I’ve been watching you.”

“Have you? Should I be alarmed?”

Her laughter trilled out. “May I tell you the truth?”

“Please do.”

“I’m here to persuade you to reveal all your secrets.”

It was my turn to laugh. “I can’t imagine why you’d think I had any secrets.”

“Everyone does, Mr. Mann.”

“Call me Quinton.”

“Quinton,” she repeated.

“As I was about to say, Gabriella, you can try, but I assure you I don’t. I’m just an ordinary assistant to Undersecretary Sinclair.” The music changed to a Latin beat. “Would you care to continue?”

“I’d love too. You are an excellent dancer.”

“Thank you. May I say the same to you?”

“So charming,” she murmured, and she smiled when in spite of myself, I blushed. I wasn’t used to hearing myself referred to in that manner.

I returned her smile, though, twirled her into a spin, and we began to rumba.

* * * *
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The band eventually stopped to take a break. “May I get you a drink?” I asked.

“Thank you, I’d like that.” She took my arm, and we strolled over to the bar. “I’ll have a Blood and Sand, if you please?” she murmured.

Before I could wave over the bartender, however, Susan approached. “Quinton.” Icicles dripped from her voice, and she sank her nails into my forearm.

Gabrielle released my arm and stepped back.

“Susan.” I pried her fingers from my arm. “May I introduce Gabriella?”

“Hello.” Susan ran a disdainful glance from Gabriella’s sequined heels to the ink-black cap of curls that covered her head.

Gabriella gave her a nod. “Miss Burkhart.”

“That’s Ms.”

“Of course.” Gabriella turned to me. “Never mind about that drink, Quinton. I see my date is looking for me.” She held out her hand. “It’s been a pleasure.” She said in a teasing tone, “Perhaps next time I’ll wheedle out your secrets.”

I laughed, brought her hand to my lips, and pressed a light kiss to it.

Now it was Gabriella’s turn to run a glance over Susan. “You might want to keep him close, Ms. Burkhart. You don’t want to lose him. He’s an excellent dancer. Good night. Happy New Year.” She leaned close as if to brush a kiss across my cheek but instead whispered, “Not to sound catty, but you can do better, Mr. Mann.”

And then she was gone, gliding across the room to join a man I hadn’t seen before.

“Perhaps next time?” Susan jerked my arm. “What was the meaning of that?” she demanded. “Are you going to see her again?”

“No.”

She scowled at me, and I raised an eyebrow.

“Really, Susan. I had no objection to you dancing with another man—a number of other men. Why do you object when I dance with another woman?”

“Dancing is one thing. Dear God, why are men so blind? I could see she wanted more than that from you. Why couldn’t you?”

“Perhaps because she wanted nothing of the kind from me.” I’d never come so close to losing my patience with her.

Susan stared at me, her mouth agape. “I...I...”

Fortunately, the band returned just then, and the M.C. hopped onto the bandstand and announced the countdown to the New Year.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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New Year’s Day, 2002

This had turned out to be a decent end to a year that was only so/so. I’d gotten my customary bonuses and commendations from the WBIS—the Washington Bureau of Intelligence and Security—and an additional six weeks of vacation time in the bank. That made almost seventy-five weeks now, and one of these days I might actually get around to using them.

In an unusual turn of events, I was in the States this holiday season and decided to take advantage of it. I climbed into the Oscar de la Renta monkey suit The Boss—and yeah, that was in all caps. He was that kind of boss—insisted I buy, fiddled with the bow tie until it was perfect, and shot the cuffs, making sure I looked good enough to eat. Most of the time I didn’t think dumb thoughts like that, but that particular day I was pleased with myself and with life and the world in general.

And since I didn’t have to leave the country on assignment until January 2, all I had to do was decide how I wanted to ring in the New Year—with Portuguese, French, or Italian for dinner, a redhead, blond, or brunet for bed.

I wound up spending New Year’s Eve with a good friend who happened to be a rent boy. He told me up front he wasn’t accepting a penny from me, so I took him to dinner at Raphael’s, a newish Italian restaurant that was making quite a name for itself for its mouth-watering food and equally mouth-watering waitstaff, who were strictly off limits. But they gave excellent service and were worth the twenty percent tip automatically added to the bill, so I generally gave them an extra ten percent. Then we’d gone dancing at the Dolley Madison Room, where the CIA had apparently lost their collective minds and decided to host a New Year’s Eve ball for the intelligence community. WBIS agents were there, and even Mr. Wallace put in an appearance, dancing first with Granger, our resident crossdresser, and then with my friend Paul before he left.

Quinton Mann was also there, and he had a skinny woman clinging to his arm.

“Talk about a waste,” I muttered, forgetting Granger was at my side just then, sipping a Coke and pretending it was a Cuba Libre

“What?”

“Quinton Mann.”

“Where?”

I pointed him out.

“Hmm. I thought he would have been taller.”

“Don’t let his height fool you.” Or his poor taste in women. “The man’s good.”

“Really?” Granger gave me an interested look.

I gave him a brief rundown of what had happened at the Wyman Brothers warehouse on the Patapsco River a year and a half ago.

“Ah, I remember now.” She—when Granger wore a dress, I found it easier to refer to him as a “she”—glanced from Mann back to me. “Why don’t you ask him to dance?”

“He’s straight.”

“So is The Boss, but he danced with me and your friend.”

Fortunately, Paul bounced up to me just then. “Come waltz with me, Mark.”

“Sure. I’ll see you later, Gabi.”

“Oh, you can bet on it.”

“What was that about?” Paul asked.

“Nothing.”

Being a smart rent boy, he let it go.

And I, being a smart special agent, made sure to keep my distance from Mann. I’d had a couple of glasses of champagne before I realized he was there—champagne did crazy things to my libido. As I’d told Granger, Mann was straight. No sense in walking in temptation’s path.

* * * *
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After the ball dropped, I brought Paul up to the room I’d booked earlier that evening—I never took anyone to my apartment in Forest Heights. Usually a room at the Madison Arms for New Year’s Eve would be impossible to get, but the man who worked the front desk owed me a favor, so Paul and I would stay there for what remained of the night, have breakfast in bed courtesy of Room Service, and then I’d drive him home.

