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Incognito

For Frankie Strong, results mean more than sticking
to the rules, until she runs heart-first into Evan Spears.

 


US Marshal Evan Spears commands a federal task force
of seasoned agents who track and capture dangerous fugitives around
the world. When Evan is forced to take on DEA Agent Frankie Strong,
a free spirit with unorthodox methods, she sees nothing but trouble
for the team, the mission, and her future.

 


Frankie just wants to locate the murder suspect and
prove her worth, but Evan seems determined to block her. To catch
the killer they must learn to work together, but their attraction
blurs the lines between professional and personal.
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Prologue

US Marshal Evan Spears gathered the members of her
team around her in the shadows of a loading dock near the runway
used by private aircraft at Piedmont Triad International Airport.
For over a year, her squad of four had assisted DEA in bringing
down a large drug operation. She was proud of them. But the big
guys, the brains behind everything, and the one responsible for
orchestrating a murder, had persistently eluded capture. Tonight,
their luck would run out.

Her informant said the three major players would be
at the airport, attempting to flee the country on a chartered
plane. The Embraer Phenom 100 light jet was already on the tarmac,
fuel hose running to the right wing. As she watched, the hoses were
disconnected, and the pilot conducted his exterior check of the
plane in preparation for takeoff.

In a few minutes, the three criminals would be out
in the open. There was no other way for them to board the plane. It
was the perfect bottleneck. Too perfect? No. Evan pushed the
nagging doubt away. Even the smartest criminals were stupid
sometimes. And her source assured her they did not know their exit
plan was compromised.

“Okay, guys.” Evan didn’t have to make eye contact
with her agents to make sure they were listening, but she did
anyway. As expected, their focus was absolute. “Just to review.
Hank, you’re covering the north side, Todd south, Maddie’s got
east, and Aaron will cover the west from the shadows here, in case
they try to double back into the building.” She pointed to the side
of the loading dock. “Who has the warrants?”

“Here.” Hank slapped the front of his vest.

“Good. Any questions?” Evan waited, but no one
spoke. “Okay, let’s get these guys. Take your posts and be
careful.”

She watched the team spread out across the tarmac,
uncomfortable with just the five of them to arrest three fugitives,
but this was a large coordinated operation and all the agencies
were spread thin. Her guys knew what to do, and she trusted her
informant, but a twinge of uncertainty shot through her. Just her
overly cautious nature and adrenaline. Nothing more.

Her life was right on track—supervising agent,
renovating the home of her dreams, exhilarating love life—and if
this operation went well, she’d be top candidate to replace her
boss when he retired in a couple of years. She’d be living the
dream with an interesting woman, taking home a comfortable salary,
and doing the work she loved, but first, she had to pull this
arrest off without a hitch.

She glanced around the target area trying to spot
her agents. If she could see them, the suspects probably could, but
the guys had positioned themselves well in the shadows. She’d
chosen not to use the airport staff’s yellowish-green reflective
vests because too many people on the tarmac this late at night
would raise red flags.

“I’ve got movement on the south side,” Todd
whispered into the com unit. “Lone male.”

“Hold,” she replied. “Wait for the other two. We
don’t want to spook them.” Evan watched the man walking toward the
plane. Her pulse hammered, and sweat gathered under the heavy
ballistic vest. Seconds ticked slowly past, and the man got closer
to the plane. Where were the other suspects?

Her phone buzzed in the side of her vest and she
started to ignore it, but her informant might have more
information. Maybe there’d been a change of plans. “Spears.”

“I fucked up.”

The heat building under her vest turned to chills.
“What do you mean you fucked up? Where are the other two?”

“They’re not coming. I fucked up.”

The informant’s tone was harsh, almost trance-like.
Evan’s stomach tightened into a sick knot and she felt lightheaded.
She tried to focus on the words but only caught a few.

“Not coming…escaped…warned them.”

