Caught Up In the Middle

If there was one thing I learned while working for the Bureau is that no matter how well you planned your day 99.5% of the time it was going to turn out completely different before lunch time. But there were just some days that not even my keen imagination could think up of. 

The day had started off well enough. I came in around 7:30 that morning to get a head start on some of the cases Bryan and I had been working on. Bryan came in fifteen minutes later; his hands laden down with a Krispy Cream box and a cardboard beverage tray with two large coffees.

I smile appreciatively at him when he sat the donut box and a coffee cup in front of me.

“I just want you to know that whatever they say I still don’t believe you are from another planet.” I said through a mouthful of donut.

He looked thoughtful for a moment. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

I threw my paper napkin at him. “Don’t make me call Homeland Security on your ass.”

He shrugged in a casual manner. “I’ve dealt with them before. They’re not so bad after a few hours.”

“You know Anderson if you weren’t my partner I would be very scared of you right now.”

“It’s all a matter of perception.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning if I put my mind to it I can be a very scary guy.”

Yeah right. “Errr...memo to you, you’re not scary. Crazy. But not scary. I’ve seen scarier.”

“It’s my rugged handsomeness that throws people off, right?” he asked smugly.

I rolled my eyes at him. “No. It’s your whole demeanor. You don’t necessarily do things by the book.”

“I wasn’t aware I was supposed to.”

This got him another eye-roll.

Michael Burger, the Assistant Director in Charge of the New York Field Office strode into the room. He cut a commanding presence that morning in his black suit, super shiny loafers and black leather briefcase. If there was one thing to be said about our Director it was that he was always well-dressed.
“Carter. Anderson. In my office.” he said by way of greeting as he walked past us.

Bryan and I looked at each other and grimaced. Nothing good ever came out of being summoned to the ADC’s office. Either we were in big trouble or we were about to get ourselves into big trouble. Either one was not ideal on how I wanted this day to start off.

With a mental sigh I took a quick swig of coffee for courage and headed to the Dragon’s Lair. I took my usual seat which was the chair closest to the door, and watched Burger settle in. He took off his suit jacket and hung it on the bronze coat rack behind his desk. Then he loosened his tie and opened up his briefcase. By this time Bryan had walked in with the box of donuts, a handful of napkins and his cup of coffee. He held the box out to Burger, who selected a jelly donut and sat down in his oversized executive chair. 

Some would say that Bryan was sucking up to the Director, but having known him for almost a year I knew that this kind of sharing nature was just part of his genetic make up. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t share with someone. Sometimes that included food and money; most times it included some disturbing personal information that only a mental patient would enjoy.
Burger bit into the donut and chewed while he talked. “It seems we’ve got a situation.”

No surprise there. The Bureau ran on “situations”.

Bryan asked the obvious. “What kind of situation sir?”

“We got some intel yesterday morning that a small group of MS-13 members are planning a drug and gun buy later tonight. One of the members is a key figure that we’ve been tracking for the past two years. If we lock him down tonight it could reap us ten-fold as he’s also a suspect in two homicides out on the West Coast. Hopefully, with the right amount of pressure he would give us his supplier’s name.”

“What makes you think we can flip him?” I asked as I watched him licked jelly from his fingers.
Flipping is a term used by law enforcement to describe when an agent offers a suspect a deal to become a criminal informant.
Burger took another bite of donut before he answered. “With two convictions already under his belt, and God knows how many other offenses we can charge him with, I doubt he’ll be happy to be serving up to thirty-five years in a federal prison. That kind of leverage can weigh heavy on a man’s mind.”
“Where is the buy taking place?” I asked.

“Supposedly at a warehouse in Brooklyn. Agent Samson is getting all the data ready for us from what we got on the wire taps and a confidential source. In a few hours we’ll know for sure.”

“How do Bryan and I fit into this?”

Burger finshed off his donut then took a napkin and wiped his mouth and fingers.

“This more involves you Agent Carter. I just threw in Anderson as a bonus.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“The intel that we got was from your CI Marcus Grant.”