Paul stood for a moment studying the room’s amenities, then sauntered up to me and curled an arm around my neck. “Very nice, babe. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” I ran a palm over the firm curve of his butt. It would be enjoyable to spend the first hours of the New Year with him on such a luxurious bed, especially since Paul refused to accept money for his time; he deserved it.

* * * *
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We’d had an amazing breakfast—Paul had done the ordering, which was why we’d wound up having the Continental breakfast with viennoiserie, and herb and cheese omelets—then finished a third round of sex, and Paul cuddled up against my side.

“What time is it?” he asked drowsily. “Do we have time for more before we have to check out?” He licked a nipple, and I hummed with pleasure—the boy did have a talented mouth.

“Hold that thought, sunshine.” I leaned up on an elbow to peer at the clock on the night table near my side of the bed.

“Mark.” There was protest in his tone, and I dropped a soothing kiss on his midnight-black hair.

“It’s almost eleven,” I told him.

“A.m. or p.m?”

“A.m.”

“Oh crap.” He shot up in bed, suddenly wide awake. “I’ve got to get going.”

“Is Sweets going to be pissed at you?”

“Nah.” He chuckled. “He’ll have other things on his mind. Did I tell you he’s dating a computer geek who troubleshoots for half the intelligence agencies in DC?”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yeah. The guy dresses like the ultimate geek, but he’s got clearances up the yin yang.”

I wondered if I could recruit him to the WBIS.

“I think it’s love.”

“Huh? Oh, Sweets and his troubleshooter? How so?”

“We’re having a meeting at noon to discuss shutting down the business.”

“Ah.” That was a smart move—things could get dangerous in their line of work. I’d mentioned it to them before, but I’d never pushed. Their lives, their choice.

“Yeah. So I have to scoot.”

“What will you do?”

“You remember Tim told us to go back to school?” He swung his legs over the side of the bed, revealing a smooth, sleek back.

“I remember you telling me about Tim.” The former rent boy hadn’t been their pimp—he went out every night just like they did—but he’d run the group of boys, made sure they had high-end clients, and saw to it they invested their earnings in more than designer-label clothes, expensive haircuts, and high-priced toys. As a result, they each had a decent nest egg.

“Yep. Sweets and I wound up taking courses at the local community college. So I have my nursing license.” He rose to begin gathering up his clothes. He had a pretty gorgeous ass, too. “And Sweets has that degree in accounting. He wants to work for a firm that does income taxes during the tax season.”

“Are you sure you have enough money to tide you over?”

He came back to me and kissed my cheek. “We’ll be fine.”

“Well, if you run short, contact me. I’ll float you a loan.”

“Thanks, babe.”

“Any—” My cell phone rang, and I recognized the ringtone as The Boss’s. “I’ve got to take this.”

“Okay, I’ll make myself scarce.” He vanished into the bathroom with an armful of clothes.

I found my phone and flipped it open. “Yes, sir?”

“Come in, please.” He sounded tired. Hopefully it was because he’d had a hot babe in his bed. “Stop in your office first. There’s something on your computer...”

“I’m on my way.”

It might be New Year’s Day, but that didn’t matter. When Trevor Wallace, the man who ran the Washington Bureau of Intelligence and Security, said, “Come in,” I came in. I’d have to wear the clothes I’d worn the night before, but no one was scheduled to come in today, so it wouldn’t matter how I dressed. However, I would have to give myself a quick wipe down so I wouldn’t smell of sex.

Paul came out of the bathroom, tucking his half-buttoned dress shirt into his tux trousers and looking debauched. I couldn’t help grinning smugly at that.

“Give me five minutes, and I’ll drop you off at home.”

“Thanks, Vince. I...uh...I kind of forgot my wallet.”

I laughed, brushed a kiss over his lips, and headed for the bathroom.

* * * *
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Ned, the day security man wasn’t around, but I didn’t give it much thought, figuring he was in the can. He was an older man, and he’d been having problems lately with his prostate.

I passed his station and took the stairs to the seventh floor. Elevators were for the careless.

My secretary wasn’t at her desk in the outer office, but that didn’t surprise me either. None of the support staff were required to work on any of the major holidays. Most of the agents and directors weren’t either, but I hadn’t achieved the position of senior special agent by taking the odd day off. As far as I was concerned, I was always on the clock.

I pulled up my chair and turned on my computer, but instead of the wallpaper with Robert Sperling’s face in a bull’s-eye coming up—I’d lost good men because of that shit, and one day I’d make him pay in spades—a Word document opened.

By order of the President of the United States of America:

As of this date, the Washington Bureau of Intelligence and Security has been disbanded, and your services will no longer be required.

It was signed by the CEO of Huntingdon Corporation.

“What the fuck?” I wasn’t buying this. I stormed up to Trevor Wallace’s office on the tenth floor.

Ms. DiBlasi, The Boss’s secretary, sat staring at her monitor.

“Mr. Wallace sent for me.”

“He’s waiting for you.” She turned to face me. Slow tears rolled down her cheeks.

Oh, shit. The world must be coming to an end. I’d never seen her exhibit any emotion other than a supercilious disdain.

But I was too steamed to even knock on the door. I just shoved it open and stalked toward the desk. “What the fuck is this bullshit?”

The Boss’s elbows were propped on his desk, and his face was buried in his hands. His Glock was on the desk before him. He looked up, and it was as if he’d aged a hundred years. He said nothing about me still wearing the previous night’s clothing.

“It’s over. Huntingdon has been forced into bankruptcy court.”

“But—”

“The vice president somehow learned that Huntingdon was a front for the WBIS. He’s made sure all funding has been withdrawn.”

“But there’s something we can do about this, yes?”

“You mean like taking out the V.P?” He shook his head.

“Why not?” I asked in as innocuous a tone as I could. His thoughts were running along the same lines as mine.

“It’s a situation where no matter what happens to him—if he comes down with the flu, if he gets hit by a bus, even if he trips over his own big feet—the WBIS would get the blame.”

