The Morning After

"Rise and shine my sleeping beauty." the voice said a little too chipper for my liking.

My head hummed with pain and my tongue felt stuck to the roof of my mouth. I let out a groan and tried to burrow deeper under the warmth of the comforter. Ahhhh......so warm and so comfy. I think I'll just.........

Chaos erupted behind my eyelids even before my eyes opened, as my cocoon was violently yanked off of me. The shock of the moment sent me rolling off the side of the bed, and my ass hit the carpet.

"Owwwwww." I moaned from my new bed on the floor. "You're a dead man."

"Save the compliments for later." Bryan said. "We got called in."

I groped for the edge of the mattress and pulled myself up. "Oh my gaaaawwwwd!!! My head. My stomach."

I flopped back onto the bed and buried my head under a pillow. Ahhhhh...much better.

"Hung-over is not a good look on you." I heard Bryan say. “I’ve seen corpses look better than you.”
I made a disgusted sound from beneath the pillow. "What year is this?"

Bryan laughed and the pillow was pulled off my face.

"I can't go in." I said, my voice hoarse from the after effects of my alcoholic binge the night before. "I'm a national security violation."

"And you think that matters to them? Here, I brought you some relief."

I opened my eyes slowly and squinted up at him. God! Even my eyelashes hurt.

He held out a plastic bag to me.

"Is it morphine?" I asked as I forced myself into an upright position and took the bag from him.

"Close." he said and walked out the room. I heard him go into my bathroom and the sounds of my shower being turned on filtered out.
I glanced at my bedside clock. 9:43 a.m. God I needed to get a new job. One that had weekends off. I opened the bag and the smell that greeted me actually made me smile. Bacon. Nothing like all that grease and cholesterol to chase a hangover away. Bryan was now my hero for the day.

"Shower's ready." he said as he poked his head back in the room. "Get in it. We'll grab coffee on the way."

"How did you get in here anyway? Did you call me?" I asked as I gingerly got off the bed.

"Your visitor let me in."

My brow furrowed in confusion. Visitor? Who the hell.....Random images of the night before popped into my head-- being at Deb’s party, running into Santoni, being in the bedroom with Santoni, drinking three Solo cups of rum and Coke. Then.........No! Oh shit!! Marcus!!

The memory hit me like a brick wall. Being in his car, talking; about what I couldn’t remember, him putting me to bed. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! My stomach turned violently.
Bryan chuckled. "It was that good huh? He looked a little worse for wear too."

My eyes widened. "Is he still here?"

"No. He left as soon as I arrived. He said to tell you though that he'll have someone bring your car up tonight."

So Marcus had spent most of the night...with me passed out drunk. Ugh!

"Try not to freak out about it. On the bright side you're still fully dressed."

I looked down at my attire. Interesting.

"How come you don't look as torn up as I do? You had waaaaay more to drink than I did."

He quirked an eyebrow at me. "After you've been where I've been, and had to drink 120 proof rum just to stay warm in the desert, six beers and two shots is the equivalent of a can of Pepsi."

"I hate you." 

He kissed me on the forehead. "Get in the shower woman. We have less than an hour to get there. And make sure and brush your teeth like twice just to be on the safe side. Wouldn't want you knocking out half the unit with that breath."

I acknowledged his request with a stiff middle finger. 

****************************************************************************

Feeling slightly better, with my eyes ensconced behind my Oakley sunglasses and my stomach filled with Advil, I enthusiastically chomped on my bacon as we made our way to the city via the Van Wyck Expressway. I racked my brain to recall the events of the night before. The scenario with Tyler was vivid in my mind. It left me feeling sad, empty and slightly pissed off. But these were emotions that were usually affiliated with him, so I chalked it up to feeling normal. 
Marcus on the other hand.....those memories were fuzzy and choppy....and left me feeling weird.
Did I say anything embarrassing to him? Did I do anything embarrassing to him? I drew a blank.

Think Marissa! Think! I chastised myself as I shoved two strips of bacon into my mouth.

Okay, I remembered talking to him about the run in with Santoni. Not so bad.

I remembered telling him something about something about not having to go to a pharmacy. Not too bad.

I remembered telling him that I had loved him. Ack!! Okay, okay. It wasn’t so bad. I could’ve told him something even worse. What? I couldn’t think of right away...but something.

I remembered him taking my keys and walking me into my bedroom, then he took off my boots and he sat in the chair. And then...No! No! No! No!

I told him I had accepted his apology. ARRRRRRGGGGHHHHH!!!!!!!!

