Worth It All-Part II

“What is this place?” I asked Bryan as we entered through a pair of huge glass doors located in a building on 38th Street on the Eastside.
His answer was to cut his eyes sharply at me….something he had been doing for the past twenty minutes.  Ever since I had told him about what I had overheard in Burger’s office while hiding in the closet, his persona had taken on a Machiavellian quality that made me feel both worried, yet curious at the same time.  
Before we left he had made a phone call then told me to get my coat. Five minutes later we were in the car driving uptown. 

“Come on Anderson. You know I hate surprises. Is this good stuff or bad stuff?”
He chose to ignore me as we stopped in front of a bank of elevators.
“Is this about Santoni or are we here for another reason?”
“God you’re tenacious.” he said as he pushed the up button. “No wonder you’re so good at your job.”

I made a non-descript noise. “Yeah, so damn good I’m being used as some sort of slut pawn to lure Marcus into spending forty years in a federal prison. I’m still pissed off about that shit.”

Bryan gave me a look of sympathy.

“Okay, from now on the next time you give me that look I’m going to poke your fucking eyes out.”

“What look?” he asked innocently.

“That look of utter pity radiating from your eyeballs.”
“You don’t like my look?” he asked as the elevator doors glided open and we got in. “I’ll have you know that look gets me laid nine times out of ten. Chicks dig that look.”

“I’m not a chick.” I said as I watched him pushed the button for the 10th fl.

He gave me a slow apprising look from head to toe. “Then what are you?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m your partner. Remember me? The one who is not easily swayed by your boyish good looks and panty-creaming charm.”

“Panty-creaming?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s the new hot word on the streets.” I said flashing him a smile.
“What streets? The ones in College Point?”

“What you know about that?” I teased.
“Hey, I watch HBO.” he replied. “I know all about the Schoolteacher and Jasmine.”

“Yeah I’m sure you’ve already driven out there looking for them.” I said with an eye roll. “Freak.”
“A man’s gotta live baby.” he said with a smirk and a wink.
We rode in silence for a few seconds.

“So, what is this place?” I asked again.
Bryan chuckled and shook his head.  “You’re killing me here Carter.”
The elevator slid to a quiet stop and the doors opened. A narrow hallway ran parallel to a pair of wide glass doors. There was no name etched or stenciled on the doors, but behind them I could see a receptionist. As we entered the office she smiled at us.
“Good morning.” she said, a little too perky for my liking. “How can I help you?”

Bryan explained that we were there for an appointment with a company by the name of KMD. I on the other hand was taking in the surroundings. The office was sparsely decorated, with only a tan-colored, micro-suede couch and a low coffee table gracing the space. I found it odd that there were no pictures on the walls or magazines on the coffee table, but I kept the observation to myself.
“I’ll let them know you’re here.” the receptionist said as she picked up the phone on her desk and punched in a few numbers.

“Nice place.” I said to Bryan as we sat down on the couch. “Come here often?”
He gave me a small smile, but said nothing.
I watched Miss Perky talk animatedly into the phone, then she hung up. “You can go in now.”

Wow. That was fast. No waiting. Now I knew why they didn’t have any magazines on the table. 

Bryan led the way to a door off the side of the room. I glanced at the name on the door. M. Kapco. 
Must be the K in the KMD.

To my surprise when we went through the door we came to a metal staircase.

I gave Bryan a questioning look. His response was a shrug then he began to make his way up the staircase. I followed closely behind. Four flights up we exited the stairwell, then proceeded to walk down a long corridor.
“Are we lost?” I asked as he stopped outside a metal door with a keypad where the doorknob was supposed to be.

“Remember that grey area of the law we spoke about awhile back?” he asked as he punched in a series of numbers on the pad.
I nodded.

“Well this is the heart of the grey area.”

He pushed opened the door and the sight that greeted me looked shockingly familiar.
It looked just like our office at the Federal building downtown. The same desks, same chairs, same types of computers, same types of pictures and portraits on the walls, even the same damn plants. My jaw hung open. Bryan walked briskly into the space pulling me behind him as my head whipped about in every direction.

Men and women of all descriptions dressed in suits and familiar looking blue t-shirts and tan cargo pants were sitting, standing, walking or talking to each other...just like in our office. And for a second a crazy thought popped up in my head. Maybe I really was back in the office and I didn’t actually leave the building. Maybe I had fallen asleep and this was some crazy dream. 
But this felt too real. I was pulled out of my thoughts when Bryan stopped abruptly in front of a pretty, well-dressed brunette with a headset secured on her head, sitting behind a large, expensive looking metal desk.
“He in?” he asked.
“They’re waiting for you.” she replied with a wide smile.