Shit. If it were me alone, I’d have taken the chance, but a lot of good people worked in this building—secretaries, janitors, security men and women—people who lived from paycheck to paycheck,. I didn’t want them paying a piper they didn’t even know they owed. I ran a hand through my hair and paced in front of The Boss’s desk, doing some fast thinking. “I can put together a team within twenty-four hours, sir. Less if need be.”

“For what purpose?”

“We’ll hit Fort Knox. We’ll liberate enough bullion to keep the WBIS running for the next fifty years.” Or until this administration was booted out and we got a decent president who knew how to delegate.

That got a genuine laugh out of him, but he quickly sobered and shook his head again. “I’m sorry it’s come to this. I do appreciate your offer. However, the vice president has always had a hard-on for me.”

“I guess it’s just as well he never asked you to go hunting with him.”

The Boss laughed again, but this time it was a hollow sound at best. I’d never seen him look so defeated.

“What will you do, sir?” I thought of my little island a few miles off the east coast of Costa Rica. How would he react if I offered him the use of it?

He nudged the gun, and I felt cold.

“Don’t give the bastard the satisfaction!”

“It’s not a question of satisfaction, Mark.” He’d never before called me anything other than Vincent. More than anything, that signified this was the end of...what? An era? The world as we knew it? “The WBIS has been my life. I’m too old to start again, and I have no intention of moving down to Florida to wind up in some senior citizens’ retirement facility playing canasta and listening to my arteries harden.”

“I’ve got an island—”

He shook his head. “What I’m about to tell you goes no further than this room.”

“That goes without saying, sir.”

“Not that it matters.” He grinned, but something was off about it. “I’ve got pancreatic cancer. The doctors have given me six months, at best. If this hadn’t come up, I’d have tried to...Well, no matter.”

Shit. “I’m sorry, sir.” It was a hard diagnosis to accept. The Boss might be in his mid-seventies, but he’d always been strong, vital, and in control.

“Don’t be. I’ve had a good run.” He studied me carefully. “You, though. I had plans for you one day taking the seat behind this desk.”

“Sir—” I couldn’t catch my breath.

“You’ve got a long way to go, Mark. The CIA has put out feelers for you.”

“Already? How long have they known?”

The Boss scrubbed his face. “Their e-mail showed up just after the one from Huntingdon.”

“Bastards.” I laughed mirthlessly. “As if I’d work for those fuckers.”

“I’m requesting you do just that, Mark, if only to show them what the WBIS’s best can do.”

It would be like bending over and begging to get fucked, and if anyone other than Trevor Wallace had asked this of me, I’d have told him to eat shit and die. But I respected The Boss more than anyone on God’s green earth, and so I’d do it for him. Well, I’d try.

I felt my throat start to clog, something that hadn’t happened since the nineties. In ‘91, I’d learned Tio ‘Ze, one of the decent men my old lady had somehow managed to bring home, had gone down in the nor’easter called the Halloween Storm. Then in ‘96, the man I called UB—short for Uncle Bert—had succumbed to cancer.

I cleared my throat and extended my hand. “It’s been an honor, sir.”

“I can say the same, Mark.” His fingers closed around mine and tightened briefly before letting go. “Good luck.”

As I walked toward the door, I heard The Boss thumb the intercom and request Ms. DiBlasi to come in.

She was walking around her desk as I came into the outer office. Her eyes were dry now, and her lips were in a firm line.

“Is there anything I can do to help you, ma’am?”

“Help me?”

“With the WBIS disbanded, you’ll need another job.” And at her age, it wouldn’t be easy to find something comparable to what she’d had here.

“Thank you. Trevor always insisted you were a good man.”

“And you didn’t agree?” I grinned to show there were no hard feelings. She was one of the few women who’d...not intimidated me, because no one intimidated me...but I did respect her.

“Truthfully, I had my doubts. I always suspected you were concealing something.”

The only thing I’d ever hidden was my actual birthdate. I liked working in the field, and knowing before I’d been recruited that retirement was mandatory at the age of thirty-five, I’d fudged my birth records. Was she aware I was going to be forty this year and not thirty-five as my records indicated?

And then I realized it didn’t fucking matter. I wasn’t going to be with the WBIS by the time my actual birthday rolled around in February.

“Thank you for your concern, but you needn’t worry about me. Trevor and I have discussed the future. He’ll handle everything.”

I’d always had a feeling there was something between them beyond their employer/employee relationship.

She held out her hand. “Goodbye, Mr. Vincent.”

“Goodbye, Ms. DiBlasi.”

I was reaching for the doorknob when the first shot rang out, followed moments later by another. I paused for a second, then turned, picked up the phone on Ms. DiBlasi’s desk, and punched in some numbers.

“Gershom.”

“It’s Vincent.”

“Well. Happy New Year to you.” His tone was sour. “Why are you calling me at home? Wait, don’t tell me you’re at headquarters?”

I didn’t bother answering. “You’d better get a team in. You’ve got one last job on Ten before we shut down.”

“What job? And what do you mean, before we shut down?”

I was tempted to tell him to check his email, but this wasn’t the time for it. I explained the situation and went on to tell the Director of Security what he’d find in The Boss’s office.

“Oh, shit.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sure you have things to do. I’ll let you go do them. Vincent...”

“Yeah?” I said again.

“Good luck.”

“Thanks. You, too.” I was going to need it, having to work with the C-fucking-I-fucking-A. I hung up.

With that done, I left the office and strode toward the stairwell, the silence of the tenth floor closing in on me. I jogged down the stairs to Seven. If anyone planned to learn anything from my computer, they were going to be fucking disappointed. I’d wipe the hard drive clean before I left the building for the last time.

I thought about how hard The Boss had worked, not only to make the WBIS the entity it was, but to keep it under the radar of most of the other alphabet agencies in the intelligence community, and nodded decisively. I’d add a little something to the mainframe, and if anyone came snooping, they’d come up with a handful of nothing but fried wires.