I must have made a noise because Bryan glanced over at me. "Everything alright partner?"

No. "Yeah, yeah. Fine. Just working my way mentally back to reality."

I offered the grease-soaked paper bag to him. He shook his head and went back into his driving zone.
I was now officially disgusted with myself. What the hell was I thinking? Wait...I wasn’t. See this was the reason I tried to stay away from alcohol. But then again, this really wasn’t my fault. If I hadn’t run into Tyler I would’ve been fine. It was all Tyler’s fault. Damn him!

I huffed out a sigh. I had to do damage control. I would just have to explain to Marcus that I was not myself when I had said what I said to him. He would understand, right? He was a rational man. Wait a minute, this was Marcus Grant we were talking about here. Shit! I was so screwed.

“Okay, now you’re officially beginning to scare me.” Bryan said.

“I’m sorry. I’m just...reconnecting with last night.”

“Was it that good, or was it super bad?”

“It was fucking horrible.” I groaned. “I think I told Grant that I accepted his apology.”

“And you didn’t want to accept the apology?”

“Well sorta...kinda...maybe. I mean I should right? He was sincere about it and all that. But part of me has held onto that rage and hatred for so long that it’s kinda hard to let it all go. Does that make me a bad person? To not forgive? I’m a good Christian girl and all. And my faith is really big about forgiveness and turning the other cheek, but I don’t know Anderson; that hate and rage keeps me sane. You know what I mean? Anyway, maybe it’s time that I did let it all go and move on. But on the other hand I feel like he should suffer some more, you know? Maybe I could forgive him and still hate him.”
Bryan shot me a wry look. “That’s way too many thoughts to be having on a Saturday morning partner. I can’t even think all those thoughts and I’m not the one who got hung-over.”
“A fact which I’m still trying to wrap my mind around. What’s your stomach made of anyway?”

He smiled. “It’s a gift.”

“So why are we being called in anyway?” I asked. 

“Took you long enough to ask that. Usually it’s the first question out your mouth. Grant must have seriously wreaked havoc on you last night.”

I glared at him. “Nothing happened.”

“Right. Anyway, seems while we were frolicking last night and killing our brain cells three bodies washed up on Coney Island filled with “X” and Special “K”.”
“What do you mean by filled with?”

“Body cavity emptied of organs and packed with twelve ounce packages of both drugs.”

“Specifics?”

“Two males, older. Around 60-65. The female was around 26-34. No markings of violence on the bodies except for the incision line from collarbone to navel. Hawkins thinks the corpses could’ve been stolen from a morgue or funeral home. He’s running checks on thefts at these establishments. Coast Guard got an anonymous call around 3:35 this morning about seeing a body floating in the area around where the victims were found. Waiting on the coroner to obtain fingerprint cards to run against missing persons. We should get those in a few hours. Burger wants us all there for a detailed brief ASAP, but I don’t think anything would be assigned yet until all the department heads are there to throw their egos around.”

I let everything he had said sink in. Something was off.  “What are you not telling me?”
He grinned. “Man, even hung-over that brain of yours is always on point huh?”

I stared at him from behind my Oakleys.

“Fine.  We’re working on a joint as part of the Strike Force. And yes, Rhonda Kirkland is going to be there.” Bryan added reluctantly.

Christ!

The Strike Force a.k.a. the New York Organized Crime Drug Enforcement “Strike Force” comprised of agents and officers of the United States Drug Enforcement Administration(DEA), the New York City Police Department(NYPD), the United States Internal Revenue Service Criminal Investigation Division(IRS), the Department of Homeland Security Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement(ICE), the Federal Bureau of Investigation(FBI), the New York State Police(NYSP), the United States Marshals Service, the United States Secret Service and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives(ATF). 
The Force was partially funded by the New York/New Jersey High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area (HIDTA), which was a federally funded crime fighting initiative.
Special Agent Rhonda Kirkland, my arch nemesis, had been the bane of my existence for the past two years. Built like a pageant beauty queen, with the looks to match, she walked--no scratch that--sashayed around the Bureau in four inch high heels and tight skirts and pant suits, making the lives of other female agents she deemed as “failed” very uncomfortable.  With flawless light brown skin, big brown eyes, pouty lips and salon- styled hair that hung down her back, Rhonda Kirkland made a huge impression when she walked into a room. She seemed to have stopped aging when she hit thirty-five, and now in her late forties she exuded an air of confidence that some women her age, and younger, wished they had...with the exception of myself of course. 