Familiarity mixed in with a hint of sexuality bubbled up between them, and I felt slightly out of place watching the exchange. Wait. Did she just say “they”? Who were “they”, and why were we here to see them? But before I could get these questions out of my mouth Bryan smiled and nodded at the brunette then proceeded towards a solid looking mahogany door. He knocked once and then entered without waiting for a reply.
By that gesture I knew he was comfortable with whom we were about to meet. But why were we here? What was this place? And why was my gut telling me that I was about to find out something that I really didn’t want to know about? The second I entered the room and saw the people in front of me all my questions were answered.
“Fuck.” I muttered in dread. My stomach felt as though it dropped to my feet.

Bryan chuckled. “Fuck indeed.” 

He closed the door then pulled me further into the room.

I walked on wooded legs towards the conference table where the three people I hoped to never see again in my career or life time, stared back at me with a hint of amusement and mild interest.

“Agent Carter nice to see you again.” the man that I had come to known as Agent Merrill Kapco greeted me.

I tried to muster up a smile, but I’m sure it looked like a grimace.

“I can’t say the same sir.” I said as I cast a worried look at Bryan who was standing next to me with a stoic look on his face.

“I take it from your tone that you’re sure you messed up somewhere.” Kapco said.

“Did I?”

“Not yet.” he replied, then gestured for me to take a seat.

Merrill Kapco was not to be fucked with. Overall he was not an intimidating man. With a grey beard and hair to match, he looked more like someone’s grandfather rather than the head of the Office of Professional Responsibility. 
His name alone caused agents to brace with fear and contemplate other careers to fall back on. 
The OPR was the Internal Affairs of the Bureau.
It was established by the Department of Justice by order of the Attorney General in 1975, to ensure that Department employees perform their duties in accordance with the high professional standards expected of the FBI.
What constituted as “high professional standards” was debatable, as agents felt they needed to do whatever was necessary at the time the incident occurred, even if it meant bending the rules. This sort of thing was frowned upon by the members of the OPR counsel. In their eyes departmental policy was to be followed at all costs, even it meant getting you maimed, committed to a mental institution or killed. However, this band of the OPR I was dealing with understood rule bending. When I had met with them close to a year ago, I was briefed on who Bryan really was and why he was partnered up with me. Bryan was an undercover agent planted by the counsel to weed out any agents experienced and inexperienced, who didn’t play by the rules the Bureau was so fond of ramming down our throats. 
As it was explained to me, Bryan’s job was to report to the counsel any criminal or covert happenings between such agents and national or international terrorists. If secrets about the U.S. Government were being bartered or sold Bryan was the man who filtered out the leaders of such activities and brought them down. And by “brought down” I mean killed. Who knew the Bureau had its own assassins? 
As laid back, humorous and handsome as Bryan was, I knew lurking beneath his Brooks Brother suit was an intelligent, calculating and slightly deranged mercenary. He was not to be fucked with if you were singled out as a target. I was amazed I was even still alive the way I got on his nerves daily. But then again he only acted when the counsel instructed him to.
Uh oh....was that why we were here now?

Kapco’s voice broke into my panicked thoughts. “Agent Anderson informed us that you overheard some information between the SAC and another agent this morning.” 

My eyes grew wide as I shot Bryan a look of disdain. He sold me out. Trained killer or not, he was a dead man.
“It would seem so.” I managed to get out through my constricted throat.

“Could you tell us in detail how you came about to be in the SAC’s office?” Mary Dell, the only woman on the counsel, asked. 
As usual, she was well-dressed in a navy blue suit which made her blonde bob seem even blonder.  She stared at me unblinkingly with her intelligent blue eyes, which had a way of making you feel like she was staring into your soul and extracting all your deepest secrets. The urge to run rose up in me sharply.

I swallowed and blinked at her then I looked over at Bryan again. His face was a mask of indecision. He looked indifferent to the situation, but I could see a small smile threatening to widen his lips. Bastard!

“Agent Carter?” Kapco said. “You can proceed now.”

A jumble of thoughts, phrases, verbs and excuses ran around wildly in my head. How the hell was I going to explain to the heads of OPR my quest for a damn glass pickle? My credentials were surely going to be revoked and burned. I would be the laughing stock of field offices from here to Hawaii. I would be the “joke” to break the ice with during training classes at Quantico. 
Oh my God! 
Headquarters! 
Where was a damn time machine when you needed one?

“We’re waiting Agent Carter.” John Mason, the third counsel member, said tersely interrupting my diatribe.
I stared at his receding hairline, then into his hard brown eyes before taking a deep breath and leaving my future up to the career gods.