I entered my office and got to work.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Langley

December 24, 2002

“Working late, Mr. Mann?”

I smiled at the lone man behind the cafeteria counter. “Yes.” I’d gone there, hoping it was still open. Fortunately, it was.

“That sucks on Christmas Eve.”

“You know what work is like.” I smiled and shrugged. “I’m sorry to delay you, Lou.”

“No problem. We don’t have much left, but I can make you a sandwich.”

“That will be fine.”

“Mr. Vincent was here a little while ago.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.”

When word had spread throughout the intelligence community that the WBIS had been disbanded, there had been an air of almost riotous delight as agents of that organization scattered to all corners of the country and even beyond its borders. But when we’d learned Mark Vincent would be joining the CIA, the Company had held its collective breath. How would a man labeled a sociopath fit in?

The answer was not well. He was mocked, although never to his face, and he was bumped from one department to another. As for the men who were chosen to partner with him, without fail each requested future assignments with anyone other than Vincent. Because of that, I knew it was only a matter of time before I’d be called upon to work with him, and I was ambivalent about the fact. The man was good-looking—what was I thinking? He was good, a good agent—but by the time he became my partner, would he be so jaded and infuriated by the way he was being treated that he’d deliberately sabotage a mission?

I realized Lou was still speaking, and I brought my attention back to the man behind the counter.

“He’s working late too.”

“Hmm.”

“Y’know, he’s got a reputation for being a hard-ass, but he’s not a bad guy.”

“Oh?” I frowned. I disliked when I repeated myself, but as reluctant as I was to admit it, I was curious about Vincent. “That is, why do you say that?”

“He talks to us. Not just us here in the cafeteria, but all the support staff.”

He did? I should have paid closer attention, but I’d worried if I did, I’d find him more—I shut down that train of thought immediately.

“Kind of like you do,” Lou said.

“Excuse me?”

“He found out my kid had to have her tonsils out a couple of weeks ago.”

“Mia? I hadn’t heard.” I’d been out of the country during that time period, and when I’d returned, I should have been sent to State, where my cover was assistant to Undersecretary Sinclair, but then there’d been that incident...I brushed that aside, since it would only infuriate me and turned my thoughts to Mia. I’d have to pick up a small gift for her. She liked to color, perhaps a coloring book based on Treasure Planet, the latest Disney animated movie, and a box of crayons. I’d have to wait until after Christmas, though. With all the work piled on my desk, I wouldn’t get out of here before nine at the earliest, and all the stores would be closed by that time. “How is she? Recovering well?”

“She’s doing good. Mr. Vincent asked me the same thing. None of the other officers even know her name. And y’know what? He brought a coloring book and a big box of crayons for me to give her.”

I swallowed a laugh. I’d have to choose something else for the little girl. But how interesting that Vincent would go out of his way to do something like that.

“Here you go, Mr. Mann.” He handed me a Styrofoam container. “Roast beef on rye, salt and pepper, hold the mayo. Chips and a pickle on the side along with horseradish sauce if you’re in the mood. And a bottle of water.”

“Thank you.” I reached for my wallet.

“Nah, it’s okay. There’s a secret Santa making the rounds. He’s paying for the meals for everyone who has to work late.”

“That was kind of him.”

“Yeah, I told you he—” He started to choke. “Anyway, merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too. And Lou, thank our secret Santa the next time you see him.”

“Will do.” He grinned and waved and resumed tidying the counter.

I took my dinner back up to my office. Intriguing that Mark Vincent, with his reputation for being stone cold, would show any kind of interest in people whose positions were so far beneath his and who could do nothing for his career.

Then again...

I’d been observing him since he’d been with the Company, learning some very interesting facts about him, and this was just one thing more to add to them.

* * * *
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My dinner finished, I left the debris on my desk—I’d dispose of it later—and swiveled my chair around to avail myself of the excellent view through my window. Although it was getting late, the sky was still light, a wash of nimbostratus clouds; according to the weather forecasters, the threat of snow was ominously hovering over this entire portion of the East Coast.

It seemed we were going to have a white Christmas.

The door of my office opened unexpectedly, and I turned my head, an eyebrow raised. I’d given Janet Watson, my personal assistant, the afternoon off, so there was no one to screen my visitors.

“Hey, Quinn.” David Brendan Cooper sauntered in, grinning. We had worked together for some years, and had been friends for as long.

“DB. The least you could do is knock,” I complained mildly.

“Nah. We’ve known each other too long. And besides, I may have been hoping to catch you—”

This time I raised both eyebrows.

“Never mind, you don’t chase anyone around your desk.”

“I don’t.”

“Maybe you should.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh, not Ms. Cooper or Ms. Raffles.” He named two women agents with whom I worked from time to time. I was aware he had a relationship with them, although he didn’t know I knew.

“Of course not,” I agreed.

“But someone. You need to—”

I frowned at him. “If you’re about to say get laid, I will retract my invitation.”

“What invitation?” As I’d hoped that intrigued him. “To where?”

“To my mother’s for Christmas dinner.”

“I haven’t been invited.”

“And if you persist in saying I should get laid, you won’t be.”

He took it as a joke and chuckled. “Forget about it.”

“I’m more than happy to.”

“Cool. Okay, listen, I’m calling it a day. You want to go out and have a drink, maybe grab a bite to eat?”

“I’d like to, but I just finished a late lunch.”

He glanced over the papers on my desk. “And there are no doubt a few more reports you need to complete and file.”

“Precisely.”

“Quinton, Quinton, Quinton. What do they say about all work and no play?”

“I’m quite aware that makes me a dull boy.”

“Hey!”

“Nevertheless, these reports do need to be finished. Perhaps another time.” I grinned at him. “So what have you been up to?” I could afford to give him a few minutes’ conversation.

“Same old, same old, but never mind about me. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine. Why would I be anything else?”

“It’s your turn to deal with Vincent.”

“Ah. Yes, he was transferred to my department a few weeks ago...” A week prior to the assignment that resulted in me questioning for the first time the directors for whom I worked, who not only sent me out without a partner but ignored the intelligence I’d uncovered and sent back to Vincent.