She had made it very clear on the first day we met at a joint task force summit, that I was what she thought a “failed” female agent personified. In her own words: “You’re what’s wrong with the Bureau today. Back in my day they hired women who had both class and smarts. But I guess they’re so desperate now they hiring whoever can count up to a thousand.”
Stunned by the blatant disrespect being shoved in my face I was speechless. I had never encountered anyone like her since I had gotten to the Bureau. Everyone up to that point had been professional, fair and polite. 

Fortunately Dan Moyner, who was my partner at the time, and a seasoned agent, stepped in and diffused the situation. I thought it was because he sense that I was about to dig deep and pull out the street skills I had honed from growing up in Queens, but as we walked out the summit meeting he told me that in the room, at the time of the confrontation, several SAC’s and ASAC’s were monitoring the situation. It seemed that Rhonda Kirkland had a reputation around the Bureau. She knowingly sought out rookie female agents and “established her dominance”. It was a messed up way of garnering respect of any kind, but surprisingly she was known as a thorough and perceptive agent by her colleagues. Go figure. 

Over the years we bumped into each other as we worked on some of the same cases, and with the same precincts around the city. Each encounter only fueled my growing disdain for her; a fact that I didn’t hide from anyone in the Bureau. Hawkins, Newton, DeChooch, and even Tyler knew of my loathing for the devil woman, and most times they supported me. Sometimes however, they got a kick out of the entire situation, and even went so far one time as to print fake tickets advertising a mud wrestling match between myself and Kirkland, distributing them throughout the office and taking actual bets. Yeah, I work with bastards like that.

I scrunched up my face. “I’m letting you know from now that I’m not going to be civil towards that woman.”

“Come on Carter, it’s not like you have to spend all day with her. It’ll be just for the brief.”

“No.” I said stubbornly.
“Carter...”

“That woman is the Bride of Satan, wrapped up in the body of a European hooker.”

Bryan chuckled. “She’s not that bad. She’s just...very vocal about her opinions.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him. “I’m vocal about my opinions too, but she’s just pure evil. Maybe you can’t see it as the last time you were too busy gazing down her shirt. But trust me when I tell you that she’s not what she projects. She’s all smiley around you guys, but she will cut down another female agent without batting an eyelash.”

“Maybe you intimidate her.” Bryan tried to reason.

“Me?” I scoffed.

“Maybe she can’t handle the fact that she’s got competition when it comes to being smart and sexy, yet tough and straight forward. You both have to work around mostly men.”

“Give me a break.” I scoffed. “Other female agents I have worked with have all been very personable and professional.  They get that in our field of work it’s better to stick together and help each other out. That memo seemed to have by-passed Kirkland. She’s a straight up selfish bitch.”

“I’m sensing some hate here.” Bryan said as he released my hand.

I finished up the rest of the bacon and leaned back in my seat taking in the moving scenery. Soon my thoughts were filled with Marcus again. Something had happened last night between us. What, I just couldn’t put my finger on at the time. But it was either something that was said or done that I knew for sure. Was it something I had said? Hmmm...no. I got the feeling this all fell on Marcus. Think brain! Think!

“Deep thoughts?” Bryan asked.

I turned towards him. “Why did you call Grant last night?”

“Someone had to take you home.”

“And that someone couldn’t have been you?”

“Nope. I had plans. Naked sweaty plans.”

“Okay, keep that to yourself. But couldn’t you have called someone else?”

“Like who? All the other people you knew were at the party. And I didn’t think you would’ve wanted Santoni to take you home. He was the reason you were in that condition, remember?”

Yeah, I remembered alright.  I let out a long sigh.

Bryan reached for my hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “He doesn’t deserve you. Give it time. By next week you’ll be so busy chasing leads on these drug cadavers you won’t even remember his name.”
I gave him a sad smile. “I doubt. Worse yet, with Kirkland around not only would I have to dodge Burger I also have to keep checking my back to make sure she hasn’t buried a hatchet in it. Where are the transfer gods when you need them?”
 “Just don’t kill her without me there, alright? There’s a pool going to see how long before you snap and shoot her.”

“You guys are betting on this?” I screeched. “Unfuckingbelievable!”

“Hey, on the bright side there maybe enough money for either your bail or to hire a good lawyer.” Bryan said with a grin.

*****************************************************************************************************

I was leaning over the sink in the women’s bathroom, contemplating how I was going to get through the rest of the day when Rhonda walked in.

“If it isn’t Little Miss Sunshine.” she sneered as she came up behind me.

