Caught Up In the Middle—Pt.2

It’s funny how during extremely stressful times your brain seems to mellow you out and everything looks like it’s moving in slow motion. Even though your body is experiencing high alarm, your stress levels are elevated and your senses are on high alert, you still seem to notice every detail of your environment. The experts call this General Adaptation Syndrome, which is how the body reacts to stress. 
There are three stages. The first one is the Alarm Reaction, the second is called Resistance or Adaptation, and the third is Exhaustion. I was in the first stage, and this was where the fight-or-flight response kicks into high gear. My muscles were tense, my heart felt like it wanted to explode from my chest, I was sweating like I had ran about five miles, and my stomach was aching. Having seen this happened to a few suspects I had interrogated over the years I knew I was currently in flight mode. What was stopping me from bolting out the door like a man on fire? I was currently being fondled....and not in a sexually good way either.
Lucy Magera, my technician for this operation, currently had her fingers buried deep between my breasts and the scrap of a dress I had been assigned to wear tonight. 
Assigned would be putting it mildly as Burger practically had to order me to wear the damn thing. When Marcus had hinted that he had the outfit I was to wear for tonight’s sting operation delivered to my desk, I all but ran down the flight of stairs with a sense of dread clenching in my stomach. The dread then morphed into disbelief when I opened the rectangular red box that was lounging against my desk chair, and pulled out what looked at the time like athletic wear.
“What the hell is this?” I screeched as I stared at a handful of black spandex with holes cut out at strategic places.

 “You like it?” Marcus asked from behind me with a huge grin on his face.
I stared at him open-mouthed but nothing came out. It was like all the curse words I knew were fighting to be the first one to come out of my mouth.
I turned the fabric over in my hands. “What is it? Where’s the rest of it?”
He bit back a laugh. “You’re holding everything you’ll be wearing tonight. And it’s a dress.”

What!
“I’m not wearing this.” I stated vehemently as I threw the “dress” back into the box and put the lid on.

“Not like you have a choice.” Marcus said as he sat on the edge of my desk. “The other girls will be wearing them too.”

This got him an incredulous look. “Other girls? Need I remind you that your other girls are strippers. That piece of fabric is probably overalls compare to what they’re accustomed wearing.”

“Don’t tell me you’re intimidated by my girls now.” he said smoothly.

“This isn’t about intimidation.” I shot back. “This is about you taking your licentiousness to new levels. I’m not falling into that trap.”

“Isn’t your job tonight to do whatever it takes so this operation can go down smoothly.”

My eyebrows shot up. “My job? What the hell do you know about my job? If I was to really “do my job” you won’t be sitting here right now Mr. Grant. In fact, we would be having an entirely different conversation that would be taking place at a federal correctional facility. So don’t even try to tell me what my job is.”
He let out a slow whistle. “Sensitive are we?”

I picked up the box containing the clothing and flung it at him, catching him across the cheek with one of the pointed sides.

He caught the box deftly before it fell to the floor and regarded me with a cool stare.

“I’ll find another agent for you to play Slutted-Up Barbie with.” I said and picked up the phone intent on calling the Decoy Unit to see if they had anyone available. 

Marcus leaned over and jerked the receiver out of my hand. “Hasty are we?”
“It’s called being smart and covering my ass.” I said as I grabbed the receiver back. “Which is more than I can say about what’s in that box.”

The other agents were beginning to take notice of our exchange and a few of them were prying over their cubicle walls to take in the action. 
Great, I thought with an internal sigh. Just what I needed. The FBI gossip mill.
“I beg to differ.” he countered and yanked the phone back.

“I’m not wearing that...thing tonight and that’s final.”

“You’ll be in it for no more than two hours.”

“That’s two hours longer than I wanted to be in it. Now give me the damn phone back!”

Marcus slammed the receiver back on the base and yanked the cord out.

“Hey! That’s federal property!””    
“I need you to stop acting like a childish brat for one minute and listen to what I have to say.” he growled.

“Fuck you!” I snarled before I turned and stomped off.

“That’s right. Runaway like you always do when things get too heated.” I heard him say.

I turned around slowly and regarded him with wide eyes. All activity in the office had now officially stopped and all eyes were on us.
“Excuse me?” I grounded out.
I watched as he set the box down on the desk and stood up facing me. “When are you going to stop running Princess? Every time something doesn’t go how you planned, or is not in your comfort zone you take off instead of trying to figure out a solution.”
Something told me he wasn’t just talking about this situation. In his flurry of words he had somehow incorporated events that had happened in the past. 
But there was no way I was going to hash out years of anger and shame in front of  seventy-five semi-strangers.