“I’m sorry you’re stuck with him, Quinn.”

“But you’re damned glad the last thing the Company wants is Vincent within a hundred yards of your computers?” I tried to keep the conversation light.

“Sorry.” DB looked more annoyed than sorry. Cyber security was his department, and if Vincent had been anyone other than who he was, DB would have been salivating to get his hands on the man—figuratively speaking—and have Vincent working under him. However, the powers that be had refused the former WBIS agent permission to so much as set foot on the same floor as that department, which I felt might be an act of petty vindictiveness, since the man was a skilled operative, among many other things. Rumor had it he’d been the one who’d wiped the WBIS computers before anyone could access the information they held, although it couldn’t be proven.

“Don’t be.” I brushed aside the lock of hair that was forever falling into my eyes. “He’s really not that bad, you know.”

“Are you shitting me? He’s Vincent.”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Listen, Quinn. I heard how you tried to be nice to him in the cafeteria once.”

“So you’re listening to gossip now, David?” He was coming very close to crossing a line with me. He was a friend, yes, but no one ventured into my departmental life. “Officers of the CIA have nothing better to do than pass on rumors?”

“So you didn’t?” DB never did know when to give up. That was part of what made him a good officer.

I gave him a faint smile. Manns never let anyone see them...at a loss.

I’d seen Vincent a time or two in the cafeteria after he’d come on board. The man ate alone, his face stony, and I felt sorry for him. The one time I’d tried to converse with him—not because I found the man intriguing, I’d assured myself. Mother had raised me better than to not give everyone the benefit of the doubt. At that particular time, he had given me a cold grin.

“Still think I was the one who shot you?”

* * * *
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A year and a half or so before, I’d gone to a deserted warehouse on the Patapsco River to make a buy. Bruchner, the scientist who’d developed a renewable, nonpolluting form of energy, had been unaware the company he was working for fronted for the WBIS, and when he realized that, he panicked and contacted the Company in order to make a deal: the plans and prototype in exchange for protection, a good deal of cash, and a new identity.

In the midst of our exchange, I’d been shot. The scientist vanished, leaving behind not only his invention in the briefcase he’d brought with him, but the good-sized bundle of cash and new identities for himself, his wife, and his child, who were never located.

Mark Vincent, however, appeared out of the shadows.

“I suppose I should thank you for aiming low?” I kept my words and expression slightly bored, in spite of the fact my leg wound felt as if a red-hot poker had been laid on it, and it oozed blood. Well, thank God he’d missed the artery

“If I shoot, Mann, I shoot to kill.” And he’d managed to get his hands on that briefcase and disappear.

Another player appeared on the field, this one representing the military. Major Jonathan Drum, II had succeeded in retrieving the briefcase from Vincent, but only after shooting him.

“Got him, and I got it,” Drum gloated, holding up the briefcase. “The bastard fell into the river after I shot him!”

No. How could Mark Vincent have been killed by someone like Drum?

“What’s up with you, Mann? Are you sorry that bastard is dead?”

“I’m sorry I was shot.”

“Oh, uh, yeah. That’s right. Let me get you out of here.”

Of course, as it turned out, the major hadn’t come close to killing Vincent, in spite of his original thought. We’d learned this when the WBIS agent turned up at a meeting with my director shortly after. DB told me about it when he came to see me in the hospital.

The military insisted on keeping the prize Drum had secured, and in fact put the sleek brown briefcase under lock and key. It seemed they anticipated an attempt at retrieval by the WBIS. As a result, the Company never reaped the benefits of that particular operation.

That damned operation. In the end the briefcase and its contents were worth nothing, which the military took great pleasure in informing us: the plans and prototype were useless. We came to the conclusion that might have been why Bruchner lost his nerve.

Oddly enough, the WBIS never did make an attempt to regain possession of Bruchner’s briefcase. There were times I’d find myself lying awake at night, wondering if they were aware of something no one else was—if the scientist could have deliberately left out a crucial component.

As for the bullet that tore a gash in my thigh, it was traced back to a gun issued to someone who worked for the Company. I was laid up with that wound, but some officers had gone after Louis Buonfiglio. They couldn’t discover for certain why he’d shot me, and no one was able to ask him—Buonfiglio had been found dead in his car, and the autopsy had determined cause of death to be a massive heart attack.

Strange and...very convenient.

* * * *
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“I know very well you didn’t shoot me,” I’d snapped at Vincent that day.

“I’ll bet it broke your heart.”

“It did.” I’d been pleased to see how that curt remark surprised him. “It’s always upsetting when a fellow officer betrays one.”

“Found out it was Buonfiglio, did you?” He’d given a snort, gathered up the detritus of his lunch, and stalked out.

“I could almost feel sorry for Vincent,” I told DB now.

“Almost?”

“Well, you’ve seen how he always sits alone.”

“In that case, why doesn’t the son of a bitch have lunch in his office? I’m telling you, Quinn, I’m willing to bet dollars to donuts he lunches there in order to make everyone around him uncomfortable.”

“Possibly.”

He scowled at me. “Are you still willing to give him the benefit of the doubt?”

“I imagine so. As you said, it’s my turn now.”

“Yeah. Merry Christmas to you, Quinn.”

Working with Vincent had been everyone else’s worst nightmare. He was sarcastic and snarky, insisting his way was the best way, the only way.

And nine times out of ten the bastard was right. And that tenth time? It would turn out he was right then also.

Unfortunately, my fellow officers learned this through hindsight, since they stubbornly refused to take whatever he said into consideration.

“Holmes really has it in for you.” Was DB changing the subject?

The DCI Threat Analysis had stepped into my director’s shoes when Bram Rayner had taken some leave to help his wife after she’d given birth to a child Mother’s generation would have called a change-of-life baby.

“No, I don’t think it’s me personally. He’s simply trying to find the right fit for Vincent.”

“Dammit, he’s not trying very hard, Quinn.”

“Oh, I’m not under any illusion that this is to be anything other than a punishment assignment for me. Holmes is riding roughshod over everyone.”