I said a prayer, asking God for forgiveness if I broke the fifth commandment, then I turned towards her.

“Shouldn’t you be on your broom scouring the skies for the rest of your relatives?” I asked with feigned innocence.

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Why agent Carter I’m so happy to see you’ll have a career as a comedienne to fall back on when you get terminated from the Bureau.”
“Yes, I’m sure you’ll be able to hear the laughter of the audience from the back alley as you entertain your clients.” I shot back.

“Touché.” she drawled as she ran a hand over her ridiculously glossy and well-coifed hair. 

As usual she was dressed impeccably. Even in casual clothes she exuded an aura of grace and stylishness. Her cargo pants hung just right at her waist and flowed over her hips and lean thighs, the blue and white polo shirt hugged her busty frame at all the right angles and her designer running shoes looked brand new and matched the colors of her polo shirt. 
Her make-up was so flawlessly applied that it looked like she woke up looking the way she was. I on the other hand looked like I was one bad hair day away from crazy. My clothes were wrinkled, my sneakers were scuffed up and muddy and my hair looked like a well-contained bird’s nest. I wore no make-up, but at least my teeth were brushed and I had remembered to put on deodorant before I left the house. It was always the little things that count.
“I hear congratulations are in order for your boy Santoni.” she said as she checked herself out in the mirror that ran the width of the four sinks in the bathroom.

I scowled. How the hell did she hear about that?

She must have read the expression on my face because she said, “Come on, you and I both know that agents are the biggest gossips.”

This was true, but still.....

“Such a pity that he chose her and not you.” she went on.

What the.....

“What are you talking about?” I asked tonelessly.

Rhonda smirked. “I mean it’s no secret that you and Santoni had a...thing for each other. I’m just surprised that he would just toss you to the side like that and pick this other woman to spend the rest of his life with. But then again, I can see how he could’ve made that decision.”
Her gaze ran disapprovingly over me from head to toe.

No she didn’t! God, can you hear me? Remember that whole fifth commandment thing we spoke about earlier on? Well I think it’s about to go down.

I was about to tell her exactly where she could shove her opinions when a voice boomed over the paging system. “Agent Marissa Carter, please report to the SAC’s office! Agent Marissa Carter to the SAC’s office!”

The noise jangled my eardrums and vibrated through my head, making the good the Advil seemed to do disappear. I closed my eyes and winced as the throbbing began to pound in my head.
“Well, well, well, look who’s hung-over.” Rhonda said with an evil smile. “Do they know?”

I cut my eyes to her. “I am not hung-over.”

She raised a skeptical professionally plucked eyebrow at me. “Hmmm...pale pallor, bloodshot eyes, bags under your eyes. As much as I want to say this is usually your normal look, the fact that you look like you’re about to throw up at any moment is a dead giveaway.”

I gave her a wry look.  “You have a good day.  And when you go back to Middle-Earth tell your cousin Smeagol I said hi.”
Her eyes burned holes in my back as she watched me walk out the room.
*****************************************************************************************************
 I sat in the chair feeling disembodied and tried to look like I was interested in what was being said.
“...and because of agent Carter’s affiliation with Marcus Grant, we are certain that intel can be garnered about why and where the corpses originated and who is responsible.”

The mention of Marcus’ name jolted me back into the conversation, at the right time too, because four pairs of eyes were watching me closely. 
“I’ll do my best.” I said as I looked at the faces of Burger, the Special Agent-in-Charge of the Drug Enforcement Administration’s New York Field Division Michael Berry, the Special Agent-in-Charge of the New York Office of the Department of Homeland Security’s U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement Barry Correa, and the Police Commissioner of the City of New York Robert Henry.
“We’d expect nothing less from you Agent Carter.” Michael Berry said in his signature clipped tone, which told me that he wasn’t so sure that a pip-squeak like me could pull off anything so grand. I suppressed an eye-roll.

“Agent Carter has been working very closely with Grant the past few months, and as such we have netted some very lucrative spoils.” Burger went on. “I have no doubt that she’ll be able to find out more about why these corpses were used as containers for the drugs.”

“Tell me Agent Carter,” Robert Henry said. “Just how close is your relationship to Marcus Grant?”

I stared at him. I didn’t like his tone. It was like he was suggesting that I was sleeping with Marcus to get intel. Like an FBI whore. Well fuck him. I was in no mood for this bullshit on a Saturday morning.
I leaned forward in my chair and stared directly at Henry. “What are you really asking me?”