“I was looking for a pickle.” I mumbled.
“I’m sorry. What was that Agent Carter?” Dell asked.
“I was looking for a glass pickle.” I said a little more loudly and ducked my head.

Silence filled the room. I snuck a quick glance at Bryan, who had his hand in front of his mouth blocking the smile I knew was there.

“And why were you looking for this…glass pickle?” Mason asked.

I explained the competition to them.

“I really need that day off.” I finished with what I knew was a little too much desperation in my voice.

“I see.” Kapco said. “So you went looking for this pickle. How did you know where to look?”

Uh oh. The million dollar question.

“Uhm…I had an inside source that told me where I should look. I was told to look for the Pickle File.”

“Pickle file?” Dell asked.

“Yes. Burger kept a file on past winners and hiding places. It’s kept in his office file cabinet.”

Oh crap. I had just sold myself down the river.

“So you broke into the SAC’s office…”Mason said.

“I didn’t break in per se.” I interrupted tersely. “The door was open.”

A small smile tugged at Kapco’s lips.

“Then what happened?” Mason continued.

“Then I opened the file cabinet…”

“Was it open, or did you have to pick the lock?”

God damn it! “I picked the lock.”

“And then?”

“I found the file. But the information was not what I wanted.”

“Were you disappointed?”

“No. Just more determined.”

All three counsel members looked at each other. It was a gesture that was indicative to them. It was like they telepathically talked to each other. As usual it slightly creeped me out.

“What happened next?” Dell asked. 

“I was about to leave the office when I saw the door being opened. I knew if I was found in there I would be severely reprimanded. But as I see now that was a wasted thought since I’m in front of you guys now. No thanks to my partner here.”

I shot Bryan my best death glare.

“How was agent Anderson involved?” Kapco asked.

For the first time, since I entered the room, I smiled….evilly.

“My partner here was supposed to be a distraction to Burger’s secretary Susan. He was also supposed to be my lookout. And just when I thought he had my back, he goes and leaves me hanging naked in the wind.”

“I told you I barely had time to do anything when I saw Burger walked past with Santoni.” Bryan said defensively.

I made a disgusted sound. “Barely means you still had time to do something.”

“If you had come up with a better plan, then maybe things might have turned out differently.

“And if you would’ve kept your head in the game instead of trying to put it between Susan’s legs I could’ve gotten out in time.”

“Agents!” Kapco bellowed as he slapped his hand down on the table. The sound echoed through the room giving it more dramatic appeal.

“Sorry sir.” I said complacently. “It’s just that…I would’ve…if he hadn’t…shit. Can I request a new partner?”

“I’m the best thing you have going for you.” Bryan growled.

“Yeah, you’re so good I’m sitting before OPR again detailing how I broke into the SAC’s office. Thanks a lot best partner I’ve ever had.”

“Agent Carter, if you continue to be disruptive I will write you up and put insubordination in your file.” Kapco said in a steely voice.

My mouth fell open. “Are you shitting me?”

Kapco’s face was a blank mask which told me he was dead serious.

I pressed my lips together and leaned back in my chair with a sullen look on my face. This was unfucking-believable. 

“Can you tell us what was said between SAC Burger and the other agent?” Dell said as she flipped opened a notebook in front of her.

I summarized the entire conversation for her as she scribbled on the notepad.

“What is your relationship with this Agent Santoni?” Dell asked still writing.

I pondered the question, not sure how exactly to explain my non-relationship with Tyler. Didn’t she hear the part where I said he was getting engaged in the Poconos?
“No relationship. Just colleagues.” I said in what I hoped was a neutral tone of voice.
“Has there ever been a relationship between you two?” she pressed on.

Christ. What was with all these questions about Santoni? This woman was worst than my mother.

“Yes. But this was a while back. We’re not that close anymore.”

“Were you intimate with Agent Santoni?”

My eyes grew wide. Say what now? 

I glanced at Bryan. He was openly staring at me with genuine interest. No doubt he too wanted to know about the chronicles of my vagina. Now I would really have to kill him.

“Yes. Once.”

“Just once? You’ve got to be kidding me?” Bryan said with a short laugh.
I cut my eyes to him. “Mind your damn business.”

“I’m just surprised. The way you two act around each other I could’ve sworn he burned up your bed sheets often. But one fucking time. Sheesh. Disappointing. Please don’t tell me he had a hard time getting it up. That would just ruin his street cred.”
“No, he got it up just fine. It was the aftermath that sealed the deal with us.”

“Did he cry like a baby after, or was he just a complete asshole?” Bryan kept on.
I was done talking about the subject. I turned to the three people in front of me.