“Yeah, and no one says a fucking thing.”

“He does have friends in the Administration.” As a result, the officers in Threat Analysis had no choice but to suck it up.

And now it seemed the rest of us had no choice either.

Except for Vincent, of course. Word had it when Holmes threatened him with demotion, Vincent had smirked and sneered, “I’m working for the CIA. How much fucking lower can I go?”

And that was what struck me. Granted the man was former WBIS, but he was CIA now, and if they’d let him, he’d offer his loyalty to the Company. He’d do a damned fine job, more than a fine job...

But one obstacle after another had been thrown in his—our—path.

“What happened this last time, Quinn?” DB asked.

“Holmes apparently felt the operation was too sensitive. He gave orders Vincent was to stay behind and handle the data I sent back, forwarding it on to the pertinent department.”

“What? You always go out with a partner.”

“Not this time. And that was where it stalled.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing was done with the information.” I wouldn’t tell DB it had nearly cost me my life. Having a partner would have avoided that catastrophe. “No matter how much Vincent pushed for action, he was told it was under control and then hustled out of the room. By the time I returned to Langley, the mission had to be scrubbed.”

“I heard you were really pissed, but we all thought it was at Vincent.”

“No, he did his job.” And when I’d summoned him to my office to confront him, his expression had revealed nothing, but there was hostility in his eyes, as if he were daring me to blame him for this fiasco.

“We should have taken out that terrorist cell,” he’d said flatly. “We could have.” And now disappointment clouded his gaze, as if he’d expected better of me. I had the abrupt feeling if things weren’t remedied soon, Vincent wouldn’t be part of the CIA for much longer, which would be a shame.

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know, Vincent.” I’d known my own expression had been unfriendly, but at that point I hadn’t cared. My life had been placed on the line, my time had been wasted, Vincent’s time had been wasted, and the entire mission had been rendered useless. I ran my gaze over him. “You’re not wearing your suit jacket,” I stated abruptly.

“No shit.” There were damp patches under his arms, and I found that strangely erotic.

Although not surprising. Word had quickly gotten around Vincent didn’t take elevators, preferring to jog up and down the stairs and mocking those who didn’t.

“Why did they hire me if they weren’t going to use me?” His frustration was evident.

I had to admit, “I don’t know.”

Vincent growled out a string of curses, and I felt the tips of my ears burn. I was familiar with rough language, but how had Vincent learned to swear like that, in what sounded like the liquid vowels of Portuguese?

I’d put in a call to Holmes’s assistant to make sure he was in, then said, “Let’s go.”

Vincent had curled his lip and stalked out, not waiting for me to precede him. His stride pulled the seat of his trousers taut over his ass, and for the first time, I’d seen him as more than a fellow officer.

And wouldn’t he laugh his very enticing ass off if he realized I found him attractive, all brown-haired, hazel-eyed, six foot three of him?

How that came about, I had no idea. But I wanted Vincent, and lately at night I found myself thinking of him and masturbating. All it took was picturing Vincent under me in bed, his legs pulled so far back his knees brushed his prominent ears. I could imagine at first probing his hole and then sliding into his slick, velvet heat, because even in my fantasies I was a careful lover who prepared my partner. My mouth would go dry, and I’d need to reach for my cock...

Smiling ruefully at where my wayward thoughts had wandered, grateful DB was unable to see my inappropriate reaction, I said, “He’s really not difficult to work with.” Although his reaction to Holmes had been so antagonistic I’d known we’d accomplish nothing and so had sent him back to my office.

“Two words, my friend,” DB said. “Bull. Shit.”

“Seriously, he’s not. If Holmes would just let us do our job...Never mind. I’m sure you didn’t come here to hear my tale of woe regarding our esteemed DCI. So tell me. What have you planned for tomorrow?”

“I’ll probably order some Chinese and watch a movie.” He shrugged.

“You won’t be able to see your family?”

“No. Holmes turned down my request for a few days off.”

“I’m sorry about that.” I knew his family lived on the West Coast, and he’d need the time to get there and back. “Would you like to come to Great Falls? I wasn’t joking earlier about inviting you to Christmas dinner. Mother’s always enjoyed your company, and she’ll have no objection to you joining us.”

“Appreciate it, Quinn,” he said gruffly. “She’s a real lady. And you’re a real friend.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t get maudlin, David. Now—”

“Oh, shit. I’ve got to get her a gift.”

“Don’t work yourself up into a panic. A donation to one of her charities will be fine.” I pulled a pad toward me and jotted down a few of her favorites.

He gazed at the paper for a moment, then gave a brisk nod. “I’ll go to MSN Search and check these out. Thanks, Quinn. You’re a life saver.”

“I live to serve.”

“Ha, ha. But I still want to get her something,” he muttered.

He was a good man. I cleared my throat. “As I was about to say, we dine early, so come by about three. Do you need directions?”

“Nah, I’ll use my GPS.”

“Excellent. Now, not to rush you, but I do have work to do. Enjoy your evening. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow, then. Merry Christmas, Quinn.”

“Merry Christmas, DB.”

He walked out muttering about finding a winter bouquet for Mother and closed the door behind him.

What an exceptional friend. It was a shame he was straight. And a shame I wouldn’t have been attracted to him even if he weren’t.

But that was probably just as well. Sex ruined more friendships.

I smiled, shook my head, and reached for my phone. I’d need to let Mother know we’d be one more for dinner tomorrow.

Gregor Novotny, Mother’s butler/chef/chauffeur, picked up on the second ring. “Mann residence.”

“Hello, Gregor.” I’d known him all my life, and after Father died he’d become a surrogate father to me.

“Quinn! How are you?”

“Very well, thanks. And you?”

“Can’t complain. Are you still at work?”

“Yes. You know how it is.”

“Only too well.” He’d worked for the FBI, only leaving after he’d been wounded in the line of duty. The injury would have seen him confined to desk duty, something he’d preferred to avoid. We continued to chat for a few minutes, and then he said, “I’m sure you didn’t call just to shoot the breeze with me. Unfortunately, your mother is still out. She spent the afternoon making sure those homeless kids had some kind of a Christmas.”