His jaw tightened for a second, and I could tell he wasn’t expecting me to be so direct. But then again one should never underestimate the character of a person just because they looked a little hung-over, right. Plus his tie was pissing me off. Who the hell wore a yellow tie with blue triangles? 

“What I’m asking Agent Carter is whether or not there is more to your professional relationship with Marcus Grant than you’d have us believe. A man like Grant doesn’t divulge secrets into his organization or his cohorts without a price.”

I glanced at Michael Berry. Did he know that Marcus was an undercover DEA agent? If he did, he didn’t appear to be too perplexed by all these questions being thrown my way. But something told me that whatever Marcus was involved in, his handlers had made sure that not a lot of people knew about it, and that included Berry. This struck me as odd, but then again, nothing in Marcus’ world rarely added up to sane.
I turned my gaze back to Robert Henry. “Of course there is a price.” I said. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Burger shift nervously in his chair.
Good, I had their attention. Now to run some circles around them. “Marcus Grant and I have an...understanding.”

Henry raised an eyebrow at me.

“I’m sure you all the know the...complexities there are when dealing with a C.I., and as such there has to be rules and agendas in place in order to effectively have any type of productive relationship.  There is also the fact that a conflict of interest pops up from time to time, as the C.I. is usually a criminal and is only snitching in order to benefit him or herself and not for the greater good of society.”

“Thank you for the Cliff Notes on C.I. relations Agent Carter, but we’re not where we are professionally if we didn’t know about all of that.” Henry stated rudely.

My fingers curled into my palms as I tried to tamp down the urge to wrap his ugly tie around his neck until his eyes bulged out. Instead I smiled through my annoyance and went on. “When Grant came to me with an interest in becoming a C.I. it was upon agreement on both sides that there was a line that was not to be crossed. It was more to benefit Mr. Grant than it was to protect me.”
“How so?” Michael Berry asked. “What was the benefit to Grant?”
“The benefit was that he would get to live.”

Eyebrows shot up and lips were drawn into thin lines. Burger looked the most appalled. The thought of threatening the life of a CI, or even ending it went against the rules of the Bureau.
“Grant knows that if anything...friendly were to happen between us I would sell him out to his drug dealer peers faster that he could say New Jack City. I don’t have to tell you the consequences of what that’ll do to him financially and personally.”

“And why would you want to do that?” Berry asked.

I let a sadistic smile curve upon my lips. “I think the question is why would I not want to do that. I’ll be forever known as the agent who took down Marcus Grant, the most prolific drug dealer the East Coast had ever seen. I’m sure getting rid of the Bureau's biggest pain in the ass by less than lawful means wouldn’t cause a hardship to anyone. It’ll be a sort of gray area of the law. “ 

“And why haven’t you done that as yet Agent Carter?” Barry Correa asked, speaking for the first time since I entered the room.

I leveled a piercing gaze at him. “Because that is what he’s expecting me to do. And I’ll be damned if I let a drug dealer dictate the direction our involvement. He’s my C.I.  He’s in my world, and from where I’m sitting he needs me more than I need him.”
 Silence filled the room. Heads nodded. Lips pursed and thinned.
Berry was the first to speak. “Just because you think you have the upper hand here doesn’t necessarily mean that you do. In all my years here I’ve seen agents like you pad their egos with false confidence, but in the end it was their downfall. All because they underestimated their opponent. Why should we believe that the same won’t happen to you?”

“Because I never underestimate Grant. I know what he’s capable of, and I know that he takes his sadistic behavior as far as he has to in order to get what he wants.”

“And that doesn’t bother you in anyway?” Burger asked.
“Should it?” I asked pointedly.
“As a safety precaution, yes I think that it should.” Burger replied.

“Safety is always top priority when I’m around Grant. He’s a very dangerous man. But I’m not about to be so overly cautious that he gets spooked and starts holding back information. That just serves to hold us back, and that’s a risk I’m not going to take.”

They all looked at each other. Probably reevaluating my mental stability; which at this point was on the brink of showing its true colors if I didn’t get another dose of painkillers soon. My head felt heavy and throbbed painfully. Serves me right for thinking I could drink three cups of rum and Coke. I was the worst drinker ever. This was all Santoni’s fault.

Yeah like he held the cup to your lips, a voice said in my head.

Shut up.

“You say something Agent Carter?” Burger asked.

“Uhm...no.”  

Note to self, don’t have conversations with oneself around the bureaucratic assholes. 

“Thank you for your time Agent Carter.” Berry said. “That will be all for now.”