“What?” The line went dead, and the tarmac
exploded with activity. A utility vehicle beeped at her from behind
and breeched the target area. The jet engines whirred to life,
drowning out other sounds.

“Evan, should we take him down?” Hank asked. “He’s
almost at the plane? Evan?”

She was still processing the phone call, and the
grayish luggage train kept barreling forward. “Behind you, Aaron.”
He’d moved too close to the plane and couldn’t hear over the
engines. The driver swerved the vehicle suddenly, plowed into
Aaron, and knocked him to the ground. “Take the suspect, Hank. You
have command.”

Evan dialed 911 as she ran toward Aaron. “This is US
Marshal Evan Spears. I need an ambulance on the tarmac at PTI.
Officer down.” How had this happened? What had she done? As she
knelt over Aaron and checked his pulse, she heard the answer as
clearly as if someone screamed it. You trusted the wrong
person.


Chapter One

A month later

 


Frankie Strong lay in bed and drew an imaginary
connect-the-dots line through ceiling stains that resembled
high-velocity impact blood spatter but could’ve been red wine.
Still groggy from sleep, she took in the beige walls, beige carpet,
and beige curtains of another hotel room, but where? Six years of
DEA undercover had her changing legends and locations so often that
every place felt the same—cold and lonely. She glanced at the
notepad by the bed. Marriott Downtown. Greensboro.

“Damn.” She jumped out of bed. Her boss was meeting
her in the lobby in thirty minutes. She grabbed her clothes and
thought about her last assignment shadowing another agent during a
drug operation in the homeless community. She’d miss some of the
colorful characters she’d encountered while posing as a mentally
challenged street urchin. In some ways the homeless community had
been more like family than her own. The lifestyle had a degree of
predictability, an understanding that survival came first and
treating everybody with respect was a given. She’d never felt she
had to prove anything, but just like with her family and every
other assignment, she’d never quite belonged because she was an
imposter.

She wet her fingers and ran them through her hair to
fluff the flattened parts and looked at herself in the mirror. But
she’d also shot and killed a man during that operation, something
she never imagined herself capable of. What came next, she had no
idea. Maybe that was why Ted Curtis wanted to talk to her. She
exited the elevator and spotted him in the lobby, and he waved her
toward the restaurant.

“You didn’t think I’d pass up a free meal? The
agency is paying your tab, and I’m getting in on that action.” Ted
patted his abs and gave her a grin than colored his face all the
way to the top of his bald head. “I don’t run every day for
nothing. I hear they have a great breakfast buffet for under twenty
bucks. Have you tried it?”

“I’m not really a foodie or a morning person.”

“You seriously need to eat more. You’re looking a
little twiggy.”

Frankie trailed him through the buffet line and
ended up with a small bowl of cottage cheese, some fruit, and
coffee. Her stomach growled at the prospect as they settled at a
table.

Ted scooped a forkful of omelet into his mouth and
followed it with a slice of crispy bacon. “So, what happens
now?”

She’d once dreamed of following in her parents’
footsteps and traveling the world, but the experience had been
spoiled. DEA briefly provided her with a feeling of stability and
camaraderie until she landed in covert ops, which felt like being a
drifter again. She’d enjoyed the freedom and results of undercover
work, but since her last assignment, that too was tainted.

“I’m not sure.” What she really wanted was a steady
day job and a place to put down roots to test what normal might be
like. She’d hoped to transition slowly, maybe start with a
semi-permanent living space, but Ted was only concerned about her
next assignment.

“You still don’t know…because of the shooting,” Ted
said. “I get that, but you’ve got to move on.” His green eyes
sparkled a certain way when he was about to deliver what he
considered a great idea. He already had something in mind.

“Just tell me the job, Ted.”

“This is an opportunity to get back to work without
going under again so soon.” He waved a piece of bacon at her. “We
don’t have enough manpower to keep looking for Matthew Winston and
Grady Tyndall from our drug diversion operation, so we’re turning
it over to the Marshals’ Violent Fugitive Task Force. I thought
you’d be an asset as a liaison. You can opt out of any operational
stuff and won’t need to be armed, if you’re still uncomfortable
with it.”