“I’m not surprised.” I couldn’t help chuckling. She’d twisted my arm for a hefty donation, not that much twisting was necessary. All her charities were worthwhile. “In any case, would you please tell Mother we’re going to be one more for dinner tomorrow? I hope that won’t inconvenience you?”

“Not at all. In fact, that’s fantastic. Uh...is it Susan Burkhart? You haven’t gotten back together with her, have you?”

“I’m afraid not.” We’d never been anything more than casual friends, and we never would have been, as far as I was concerned.

Unfortunately, Susan had seemed to think there was more to our association than that, in spite of the chilly ending to the New Year’s Eve ball we’d attended.

She called a few days later to apologize, saying in a droll tone, “You can’t help it if you’re so gorgeous. Now, let’s put that nonsense behind us. I have to attend a dinner party my department is sponsoring on Thursday evening. Do be an angel and say you’ll come with me.”

And I agreed. Things seemed to smooth out, until the past few months, when she began hinting for an invitation to Mother’s, knowing that would be tantamount to my offering her an engagement ring.

I had no choice but to inform her she’d need to find someone else to accompany her on any future occasions, and the results hadn’t been pretty.

“You’re breaking up with me? You can’t break up with me!”

I lost my patience and wanted to snap at her, “Why not? We’re not dating.” But I kept my tongue between my teeth and observed her instead with a cool gaze.

Susan’s eyes widened. She’d never met the Ice Man before, had never even heard of him, and it came as something of a shock to her. “Okay, fine,” she said at last, petulance in each word. “But I’m telling my friends I broke up with you, and you’d better back me up!”

She didn’t seem to realize there was nothing she could do if I chose to reveal the truth behind our “breakup.” However, I was a gentleman, and when anyone approached me about our no longer seeing each other, I simply said Susan had decided to move on.

The Company had plans in the works for another ball in a week’s time, and of course Susan would be there, since she was now dating Richard Custiss, who worked in Financial Management at Langley.

“Ah,” Gregor said now. “I told Portia she didn’t have to worry about you.”

“Mother didn’t care for Susan?” They’d met a time or two when I’d escorted Susan to various functions on Capitol Hill.

“Not really. Not that she would say,” Gregor hastened to assure me.

“No, of course not.” Mother definitely wouldn’t involve herself in any of my relationships. As long as I was happy with whomever I allowed in my life, then she was happy.

“If it’s not Susan, mind my asking who it is?”

“Sorry, I should have said sooner. It’s DB Cooper. You remember him, don’t you?”

“I think so. He was at one of the embassy balls, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, for Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

“I liked what I saw of him.”

“I’m glad. He’s a good friend.”

“So what’s the story?”

“DCI Holmes wouldn’t let him take any time to see his family, who live out on the West Coast, so he’ll be alone tomorrow.”

“No one should be alone on Christmas.”

“No.” Briefly I thought of Mark Vincent. I knew he didn’t have anyone. How was he planning to spend the holiday?

“He’s a good man.”

That startled me. That was the last way anyone in the intelligence community tended to refer to Mark Vincent. Then I realized Gregor was talking about my friend. “Yes, he is.”

“And so are you. Any idea what he likes?”

“I know it’s short notice, but anything related to Aliens. It’s his favorite movie.” I’d gotten him tickets to an upcoming Lakers’ game.

“Spencer’s might have something. I’ll see what I can find. We’ll look forward to seeing him tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Gregor. Now I’d better get back to work.”

“Don’t stay too late.”

“I won’t. Give Mother my love.”

“Will do.”

“Goodbye.”

“Bye, Quinn.”

I hung up and glanced at my watch. It was almost five-thirty. I hoped I’d given Gregor enough time to find a suitable gift for DB. As for me...Well, I wasn’t going anywhere. I might as well get those reports done.

* * * *
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I reached up to snap on my desk lamp, only then realizing how much time must have passed.

It was 8:17 p.m. Had I really been working for almost three hours?

I sighed and rose from my desk, dug my knuckles into the small of my back and rotated my shoulders before walking to the window. Snowflakes were drifting down to cover the sidewalks outside the building.

I leaned my forehead against the pane and closed my eyes. And just like that the image of Vincent appeared behind my eyelids, on his knees before me while he sucked down my cock and I stroked his hair and hummed.

I reached down to adjust myself, and realized instead I was letting my fingers linger and draw lazy circles on the front of my trousers.

Dammit.

All right. Just now I was going through a dry patch. That was probably why I was thinking lascivious thoughts about the former WBIS agent.

A light tap on the door startled me. Who besides myself was still here at Langley?

I willed away my erection, but it was too slow in cooperating, and so I hurried back to my desk and sat. “Co—” I cleared my throat. “Come.”

And there stood Mark Vincent, big as life and twice as arousing.

“You okay, Mann?”

“Of course.” My cheeks felt hot. I sat back in my chair, away from the revealing light of the lamp. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Sounded like you had a frog in your throat.”

“Indeed.” I looked down my nose at him, although with him standing and me sitting it wasn’t very successful. The corner of his mouth curled in a grin as if he realized how ridiculous my action was. “Was there something you wanted?”

Vincent arched an eyebrow, but fortunately he didn’t respond to that. He simply dropped down into the chair on the other side of my desk, still not saying a word.

* * * *
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Chapter 4
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It was Christmas Eve. And it was starting to snow.

I couldn’t remember the last time there’d been a white Christmas in the DC area. Well, not while I was around. The support staff at the WBIS—I missed them more than I’d expected I would—had been more than happy to fill me in if I’d missed anything of importance, including a Christmas with snow.

Back when I was a kid, before my father left and my old lady took to hitting the bottle, I used to believe all the stuff they told little kids about—Santa Claus, the North Pole, Baby Jesus in a manger.

Now, though...

I didn’t hate the holidays, even after the debacle of this past January. Hating something took up a lot of energy. I just didn’t care.

Usually I made it a point to be out of the country around the holidays. Last year had been one of the rare exceptions; this year I hadn’t been given that option.