I took a deep breath in. “Funny how it seems you’re always the cause of taking me out of my comfort zone Mr. Grant.”
“It’s never my intention. But sometimes you needed a little push.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you always seem to limit yourself and what you’re capable of.”

“It’s called being cautious. Because sometimes when you let your guard down around people that you trust you get taken advantage of. And experience has taught me that it’s better to be suspicious than to end up being violated.”
His gaze bored into mine from across the room. He held his body rigidly with his hands clasped firmly in front of him and his strong legs splayed wide. He looked ready to do battle, and that was exactly what this was between us—a battle of wills. Who was going to break first? Who was going to be the victorious one, able to walk away with their pride still intact?
I was determined to be the latter; even if I had to have an outer body experience in order to remain emotionless.

“Your point is valid Princess.” he finally said, his voice low and deep. “But there are times when the risk is worth it. You can’t control everything and everyone, but you can go into things with an open mind.”

“Says the man who wants semi-automatics strapped to the bottom of the tables tonight.” I said sarcastically. “You’re a joke Grant. Always do as I say, but don’t do as I do. You don’t control me and you never will.”
“That’s not what I said....”

“Okay, you know what? Let’s just get one thing straight here. You’re here because we want you here. You’re here to be a decoy to an operation that we’re going to get credit for in the end. All you’re going to be known as is “a confidential informant” when the press release comes out. So when you’re in your million dollar brownstone, chucking it up with your other drug-dealing buddies while still selling your shit to kids on the street we’re...” I gestured around the room. “...still going to be working this case. Why? Because we’re the ones in charge here. So don’t think for one minute that you have any control in here. You work for us, not the other way around.”

“Carter! Grant! Get your fucking asses in my office! Now!” Burger’s voice boomed suddenly in the room.
Never let it be said that Burger didn’t have a way with words, or voice pitching. His drill sergeant from back in his Navy days would be proud.

I sent a glare Marcus’s way before stomping past the solemn faces of Bryan, Hawkins, Tyler and Newton on my way to Burger’s office. This was going to be the second time I was going to go up against Burger because of Marcus’s actions. The man was beginning to be the bane of my existence...and from the looks of it my career too. 
The scene in Burger’s office had not a pretty one. I had demanded to be taken off the case due to a conflict of interest with my informant. Marcus disagreed and argued that we just had a misunderstanding. Burger sided with Marcus, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I had had a penis if his decision would’ve been different.
I’d seen it happen. The female agent would suggest something grand, the supervisor would shoot it down, then the male agent would suggest the same grand thing but use different words and the supervisor would approve of it. If that didn’t scream sexism I don’t know what did.

“Sir, I think you should reconsider...” I started.

“I’ve made my decision.” Burger said gruffly. “Tonight’s operation is very crucial, and I’m not going to let you two fucking hot heads mess this up. Get your shit under control.  This is your second warning Agent Carter, and if I didn’t make myself clear the first time let me do so now. I don’t give a shit about your hang-ups or misgivings. 
Once you’re in these walls and carry that badge you are to do everything in your legal power to make sure that justice is served, you hear me? You didn’t become an agent to be safe. You became an agent to make a difference. But you can’t make a difference if you’re busy hiding. Do you get what I’m saying here?”

“Yes sir.” I replied stonily as I flashed a look at Marcus, who was regarding Burger with cool eyes as he lounged in a nearby chair.
“Mr. Grant.” Burger turned towards him. “I don’t have to tell you what’s at stake here. We’re giving you one of our best agents on the condition of good faith and that no harm would come to her...”

“I can take care of my...”

Burger’s cold glare silenced me. “In the event that something does happen I want to make it clear that we are going to hold you responsible. In the event Agent Carter gets hurt or killed we will come after you. If both of you get hurt we’re still going to hold you solely responsible. Do I make myself clear?”

“As glass.” Marcus said as he nodded his head slowly. “As long as Shorty wears what I picked out and looks like she belongs, there’ll be no reason for anyone to get hurt.”

“I’m not wearing that...washcloth!” I objected hotly.

“Well what the hell you gonna wear? Your halo and angel wings Saint Marissa? Take the stick out of your ass long enough to get the big picture here.” Marcus shot back.

“You’re one to talk you fucking ass...”

“Enough!!” Burger yelled. His fists were clenched at his sides, as his mouth morphed into a thin line on his face. Sharp eyes looked back and forth between Marcus and I, and when next he spoke you could tell the sheer will-power it was taking for him not to yell.
“Put the goddamn thing on Carter and go do your fucking job. Since when do you have a problem with undercover work?”