I had been officially dismissed.

Once out of the Lion’s Den, I immediately went in search of Bryan...and a bottle of Excedrin.  I found both five minutes later in the kitchen.
“We have to talk.” I said to him as I downed three Excedrin with a paper cup of water.

“Sounds dire.” he said as he poured himself a cup of coffee. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with you being in that meeting with Burger would it?”

I made an exasperated sound then said in a low voice. “Grant needs to be in on this too.”

Bryan raised an eyebrow, and a look of concern flashed over his face.

“Yeah.” I said answering his unasked question. “It’s that bad.”

“Should you call or do you want me too?” he asked as he ushered me out the door.

“I’ll do it.” Then I remembered I had left the encrypted cell phone that Marcus had given me taped to the bottom my couch. Shit!

I couldn’t use my regular cell as the number could be traced. Even worse, it was a federally issued phone so all calls could be recorded at any point in time. I didn’t dare use one of the landlines in the building either as those were also monitored. I was going to have to find a phone not linked to the Bureau.
“I’ll meet you downstairs.” I said as I slipped into my coat and made my way to the elevators.

“Where are you going?”

“To make a phone call.”

*****************************************************************************************************
I stared at the phone booth and cringed. I could mentally see all the viruses crawling over the handset and a shudder ran down my spine. I was five blocks from the office, on a side street near the WTC site. The street was deserted as was the nature of the area on a weekend. However, it provided the privacy that I needed. With a heavy sigh I picked up the receiver, whilst trying to remember where I kept the travel- sized hand sanitizer in the car. After inserting my quarter I dialed the number I now knew by heart.

It rang five times.

“Yeah?” a groggy voice answered.

“It’s me. We have a problem. I’m coming over with Anderson.” I said quickly.

There was a short silence then, “Should I be worried?”

“Not yet. But get some coffee going. It’s going to be a long day.”

“Fuck!” I heard him breathe then he hung up.

I stared at the receiver. Damn, so much for phone etiquette.

I walked back to the Federal building and went into the underground garage. Bryan sat in the car waiting. I got in and we took off towards the Brooklyn Bridge. As we drove I filled Bryan in on my interrogation with Burger and his stick-up-the-ass crew.
“So what are we going to do?” I asked.
He looked dour. “I don’t know. We’ll have to see what Grant wants to do. At this point it’s too late for him to back out of the C.I. agreement, so let’s hope he has a contingency lined up.”

Let’s hope indeed.

Marcus looked like hell. I would even go so far as to say he looked way worse than I did. He greeted us at the door with a scowl. He was dressed in gray sweat pants, a black wife-beater and bare feet, and as we walked towards his living room I tried to avert my eyes from his impressive muscles. Not an easy task, but it helped that my head ached less when I kept my eyes downcast.  
Once settled in the plush armchairs Bryan brought Marcus up to date about the bodies that were found and the leads that were being investigated.  I then retold the events that took place earlier with Burger and his colleagues as we sipped on coffee brought in by his housekeeper Mrs. Gentry; a petite, brown-skinned, middle-aged woman, with salt and pepper hair. She doted on Marcus like he was her grandson, and from what I observed he held her in high regard also.
Marcus sat sullenly on the couch as he processed everything we had told him.

“We have to come up with some course of action that will divert their attention away from you and focus it on solving this case.” I said as I sipped on the robust brown liquid.

He nodded. “I’ll see what I can find out. But information like that doesn’t come quickly. It may take a few days in order to get something back that’s viable.”
“I’ll check with my mob informants to see if they have any intel or this kind of modus operandi.” Bryan offered. “It takes a certain type of group that could hollow out bodies and use them as transport containers for these drugs. That kind of action tells me we’re dealing with a nefarious bunch of motherfuckers.”
“Do they know the identity of the cadavers yet?” Marcus asked.

Bryan shook his head. “As of one hour ago the coroner was still in the process of getting the fingerprint cards done. But I won’t be surprised if they turn up as John Doe and Jane Doe.  Whoever was the mastermind behind packing dead bodies with drugs surely wouldn’t be so stupid as to have a known missing person linked to them in anyway.”
“Do you think they were transients?” I asked.

Bryan shrugged. “It’s a high possibility. I’m hoping there would be identifiable marks on the bodies to give us some indication as to who they were and how they ended up floating out into the Atlantic Ocean.”

“How long were the bodies in the water?” Marcus asked in a weary tone.

“About six to twelve hours.” I answered. “I’ll get a more detailed timeframe when the medical examiner gives us his report.”