The CIA had promised me the moon: my own operations run alone, gathering my own data and analyzing it, and most importantly, no one sticking their CIA nose into what I was doing—I would answer only to the director of whatever department I was assigned to.

It was the way things had been done at the WBIS, and I’d thought my requests were reasonable. The Boss, rest his soul, always had.

The Boss...I thought of him from time to time. He knew how to get the best out of his agents. He’d have been seriously pissed; he’d have honest-to-God expected the CIA to honor their word.

It was a good thing I hadn’t really expected anything from them, because once I’d come on board, they’d reneged on every promise. They’d insisted I have a partner, in spite of the fact I’d lost one and the WBIS had had no problem with my refusal to have another. They wouldn’t permit me out in the field, when that was what I did best. They sent me data to analyze instead of letting me gather it myself. And what chafed my ass almost the most was that then they had it double-checked by another spook, who didn’t even have the courtesy to admit I’d done it right in the first place.

It hadn’t taken me long to realize why the CIA had wanted me: not because I was the best, but because they were desperate to keep me under their thumb.

If whoever had come up with that bright idea was holding his breath, he was going to wind up very, very blue in the face.

None of the spooks wanted to work with me after their first time; I’d made sure of that.

And then they’d assigned Mann to dog my footsteps.

They called him the Ice Man, but what did nicknames signify? For instance, I was called “that sociopathic son of a bitch.”

I’d thought Mann was a decent enough guy when I’d confronted him in that warehouse a couple of summers ago, and while I preferred to go it alone, I didn’t mind too much working with him. At least I was fairly sure he wouldn’t get himself kidnapped and killed by a drug cartel.

A week after we’d started working together, he’d been sent out on assignment while I remained at Langley. Five days later he returned, pissed in a big way when he discovered the information he’d sent me had been disregarded. He hadn’t been the Ice Man then, which struck me as odd; he’d been ready to tear me a new one. Partners could either give you a boost up the ladder or yank you back by the seat of your pants. Did he think I’d do the latter? Was he mentally composing one of those letters telling the DCI that he didn’t want to work with me any longer?

And why the fuck did it matter to me? I was already making plans to hand in my resignation come the first of the year.

Or maybe I just wouldn’t come in one day. I could fake my death if I had to. The Boss wouldn’t be happy, but wherever he was, he would understand. I was pretty sure.

But Mann wasn’t a dickhead like those other spooks I’d “worked” with. It wasn’t my job to explain myself, but I’d be damned if I took the blame for a CIA asshole. It hadn’t taken me more than a handful of sentences before Mann realized I’d done my job. Someone else had deliberately sat on the data I’d analyzed and been required to pass on.

That was when I saw the Ice Man. His lips had been in a grim line as he’d pressed a button on his phone. “Alicia? Quinton Mann. Does he have a spare minute? Tell him I’d appreciate it if he’d find one. We’ll be right up.”...“Vincent and myself.”...“Yes, precisely.” He pressed the button again, disconnecting the call, and turned to me. “Let’s go. Holmes will want to know what the hell is going on.”

I wasn’t going to argue with him. Holmes didn’t have any use for me, but that was okay. I had no use for him either. As far as I was concerned, he was just a pain in my ass.

I turned on my heel, and Mann followed me out of his office.

“Hold my calls, Ms. Watson,” he said to his personal assistant.

“Yes, sir.”

We strode down the corridor toward the elevators, our steps in sync. That was pretty cool. Unusual, since most men couldn’t keep up with me, but cool, especially since I had about four or five inches on Qu-Mann.

He pressed the call button for the elevator, while I veered toward the stairwell.

“Vincent?”

“Never take ‘em, Mann. I’ll meet you upstairs.”

“No, I’ll go with you.”

“Think I’m going to run out on you?”

“You’re an ass. You know that?”

“Ah, Mann, I didn’t know you cared.”

“Fuck off.” His cheeks turned red, and I had to laugh.

“My virgin ears.”

“Oh, please.” He glowered at me. “Your ears haven’t been virgin in ages.”

“I’m cut to the quick.” I gave him my best injured look. “And how would you know that?”

“Jesus.” For a minute I thought he was going to roll his eyes. Instead, he turned his back, pushed open the stairwell door, and started up the stairs.

But I was pretty sure I heard a chuckle or two escape.

* * * *
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Holmes’s personal assistant was at her desk. “He’s waiting for you.” She smiled at Mann, flirty and friendly. The look she gave me, on the other hand, was a cross between cautious and terrified.

My reputation had definitely preceded me.

“Hi there, doll.” I winked at her.

She turned pale.

To quote Mann, Jesus.

I strolled into Holmes’s office. Mann already stood before his desk. “Why, Director?”

“Why what, Mann?” Holmes asked blandly as he straightened some papers on his desk.

“Why are you hamstringing us?”

Us? Mann considered us an us? I’d expected getting a hard time from the CIA, but I hadn’t expected Mann to have my back. No one else in my adult life ever had—other than The Boss.

“I’m telling you the information wasn’t forwarded.” Holmes wasn’t happy to have Mann call him on it. Tough shit.

“You sure of that?” I snarled, abruptly out of patience. This asshole was making me look bad in front of my partner. “Check the time stamps.”

“There aren’t any.” Holmes scowled at me through narrowed eyelids. He might think his glares were something, and maybe they had his spooks shitting their pants, but he’d never faced The Boss when he was having a bad day.

“Jesus.” I went to his computer, pulled up the data, then hit a series of keys. In the right footer was the time I’d received it and the time I’d forwarded it, but in the left footer was the time it had been opened by whoever had received it. “Satisfied?”

“What—that’s not—how did that wind up there?”

Did he honest-to-God think I’d trust him? “Don’t you know how your own IT department handles things?”

Holmes opened his mouth, shut it, and went back to pulling fierce faces which only left me disgusted. I was going to snarl at him again, but Mann stopped me.

“Mr. Vincent, wait for me in my office, please?” The line around Mann’s lips was thin and white. That was the only sign he wasn’t happy.
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