I cut my eyes sharply to Marcus. It was him I had the problem with.

“I’m just a little self-conscious about the clothing sir.” I said hoping he would see my point.

“Why? What is it? A thong?”

“No sir.”

“Then what?”

The thought of telling Burger about the scrap of a dress now felt childish and absurd and I swallowed my reply.

“It’s nothing sir.” I said. “Will there be anything else?”

Burger regarded me for a few seconds. “No. That will be all. Dismissed.”

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
The sharp tugging on the neckline of the dress brought me out of my thoughts.
“Almost done.” Lucy murmured as she pulled two pieces of tape from the back of her hand and inserted it along the underside of my left breast.
I sucked in a sharp breath and regretted not wearing a bra. Not that I could’ve worn one anyway, as the cut of the dress didn’t cater for it. Instead I had to opt for pasties, which at the moment were beginning to itch. With my damn luck I would probably end up with a rash from the adhesive.
All I wanted was this whole operation to be over and done with.  The faster I could put space between Marcus and I, the better it was going to be for my psyche. He made me feel...things. 
Weird, uncensored, disturbing things that I was in no way equipped to deal with...well, not without a healthy dose of alcohol involved.

 “All done.” Lucy said as she removed her hand and stepped back from me. “Now all you have to remember is to talk into your left breast. Don’t worry about distance as that little mic has a range of over 100 feet. Does it feel comfortable?”

“Yes.” I said as I stood up.
“Just make sure not to sweat too much. The techies hate that. Messes up the sound and loosens up the adhesive tape. Plus you could get an electric shock if it gets too wet. Not enough to kill you, but just enough to get some first or second degree burns.”

I frowned at her. Great. Not only was I whored up for the night, but there was a chance that I could end up a deep-fried whore. Was I special or what?

At that moment Hawkins stuck his head inside the door. “You guys ready? Holy mother of...”

He swallowed the last of his words and stared at me wide-eyed.

“Something wrong?” I asked innocently as I futilely adjusted the hem of the dress. I couldn’t believe women wore such annoying pieces of clothing. Arrgghhh!!!

“Is that you in there Carter?” he asked incredulously.
I glared at him in response.

“Wow.” he said coming fully into the room. “You clean up real well. All of a sudden I have an urge for pole dancing and unreasonably price alcohol.”
This got a laugh out of me because God knew he practically lived in strip clubs. He should’ve been used to seeing women dressed in what I had on...or less.

“Down boy.” I said as I walked towards him. “Transport outside?”

“Ready and waiting to roll.” he responded as he stared at my shoes. “God damn woman! Even your feet are sexy in that outfit.”

I needed to get into my trench coat ASAP. It was draped over the back of the chair where I had been sitting and I grabbed it was we walked out the room.
In the hallway I was greeted by three pairs of eyes, all of which were staring at me with wide-eyed looks.

“What?!” I screeched as I threw my hands up.

Bryan was the first to speak. 

“Partner I think we’re about to become a statistic.” he said stopping in front of me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that like 80% of all male/female professional partnerships I think we’re going to have to sleep together now.”

I made a disgusted face.
“Don’t worry. If you wear that dress while we’re doing it I’ll only take five minutes. Two if you keep the shoes on.”

This got him a well-deserved slap on his head before I put the trench coat on.
I tied it tightly and felt a little bit more at ease for the first time that night.

“Come on Carter.” DeChooch said as he offered me his arm. “Let’s leave these perverts to jerk off. Ain’t like they’ve never seen a pair of boobs and some ass before.”
“Yeah, but we haven’t seen them on Carter.” Bryan said.

I shook my head at them.
“Can you people put your dicks away long enough for us to actually be productive tonight?” I snapped.

I got blank stares in reply.
As we crammed ourselves into the elevator and made our way down to the garage I tried to tamp down the crows flying around in my stomach. 
The plan was to meet Marcus at his club in downtown Brooklyn and blend in as one of the girls that worked for him. The members of the MS-13 gang were invited to the club by Marcus to enjoy some VIP treatment before the deal went down. A little pleasure before business you could say. 
My job was to stick close to Marcus and make sure that every conversation with the gang was picked up recorded back at tech truck parked out back. The initial plan was to wire the club, but with the din of the music and the overall setting of the interior it was decided that it would be better if a personal wire was worn. Marcus had opted out for wearing one as there was a high chance that the MS-13 members, being highly suspicious about the whole transaction, would search him for weapons or wires. 
I was the next best bet because the team decided that I would be the least likely to be suspected of wearing a wire because from the looks of my outfit there would be no room for anything else other than body parts. And even those couldn’t fit comfortably in the dress. But thank God for modern technology. The wire I had been given was the width of a human hair, with a mic the circumference of a pencil eraser. The only way they were going to see it is if I was naked. And by the power of Greystone I had no intention of being naked tonight.