“And who exactly would I liaise with?”

“The Marshals, of course. It’s just a buzzword, for
the record. Admin term.”

Frankie stirred the multicolored fruit and lumpy
white cottage cheese together in the bowl and felt sick. She hadn’t
realized until this moment how much she needed a break, a long one.
“I don’t know, Ted.”

“As an incentive, while you’re gone, I’ll keep
digging into that other matter you’re so interested in. I can also
ask the supervisor at the Marshals office to cut you some slack, if
you work on the side. I’ve heard the task force leader is a real
ballbuster and probably wouldn’t appreciate you pulling double
duty.”

“What makes you think the Marshals will take me
on?”

“You surveilled Winston’s crew long before our other
agent, Colby Vincent, went undercover with them. You know
everything about the guy and how he operates. They’d be crazy to
turn you down. Besides, helping to clear this case could do wonders
for your career. It got Colby promoted to supervisor. And you’ll
still be on active status and have time to get over the shooting
and adjust from being undercover. A smooth transition into a
routine operation and casework, if that’s what you want. What do
you say?”

Maybe the new assignment was a good compromise, for
the time being. And if she could kill two birds with one stone, all
the better. She’d considered quitting after the incident, but it
wasn’t entirely the shooting that had thrown her off kilter. Just
before the drug diversion operation started, she’d been wrapping up
a human trafficking case in New York and seen a homeless man on the
street who’d reminded her of the past, a past she’d sooner forget.
The chance encounter had propelled her on a search for justice and
redemption that was ongoing. “When do you need to know?”

“Before close of business today. You’d report to the
Marshals office in the morning.”

The offer didn’t sound bad, and a task force meant
more regular hours, a close-quarters supervisor, and rules—things
she hadn’t had in years and wasn’t sure she could handle. Time and
distance from the shooting and other memories of the assignment
sounded good. If she had time, she’d surveil her potential boss,
but Ted wasn’t giving her much of a window.

Anyway, surveillance was detached—observations,
times, dates—which left room for interpretation, nothing personal,
no connection. She relied more on her senses, reading people’s
eyes, expressions, behaviors, and then tailoring her approach. Rule
number one in swindling and undercover—know your mark. She’d have
to go in blind on this one. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

 


* * *

 


Evan leaned against the iron railing of her loft
bedroom drinking a lunchtime coffee and taking in her warehouse
residence. She and her brother, Eli, had converted a portion of the
upstairs into her master suite and added an industrial catwalk that
encircled what would eventually be the living area downstairs. She
loved the new windows set into exposed brick walls that let in
light at all times of the day. Eventually, the space would feel
more like a home than a construction zone. She envisioned retro
furniture dotting the polished concrete floors, several comfy sofas
and recliners for lounging, and plush rugs for the times when she
wanted to roll around like a kid. Homey it was not, not yet.

But for now, the bleakness and solitude were what
she needed, most of the time. However, today she wanted someone to
confirm she was doing the right thing by keeping her team of US
Marshals sidelined, that she wasn’t being overprotective or
paranoid. She squeezed the railing, feeling the dimpled texture
bite into her palm and drawing strength from the rough reclaimed
material. She got paid to make the tough decisions, and taking her
team off active status had been one of the hardest.

At the bottom of the floating staircase, she placed
her coffee cup on a rolling cabinet that served as a temporary
kitchen island and glanced longingly at black wiring coiled against
the walls like serpents. She’d much rather stay here and install
outlets. The deadline she and Eli had set for that particular task
had come and gone. She gave herself a pep talk on the drive back to
her office at the federal courthouse, but it lacked conviction.