At the mention of Marcus’s name my stomach went into a free fall. Then confusion began to set in. I hadn’t spoken to Marcus in a few weeks, what did Burger mean by he got intel yesterday morning? Why didn’t Marcus come to me first with this info? What kind of fucking mind games was he playing now? 

I could feel the pressure building in my veins as the anger began to rise up in me sharply. I inhaled and exhaled slowly trying to get a grip on my emotions, then forced myself to pay attention to what Burger was saying. 

“...the warehouse to be used in the buy belongs to Mr. Grant. He’s even allowed us to set up surveillance around the exterior and interior of the building. Seems he’s is turning out to be more helpful than we had thought he would be.”
“I’m sure he has.” I said with a tight smile.

I flicked my gaze to Bryan who had a amused look on his face. I would deal with him later.

“Carter as part of the takedown tonight you will be going undercover as Marcus’s girlfriend...”
That was all I heard before my mind shut down. Girlfriend? What the fuck? There had to be something else I could do. Couldn’t I be in the suveillance truck with the rest of the guys? Or even part of the takedown team? I would even volunteer to do evidence retrival if it would mean I wouldn’t have to spend ANY time with Marcus. Please God let there be another alternative, I prayed. Because I knew if I was anywhere near that man he was as good as dead.
“...by the time the deal is done SWAT should be coming in the building.”

“SWAT?” I asked confused. “Couldn’t we do this with the local precinct boys?”
Burger continued on as if I hadn’t asked anything. “Agent Santoni will be team leader of the takedown squad. I expect everyone to be fully prepared for this tonight. I want no fuck-ups. These guys have killed before and I doubt they would have second thoughts of putting a bullet between your eyes.”

“Why do you say that sir?” Bryan asked.

“Because the guns they are getting tonight are supposed to be used to take-down four officers at the 23rd Precinct according to the wire taps. Hence the reason we’re using our SWAT team. I don’t want any NYPD cowboy justice going on tonight.”

And there was my answer. I had to hand it to Burger, he always looked at the big picture. No doubt these guys were cold-blooded murderers. But why was Marcus offering them his warehouse? Weren’t they the ones who tried to kill him a few months ago with that drive-by shooting? What was Marcus getting out of this? He never did anything without an agenda. This required some snooping. Which I couldn’t wait to get to once we finished this meeting with Burger.

“What is our meet time?” I asked.
Burger leveled his steel gray gaze on me. “Your meet time is to be worked out between you and Grant as you’ll need to be at your mark before the gang get’s there. The rest of the team will be in place by 2100.”
Great. No doubt when Marcus planned this whole snitch run he knew this was a factor. Sneaky bastard.

“Emails about the details are going to go out by 10:30 this morning. Carry your blackberries if you’re going out on the street. We’re gonna have a conference, maybe at one, to go over the details. That will be all for now.”

Those last six words propelled me out of my seat and to the door as fast as my feet could carry me. Bryan lagged behind to shoot the breeze with Burger and bond over some more jelly donuts.

I ran to my desk, grabbed my handbag and made my way to the elevators. Most of them were going up as more and more employees came in to start their day, but finally I got one that was heading down. I headed to the parking garage, and once inside my car I whipped out the secured phone Marcus had given me and speed dialed 1. 

He picked up on the third ring; his voice deep and sleep-laden. “What?”

His pissed off tone just added fuel to my anger. “Next time you wanna play Mr. Goody-Two Shoes may I suggest you let me in on it.” I said through clenched teeth.
“Princess?” he asked groggily.

Good. I was glad I had woken him up.

“I just came from a meeting with my boss informing me that I was to be going undercover as your girlfriend in order to bust some MS-13 members. Can you explain to me how you didn’t even have the decency to call me before hand and not let me know this? How the fuck was I not appraised of this?”

He let out a heavy sigh. “Look. This was all last minute. I didn’t talk to your boss until late yesterday evening.”
“You’re my fucking CI! What the hell are you doing talking to my boss?” I screamed.
“Princess listen…”

“No you listen! We had a deal. All intel comes to me first and then I decide what to do with it. Going behind my back to my boss makes me look incompetent. Either you get your shit together or all deals are off the table. And from where I stand in this it would come as a BIG relief.”