Nevertheless, I was nervous. More nervous than usual when I did undercover work. Why was I so nervous to the point of petrified?
It’s because you’ll be alone with Marcus for the next couple of hours, a little voice said in my head.

So? It wasn’t like I’d never been alone with him before. I was immune to his charm.
Yeah right, the voice said. Remember the warehouse incident?

Crap.

But that was then. I was caught off guard. Lives were at stake and I was caught up in the moment. Stockholm Syndrome and what not.
Uh huh, the voice said.

Shut. Up.

“You say something partner?” Bryan asked from behind me.

“Nope. Too busy trying not to move in this sorry excuse of a dress.” I said keeping my gaze straight ahead. “Are the rest of the guys down in the garage now?”
“Meaning Santoni? Planning on giving him a show before we leave?” Bryan asked as he waggled his eyebrows suggestively at me.
I glared at him.

“Can I watch?” Hawkins asked from the far corner of the elevator.

“You people are sick and perverted. Remind me to ask for a new team when this is over.”

“Go right ahead.” Newton said with a smug look on his face. “I heard Kochoff is looking for a new member for Financial Crimes.”
I suppressed a shudder. I had visited the Bankruptcy Fraud Division to get some help with a case I had been working on a few months ago, and was taken aback by the amount of paper that was contained in the four-cubicled space that they called an office, which was located down a long narrow hallway at the back of the 20th floor.
Oppressive was the word that popped out into my mind as I remembered looking around the cramped interior and noticing that there wasn’t a space that wasn’t covered with small piles of paper. I couldn’t get out there fast enough and made my way back to the airiness of the 23rd floor. 
I had related my claustrophobia moment to the rest of the guys, all of whom teased me for like a week after that. I would come into the office and find piles of paper stacked up all around my desk, knowing without a doubt who was responsible for the prank. My revenge was to post their pictures, cell phone numbers, along with a personal ad on a website called Gay Thug Loving. The look on their faces were priceless every time they answered their phones and it would be someone responding to their personal ad on the website. 
“What division has the opening?” I asked.
Hawkins looked at me incredulously, while Newton replied “Asset Forfeiture/Money Laundering Unit.”

“That’s considerable.” I said thoughtfully. “It sure beats wearing a tea towel out in public. I would have to get over the whole claustrophobia/paper thing, but in due time I’m sure I’ll be able to function.”
Just then the doors opened and Tyler stood in the open doorway in all of his SWAT glory. Lord, the man was sexy. His eyes roamed slowly over my body as he took in my outfit, and I could feel the heat building in my face...and other areas.

“Looking good Carter.” he said as he held out a hand to me.

“I feel like a freak.” I said as I placed my hand in his big, warm one.

“Let’s see it.” he said nodding at my trench coat.

With a heavy sigh I let go of his hand and undid the belt on the coat. I opened the coat and watched as his eyes rounded in surprise.

He was silent for several seconds as he looked me over. “Let’s see the whole thing.”

“I’m not talking off this coat.” I argue and proceeded to retie the belt.

His hand on mine stop my movement. “Please.”

Crap. He had to use that word didn’t he.

“Fine.” I muttered exasperation filling my voice. I shrugged out of the garment and held it in front of me.

Tyler walked around me slowly. I could feel the heat of his gaze on my body, and when he appeared in front of me again his eyes were a dark forest green.

He lowered his head and whispered. “Save the dress for later plans.”

As hard as I tried, I could not suppress the tingle that ran down my spine and straight to my core. I’m sure my face had turned a brighter shade of red...if that was even possible.

“You two need to get a room....fast.” Bryan said before he walked off in the direction of the SUVs we were going to be using that night.
Embarrassed at being caught in such an intimate moment I quickly put my coat back on and followed the guys.

“Hey Carter!” Tyler called out as I walked away.

“What?”

“Don’t get dead tonight.” he said with a smile plastered on his handsome face.

A warm feeling rushed over me and I smiled back. That was the line one of us always told the other before a takedown. It had been months since we’d worked together on a case, and I was pleased to know that even after all the tension between us he hadn’t forgotten “our line”.
“I’ll do my best.” I said as I turned and walked away.

“Nice ass by the way.”

Without even stopping or turning around I smiled and flipped him the bird.