Evan aligned the case file in the center of her desk
and glanced up at the three current members of her Violent Fugitive
Task Force as they came in from an afternoon break. Today was the
first time they’d all been together since Aaron’s injury, and she’d
wanted to say something…what? Inspiring, apologetic, sincere? But
morning had slipped into afternoon and she’d said nothing. She
tried to pretend this was like any other day. The guys were getting
on with their work, minus some of their usual levity. She’d left
them to reestablish their routine again, but the air felt heavy
with tension or possibly her own guilt. “How’s it going?”

“We’re finishing the paperwork from yesterday, but
with all due respect, we’d be more productive chasing fugitives.”
Hank, her second-in-command toed the line between hard-nosed marine
and politician but usually erred on the side of politics. She
appreciated his tact because she often leaned more toward the
hardline.

She’d heard the argument before and didn’t answer.
After Aaron’s injury and Madeline’s transfer, Evan was left with
only a functional two-man team and herself, which presented an
unacceptable risk in the field, a risk she wasn’t willing to take,
especially after the last botched arrest. So, at her request, the
team was managing background, research, and tech support for other
active operations.

“Yeah, you’ve got to get us off this desk surfing
gig before we start gnawing off our fingers,” Todd added in a
distinctive Southern drawl. Diplomacy was a dirty word to him. He
always said exactly what he meant, but he was a hell of an agent.
She’d gladly take a whole team like him, even if she had to spend
more time doing cleanup with the brass.

Aaron stuck his head between the two large computer
screens that served as his workstation, took off his round Harry
Potter glasses, and shrugged. “Sorry, guys, if I could walk, you
know I’d be just as eager to take a case.” He shouldered more than
his share of the blame for the team being sidelined.

Evan was the reason he couldn’t walk now, possibly
ever, and she’d never forgive herself. She met his gaze and tried
to convey her apologies for the millionth time, but it didn’t make
her feel any better and doubted it helped him either. Her
carelessness cost Aaron his mobility and what she thought would be
her happily ever after. The only thing left in her life was work
and the burden to prove once again that she could handle the
job.

She couldn’t face these men every day and have them
think she was a spineless supervisor who couldn’t accept
responsibility for her mistakes. She took a deep breath and
summoned her courage. “Hey, guys, it’s Aaron’s first day back, and
I need to say something.”

Hank and Todd placed their papers on their desks,
and Aaron rolled his wheelchair from behind his computer. Everyone
focused on her.

“It’s my fault things went wrong on the arrest, and
I can’t fix what happened. If you want to transfer or ask for
another supervisor, now’s your chance. No hard feelings. I’ll give
you good recommendations.” The room was quiet for several seconds,
and Evan held her breath.

“Fuck that,” Todd said. “Shit happens. I’m staying
put. We’re a team.”

Aaron inclined his head toward Todd. “What he said.
You’ve apologized like a thousand times. Stop already. It’s getting
embarrassing.”

She could’ve kissed him. Aaron was not only smart
but he also had a huge heart and sometimes too much compassion.

Hank was usually the last to answer any question,
cautious and discreet to a fault. “We’ve been through a lot, and we
all share responsibility for what happened that day. Someone we
thought was a friend wasn’t, so stop trying to be some kind of
martyr. Nobody’s transferring or asking for another supervisor.
You’re stuck with us and vice versa.”

Evan’s throat tightened, and she fought back the
tears clouding her vision. “Thank you, guys. You’re the best US
Marsh—” Her phone rang, saving her from making a complete ass of
herself. “Hello?”

“Evan, come to my office,” her boss said.

She rose from her desk and pointed to the ceiling,
the group sign for orders from above. “Call it a day, guys. See you
in the morning.” She took the stairs of the Preyer Federal
Courthouse to Michael English’s office, and his receptionist waved
her in.

“Ah, you’re here. Good.” Michael rose and offered
his hand. She liked working for him because he’d made his way up
through the ranks, not been handed his position by some politician,
and he was honest and dedicated to his agents.