Then I hung up the phone.

I sat in the car for a few more minutes trying to get my anger under control.

I jumped when my Blackberry started to ring.
“Hello?”

“Feel like going to the shooting range with me?” Bryan said.

I let out a sigh. How did he always know what I needed?

“I’m in the garage already.” I said.

“No doubt having a private conversation with your boyfriend.” he snickered. 

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Not yet. But come tonight something tells me he’s going to be playing the part to the full effect; moreso to piss Santoni off.”

“I hate you.” I growled before I hung up.
*******************************************************************

Hell.
It wasn't the fiery pit that I'd learned about as a child. There were no nine levels that I'd read about in high school.
Hell was here. On earth. Being forced to sit between Tyler and Marcus while the rest of the team crowded into the small conference room. And stared.

I sat rigidly in my chair; knees pressed together, hand tightly clasped on my lap, staring straight ahead while nervous energy rolled off my body in waves. I had decided that the only way to get through this meeting was to be as professional as I could be given the circumstances.

Marcus sat to my right dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt that hugged his muscular frame to perfection. His blue FBI Visitor id hung low on his chest and he wore a NY Yankees cap that sat low on his head, while his diamond studs in both his ears glittered menacingly. His expression was a mixture of controlled boredom and amusement. And even though he was slouched low in his chair, I knew he was ready to pounce at the slightest hint of an oncoming altercation; either between him and Tyler, or any one of the other agents in the room.
I was still pissed at him for his earlier actions. A matter which I planned to address once we were out of public scrutiny.

Tyler sat to my left all loosed-limbed and smug. Dressed in SWAT black, he was the epitome of a cocky bastard. This was his house. Marcus was on his turf. In here Tyler ruled the roost, and if Marcus had a problem with it he would gladly, with unnecessary force, show him the way out the door.

The hour I had spent at the shooting gallery did nothing to soothe my uneasiness about the entire situation. I shot almost a hundred rounds in six different targets, but the edginess that lay simmering just below the surface still radiated off of me.

“Next time I’ll ask the Bomb Squad if they have anything for you to blow up.” Bryan teased as we drove back to the office.

“This is not the time for jokes.” I said as I gripped the steering wheel tighter trying to tamp down my anxiety.

“That wasn’t a joke. I still don’t get why you’re so pissed off about the whole situation. We’re going after the bad guys, that’s all that matters.”
I took my gaze off the road long enough to give him a blistering glare. “No, that’s not all that matters.” I all but screamed. “What matters is that my fucking CI took it upon himself to cut me off at the knees and go straight to my superior. Like...like I was some incompetent fool that wouldn’t know what to do with the information he gave me. I mean, come on! If that’s not disrespect I don’t know what is. And to think that I almost lost my job over that son of a bitch when he showed up at the office that day. I should’ve let Santoni go off on him like he was planning to.

“I have half a mind to drive over to his house and kick the shit out of him. How the hell am I supposed to reach further in my job if I’m getting screwed over by my own fucking CI? I’ll tell you this Bryan...the next time I see him I want you to make sure that I don’t have any weapons on me because I will pop a cap in his ass. Fucking bastard!”
Bryan sat completely still through my whole tirade looking like he was in the car with a bunch of terrorists with bombs strapped to them.
“Maybe you should see the staff psychiatrist and talk to her about these...feelings you have.” he said in a careful tone.

“I don’t need a physiatrist.” I snapped. “What I need is for people to do what they are supposed to do and stop making my life a living hell.”

“Now where’s the fun in that?” he teased with a mischievous smile.

I answered him with a glare.

Now, as I sat sandwiched between the only two men who could garner a violent reaction out of me, talking to the staff physiatrist was beginning to seem like a great idea. I made a mental note to call her that day.

Towards the back of the room I heard Hawkins say, “How much you wanna bet Santoni kills him before tonight?”

“I’ll put fifty on he’ll kill him after the meeting.” Newton replied.

“One hundred on he’ll do it during the meeting.” Bryan piped in.