“You going down to the ME’s office to get it or waiting on the process?” Marcus asked.
I sighed. “I’m gonna have to wait on the process since this is now a Strike Force investigation. Plus I don’t want to bring anymore attention to you or myself. It’s bad enough the Wolf Pack is sniffing our asses.”

Marcus nodded, and then gave me a penetrating gaze. “Did you call me from a pay phone this morning?”
 “Yeah.”

“What happened to the phone I gave you?”

“Its home.”

He raised a questioning eyebrow.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What?”

“You’re supposed to have it on you at all times.”

It was my turn to raise an eyebrow at him. “I’m sorry for my lack of...responsibility when it comes to covert agendas. But there is no way I’m apologetic for leaving that phone strapped to the bottom of my couch. Too many questions to answer if someone sees it...or finds it.”

Marcus leaned forward; his elbows on his knees. “Princess, that phone has built in GPS, voice recognition software and a fingerprint scanner as added security measures. There is no way someone can tap into that phone or decode it.”

“Exactly my point.” I said. “What the hell am I doing with a phone like that in the first place? I’m FBI, not CIA. And correct me if I’m wrong, but only certain security clearance levels have access to a phone like that.”
I got no response...from either of them.

“I need something else. Something less...out there.” I said.

He gave me a pointed look.  “Fine. I’ll work on something. But in the meantime, please try to keep the phone close to you.”
Yeah right. “I’ll try my best.”

“Is that your ultimate best or just whatever you can muster up to keep me off your ass?” he retorted.

I was about to show him my best Italian gesture when a feminine voice filtered into the room.

“Marcus? Where are you?”

Every cell in my body went on high alert. Who the hell was that?

My answer came strutting into the room two seconds later. She stood there in a VERY short black mini dress that hugged her well-toned, curvy frame. Her tanned complexion was flawless, and her almond-shaped light brown eyes were seductive looking. Her bone structure hinted at a Native American or South Pacific heritage, mixed in with some African-American or Caribbean ancestry. 

Red stilettos that looked like the cost the same as my monthly mortgage payment were on her feet, and she wore no make-up. Her long hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and as she glided fully into the room her hips swayed with the confidence of a woman who knew she was beautiful, and reveled in the attention she got because of it.
I sucked in a breath when she leaned down and kissed Marcus fully on the lips. Bryan was smiling...and checking out her ass.

“Are you ready to go?” Marcus asked her when they broke the kiss.

“Yes.” she answered, giving him a sultry look.

I prayed the coffee stayed down in my stomach. Thank God I hadn’t taken off my sunglasses because the glare I was sending her way would’ve surely caused from concern from either Marcus or Bryan. Surprisingly my face was a blank mask, and I sipped from my coffee mug to keep from biting my lips.

“Ana, I’d like you to meet some...acquaintances of mine. This is Bryan and Marissa.”
“Hi.” she said showing a row of perfectly white teeth.

I mumbled something intelligibly while Bryan stood up and shook her hand. 

“Very nice to meet you.” he said with a stupid grin on his face.

Good fucking grief.

“I’ll be right back.” Marcus said and proceeded to escort Anna to the front hallway.

I shot Bryan a look.

“What?” he asked. “Do you know who that was?”

“Should I?”

“That’s Ana Voight.”

I stared at him.

“You know? Ana Voight. Maxim's Sexiest Woman 2008.”

Blank stare again.

“Damn, Grant had that tucked up in his sheets all night. Amazing.”

I wasn’t sharing his joy. In fact I was trying to deal with the annoying pang of jealousy that was slowly simmering in my chest. Why the hell was I jealous? And over Grant? Sheesh! I really needed to get my head checked.

Marcus came back into the room and resumed his seat on the couch. He avoided looking at me.

“I’m jealous.” Bryan said to Marcus. “How the fuck did you get Ana Voight to spend the night?”

Marcus looked slightly uncomfortable and shrugged.

“Wait a minute...please tell me you didn’t leave that hot piece to come pick up Carter this morning?”
My spine stiffened at the mention of Marcus taking me home. God! How embarrassing. I was sure I made a complete ass out of myself. I suppressed a groan and busied myself with drinking the rest of my coffee.

“She didn’t mind.” Marcus answered.

I felt him glance at me and I tucked my head lower to my chest. Snippets of conversation from our earlier encounter filtered into my brain.

“Hmmm.....I don’t like you.”

“Why not?”

“You’re an asshole.”