“Can I get my punishment now?”

“Just a few more questions agent Carter, then you and agent Anderson can shoot each other.” Kapco said.
 OPR humor. Who knew?

“How close are you to your CI? Marcus Grant you said his name was?” Mason asked.
“Yes, he’s my CI and we’re not close at all. We have a working relationship and that’s all.”

“But according to what you told us, SAC Burger and Agent Santoni assumes that you two are close.” Dell said.

“They have this weird chemistry between them.” Bryan chimed in.

“We do not.” I said hotly.

“The man looks at you like you’re his lunch.” Bryan continued. 

“I’ve never given Grant any indication that I was interested in him other than him being a snitch.”

“I didn’t say you did Carter. But you have to be blind not to see the way he looks at you. You’re a beautiful woman. I wouldn’t think twice if you made a move on me.”

I made a face at him. “That’s disturbing and disgusting.”

“Only because you haven’t tried me out yet.” he said with a teasing smile and a wink. 

I rolled my eyes at him.  “And I’m not in a hurry to either.”

“Look, all I’m saying is that even though you keep it professional with Grant he may have a soft spot when it comes to you. I don’t know why, but Santoni’s the same way with you too. It’s a gift.  But I think it’s kinda cool that you have the East Coast’s most notorious drug dealer by the short hairs. Maybe Burger’s right and you’re the one that’s going to bring him down.”
“As much of an asshole I think Grant is, I didn’t make him my CI so that I could sell him down the river. If Burger wants him so bad, then maybe he should try to get Marcus to make goo-goo eyes at him.”
“That should be interesting.” Bryan said with a chuckle.

“Agent Carter are you saying that even if SAC Burger instructs you to set Mr. Grant up, you would refuse and face charges of insubordination, and maybe even termination of employment with the Bureau?” Kapco asked in a tone that told me that my answer would be the deciding factor in how this would all turn out.

Was I saying that? Did I have the guts to tell Burger that I would prefer he shove my job up his ass rather than set up Marcus to be a pawn? As much as I wanted to not rock the boat, I knew in my heart that I would never be able to live with myself if I was responsible for Marcus doing forty to fifty years in a federal prison. Not that I didn’t think he deserved it, but I was sure he could do it all on his own without added support from me. 
“Yes, that’s what I’m saying.” I said to Kapco. “As much as I ha...despise Grant, I would prefer if his downfall happened by some other method.”
“What she really means is if someone were to assassinate him she won’t object.” Bryan deadpanned. 
I let out a frustrated sigh. “Must you be my subconscious today? I’m on the edge Anderson.”

“If you had taken up my offer earlier you wouldn’t be on the edge.”

“And I told you the only way any of your body parts are getting into me is by way of organ transplant. Stop it. We’re in front of the goddamn OPR. This isn’t the time to introduce them to our version of sexual harassment.”

I looked at the counsel and gave them a forced smile. They didn’t seem annoyed, flustered or giving a shit about the banter between Bryan and I. Weird. Very weird. 
Dell was still furiously scribbling away, while Kapco and Mason sat back in their chairs with analytical looks on their faces; their gazing sweeping from Bryan then settling uneasily on me.
“Are we done here? What is my punishment going to be?” I asked trying to shake off the uncomfortable feeling.
Kapco raised a gray eyebrow at me. “Why do you think you’re going to be punished Agent Carter?”

His question took me by surprise. Wasn’t that the reason I was here? Wasn’t this was the OPR lived for? Was this a trick question? Best way to find out was to counteract the question.
“I’m not?” 
Hope curled in my belly.

“Not right now?” Kapco said. He gestured toward Bryan. “Agent Anderson brought you here today because he felt that one of our undercover agents may have been compromised. As you know in the division you and Anderson work in there are a lot of shady and grey areas that are not recognized by the Bureau. As such, precautions and counter-measures have been erected in case an assignment goes severely wrong. This meeting here today was one of those precautions.”
Huh. “I’m sorry, but did you say undercover agent? Was Anderson’s cover almost blown because of what I did today?”

No one answered me. Kapco gave me a small smile then activated the speaker phone on the table.

“Send in the agent.” he said into the box.

My mind raced as I tried to think of who the agent could be. If it wasn’t Bryan, maybe it was Tyler. Maybe that’s why he was always seldom around. He was too busy executing undercover ops all over the country.

I heard the door open and I spun around. All the air left my body and my eyes grew wide as I found myself looking into a familiar pair of brown eyes. My mouth fell open as a hundred questions fought their way to be the first one spoken, but no words came out of my mouth. All I could do was stare.
“Hello Princess.” the agent said with a smile.