I turned around in my chair, careful not to touch either man, and sent the group a death glare. Hawkins shrugged, Newton gave me a cheerful nod and Bryan had a wide smile plastered on his face. Seems like I was their entertainment for the day. Lucky me.

Burger walked into the room and everyone fell silent, eager to hear what our plan was for the night. 

“Afternoon everyone.” he greeted as he stood at the front of the room.

A splattering of “afternoons” filled the air.

He went on to detail the surveillance plans and operations planned for later on that night, and stopped ever so often to answer questions that were thrown out randomly. Afterwards he gave the room over to Tyler who laid out the SWAT takedown agenda. Tyler had just finished explaining how they were going to gain entry to the warehouse when Marcus interrupted him.
“Yo Wonder Bread, when you bust in like G.I. Joe there’s going to be some helter skelter action going on, so where does that leave Prin....Agent Carter and I? Cause I know for damn sure those MS gringos will be packing enough heat to light up that building.”

“What’s your point Grant?” Tyler asked stonily. 
“I’m just sayin’ that unlike you guys who’ll be coming in all armored up, me and Agent Carter will be skins out. Shouldn’t we have a weapons stash somewhere? You know, so we can help out and shit?”

A few snickers broke out at the back of the room.

I cut my eyes to Marcus and almost kicked him when I saw the smug, amused look on his face. He turned and smiled at me, then proceeded to drape his arm across the back of my chair. I could smell his cologne as he leaned in closer to me.
I looked at Tyler again, who was a pillar of restrained anger. He glared at Marcus and took a step forward towards him. Every muscle in my body tensed as I prepared myself for an altercation.

When Tyler spoke his voice came out slow, clear and authoritative. “Mr. Grant, may I remind you that I am team leader of SWAT for tonight’s operation. I’ve been doing my job as many years as you have been poisoning your community with drugs. I know what defensive and counter-defensive tactics have to be in play tonight for this operation to go down the way we want it to.”

“Didn’t say that you didn’t know how to do your job Wonder Bread. All I asked was what was going to be done so me and Agent Carter could protect ourselves. Shorty’s gonna be going in there in clothes that can’t hide a bullet-proof vest, and unlike you I feel a certain...protectiveness over her fine body.”
Sometimes I wished that wishes did come true. Because right about then I wished that the ground had opened up and swallowed me in. Mortification rose up in me sharply, and I knew my face was turning a rosy red shade.

More snickering came from the back.

“You guys will owe me a hundred bucks.” I heard Bryan say gleefully.
I had had enough.

“Put your dicks away boys.” I growled and stood up between them. “This isn’t about who’s got the bigger one, this is about doing our jobs and coming out alive tonight.”

“Who’s got the bigger one?” someone shouted out.

“Alright people! That’s enough!” Burger’s voice bellowed from the back of the room, where I’m sure he was gauging the action and letting it go as far as it did.

He appeared at the front of the room again; his mouth set in a hard thin line and his face was void of any emotion. This was his I’m–the-one-fucking-in-charge-here look. I knew because I’d seen that look more times than I wanted to admit. I sat down again.
“Agent Santoni please continue on with the operational plan.” Burger said when silence filled the room again.
It wasn’t a request. It was an order.

Tyler gave Marcus a look of virulence before he started explaining again the rules of engagement for the night. On the outside it looked like I was the poster child of patience, but on the inside I was raging. These two knuckleheads were treating me like some pawn in their little war. After tonight I had some serious decisions to make on whether or not I was going to continue to be in their lives. The bullshit had to stop somewhere.

Fifteen minutes later we all filed out of the room pumped and ready for the night ahead. 
“I need to talk to you.” I said to Marcus as we walked out together.

“Lead the way.” he said with a sweep of his hand.

“Hey Carter!” Bryan called from behind me.

I turned around. “What?”

“You could’ve let me win.” he said. Newton and Hawkins were standing next to him grinning.

I gave them a proper Italian gesture before opening the door to the stairwell.

“Cozy.” Marcus said as he followed me up the staircase; our footsteps echoing around us. “And I’m loving the view from back here.”
“Shut it Grant.” I growled.
When I thought we were far up enough away from prying ears and eyes I whirled around and lit into him.