I groaned inwardly. The man must think I was a bitter bitch. I’m surprised he didn’t drop me on the side of the highway.
“Love is what happens to other people, not me.”

“I loved you.”

“I know.”

I slouched lower into the armchair and prayed that my face was not flaming red. God, I’m never going to drink again.

“You alright there Carter?” Bryan asked as he watched me closely.

I mustered up a tight smile. “I’m fine. Just having a hard time settling the coffee in my stomach.”

“No surprise there.” Bryan snorted. “You were guzzling those cups of rum and coke like they were bottles of water. Did she throw up last night when you got her home?”

Marcus shook his head. “She was holding her own.”
“Can you two stop talking about me like I’m not in the room?” I snapped.

“She’s mad because of the whole Santoni business.” Bryan said.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not mad about Santoni. In fact I’m happy for him.”

Bryan gave me an up and down look. “This is you happy?”

“Yes.”

“Damn. Wouldn’t want to see you excited.”

“I’m wearing a gun Anderson. Be careful where you tread.” I said through clenched teeth.

“Leave her alone. She’s had a rough night.” Marcus said.

“Hmm...interesting.” Bryan said. “By chance you two didn’t...”

“No!” Marcus and I said in unison.

“Geez.” Bryan said putting his hand up in mock surrender. “Touchy are we?”

I glanced at Marcus. He looked emotional strained, but he could’ve been tired. Maybe he was tired from bumping privates with Ana. The thought made my stomach lurch and I swallowed deeply.  But then again...
“Bryan told me you left my place this morning when he showed up. Did you sleep at all?” I asked. Hoping my tone was deceptive enough to not spark any suspicion.

Marcus looked at me from above the rim of his coffee mug. “I slept a little. Your chair made it a little difficult.”

“You could’ve gone home. I would’ve been alright. I feel bad now knowing you had a guest.”

“It wasn’t a problem.  I didn’t want to leave you alone and then you woke up needing someone to hold your hair back over the porcelain god.”

I smiled at his candidness. “Thank you. But if there is a next time, please feel free to leave. You’re not obliged to stay the night.”

“I liked watching you sleep.” Marcus said softly. 
I felt heat suffuse my cheeks and I dropped my gaze back to my coffee cup.

Bryan was looking on in interest. “Uhm... I hate to break up this love-fest, but we have an investigation to get back to.”

He was right. Here I was busy making nice with Marcus when there were organ-less bodies, stuffed with drugs washing up on our shores. I really was in bad shape for slacking off like that.
Marcus walked us to the door.

“Get some sleep man.” Bryan said and slapped him on the back. “And if by chance you’re feeling generous feel free to text me Ana’s number.”
Marcus laughed and turned to me. “How’s your head?”

“Don’t ask.” I said with a grimace. 

“I’ll contact you soon when I find something out. Don’t work yourself too hard today.”

He then reached out and tugged lightly on my pony tail. The contact jolted another memory from a few hours before.

“Did you love me?”

“I do.”
I felt as though the air was knocked out of my body as my heart hammered against my ribs. I stared at Marcus with wide eyes. Oh. My. God.

He cocked his head to the side. “You okay?”

He loved me? Ohmigod! No, no, no. Maybe I was getting it all wrong. I was drunk at the time. I could be making stuff up. But if so, why did it feel true? I shook my head trying to clear away the confusing thoughts.

“I’m fine.” I said plastering a fake smile on my lips. “Just trying to deal with this hang-over.”

Marcus didn’t seem to be buying it, but he didn’t say anything.

“Later.” Bryan said and pushed me out the door.

Once in the car Bryan said. “What the hell was that all about?”

“S’cuse me?” I asked as I fastened my seatbelt.

“What happened back there at the door with you and Grant?”
I stared blankly at him.

“Come on Carter, don’t play dumb now. The touching, the staring, the grossness.”

I laughed then. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s nothing between Grant and I. You know this. Plus he’s got that Ana character to keep his bed warm and his ego satisfied.”

Bryan didn’t look convinced.  “Ana is entertainment to him Carter, you on the other hand...that’s personal.”

I let out a sigh and leaned my head back on the headrest. “Just drive Anderson.”

He opened his mouth to say something else, but I cut him off when I raised my hand in this face. “Either you drive or I throw up in this car.”

“You’re such a bitch the morning after.” Bryan said with a grin as he pulled out into traffic. “I think you should get drunk more often. The edginess looks good on you.”
Little did he know it wasn’t edginess I was wearing, but fear disguised to look like bravado.