“What the hell were you trying to prove in there?”

He gave me a wary look before he replied. “I wasn’t trying to prove anything. I was trying to get us enough protection to keep our asses alive tonight. Your boyfriend was going to send us in there to be sitting ducks.”

“He was not. He knows what he’s doing. And for the record he’s not my boyfriend.” I argued as I folded my arms angrily across my chest.

He gave me a skeptical look.

“Whatever Grant. Think what you like. But that little pissing contest you two had was out of line.”

“Then why aren’t you yelling at him too?”
I glared at him.

“Look, for the record I think your boy’s plan was pretty good. But I’m not gonna go in there and be blind-sided by these guys. They’ve already gotten blood for me and I’ll be damned if I let them get anymore.”

I stared at him. “How come you only talk ghetto when you’re around the other agents?”

He looked surprised by my sudden change of topic, but answered with a shrug.

“I think you do it to throw them off on just how savvy you really are.” I surmised.

“So?”

“And you’re fine with them thinking that?”
He laughed a humorless laugh. “They can think what they want ‘cause I really don’t give a fuck. Do you seriously think I’m going to sell my soul to the FBI, and give up my secrets just so they can use it against me and screw me with it?”

I stayed silent. 

“What’s going on here Princess is as much a game to me as it is to them. And it’s a game that I intend to win. Those motherfuckers have been after me for years trying to pin shit on me, but they never could…not anything major. But sometimes it’s the hunter that’s really the prey.”

“What does that mean?” I asked with a frown.

He looked like he was about to answer me, but then he shook his head. “Nah. I’m not gonna tell you that Princess. The less you know the better it’s gonna be in the end. I don’t want you tripping in my shit when that time comes.”

“What’s with all this talking in riddles bullshit? First ghetto and now it’s like you’re auditioning to be in a Batman movie as one of the villains. What are you not telling me Grant?”

He leveled a dark, assessing gaze on me before he said with a wry smile, “You’re the FBI agent. Figure it out. It’s just a matter of perception.”

Huh? Maybe it was because I had yet to eat lunch, or maybe it was because my coffee high had evaporated hours ago, but I was in no mood to be Miss Mind-Reader right then. From the looks of things it was going to be a very long night, and I planned on conserving my brain cells and energy for more important moments of the operation…like say being shot at with a semi-automatic at close range.
This verbal tango with Marcus was going to have to wait. But then, maybe that was what he wanted in the first place. Maybe he wanted me so distracted by the spider web that was his life, that I wouldn’t be able to focus on just what I was really supposed to see and observe. Maybe he had already made a deal with the MS-13 gang and let them in on his supposed collaboration with the FBI. We could be walking into a trap tonight for all I knew. 
There were a lot of “maybe’s”, but nothing stood out as being concrete. If I wanted to know exactly what was going on in Marcus’s mind I would have to be patient and stealthy. And hopefully I would figure it out before it had a chance to blow up in my face.
“Heavy thoughts?” Marcus asked breaking into my inner musings.

“As heavy as they always are given my job and lifestyle.” I said giving him a fake smile.

He laughed; the deep, rumbling sound echoing throughout the stairwell. “Did I tell you how much I’m looking forward to tonight?”

“No need.” I said putting up my hand in a stop gesture. “It showed when you were yanking on Santoni’s balls.”
“I can’t wait to see you in that little outfit I picked out for you.” he said in a low seductive tone, as his gaze ran the length of my body.

I was getting a bad vibe about this. “What outfit?”

“The one I had delivered to your office an hour ago.”

Shit.

“How bad is it?” I asked with an air of dread in my voice.

I had seen the women that hung around Marcus. I had the unfortunate pleasure of barging in on him unexpectedly one day at his brownstone in Brooklyn. Needless to say, that was the last time I ever went over there again before noon. I saw enough tits and ass draped in things no bigger than tea towels to last me a lifetime.

“It’s bigger than a towel.” he said with a smirk.

“A bath towel?”

“A hand towel.”

Gulp.