“Afternoon, sir.” She stood at attention, affording
him the respect of his former military rank of colonel.

He gave her a careful visual once-over. “Still not
sleeping?”

“Some better, not much, but I’m managing.”

“And you’re FFD?”

“Of course, I’m fit for duty, sir. And Aaron’s back
with us. It’s all good.” She told herself that every morning while
staring in the mirror and willing her mind and body to comply.
She’d messed up, gotten an agent hurt, and would wear the scar the
rest of her life.

He motioned to a leather chair in front of his desk
and sat back down. “Excellent, because I have good news and bad.
Which do you want first?” Michael flipped his head and a shock of
blond hair shifted sideways across his forehead and back into
place, a tell she recognized as nerves.

“The good.”

“I’m returning your team to field duty. I need you
to find Matthew Winston and his associate, Grady Tyndall, from that
DEA drug diversion operation.”

Evan’s knees trembled, and she lowered herself into
the chair. The guys would be ecstatic, but she was having trouble
seeing past the complications. “Aaron is still on light duty.”

“And he can do his techie thing from his wheelchair.
He’ll continue to provide the same excellent support he always
has.”

“That still leaves us an agent short for field
operations.”

Michael picked up a file but didn’t make eye
contact, and Evan prepared for the rest. “Which brings me to the
bad news. You’re sort of getting a new team member—”

“But—”

“Let me finish, Evan. You’re getting a new team
member as a liaison for this case, not permanently. A DEA agent
with extensive knowledge of Winston, his associates, and operation.
This is a gift-wrapped bonus for us.”

Evan shook her head. “I don’t have time to teach a
DEA agent our protocols. He’ll need to bond with the guys before we
work together as a team. And seriously, boss, DEA and the Marshals
operate on different wavelengths. You know how it is.”

Michael flipped his head twice. “About that…it’s not
a he.”

Evan felt the blood rush from her face and her body
chilled. “Sir, please.”

“It’s a done deal. We need the intel she has.”

The team could be further fragmented by the
introduction of some random agent so soon after Aaron’s injury and
Madeline’s transfer. And she damn sure wasn’t ready to trust
another outsider, agent or not. “Can’t we just debrief her and move
on with our guys?”

“No, we can’t. She’ll be here in the morning. Here’s
her file.”

She didn’t reach for the folder Michael held, not
ready to accept the inevitable. “Full personnel jacket? Background
and everything?” Evan wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

“Her work file, which is all that’s relevant at this
stage. Her childhood, psyche eval, blah, blah, blah won’t tell you
anything about how she operates. Look at her past performance.”

Evan continued to stare at the folder with its
curled and brown edges. Someone had reviewed this file, often. “I’d
like a complete picture of who I’m being stuck with, if you don’t
mind, sir.”

“And I’m saying it’s not relevant. The important
part for you is that she’s been unsupervised for a while, but you
can handle that. Like I said, she’s a liaison, not really your
direct report. Think of her as your equal, so no supervisory
headaches. Read her file before you go and leave it on my desk. You
can use the conference room. Winston has a three week jump on us
because the locals and DEA have been chasing leads in the States,
not thinking he’d left the country.”

“Are we sure he has?” Evan was grasping at anything
to keep this roller coaster from barreling over her, but Michael’s
expression said she couldn’t refuse the case.

“Not definitely, but he’s a man with extensive
international resources, and the trail has gone cold here.” He
placed the case file on the edge of his desk and tapped the cover.
“Can you handle this, Evan?”

She stood, finally took the personnel file from his
hand, and met his gaze, trying to convey confidence she didn’t
feel. “Yes, sir, but I still want to see her complete personnel
file at some point.” What else could she say? She’d worked too long
as a US Marshal to admit that a single mistake in judgment had her
questioning every decision. “Is there anything else?”

“Just one more thing. I’ve given her leeway to tie
up loose ends on an old case.”

“So, she won’t be totally focused on this
assignment?” The thought sent a shiver down Evan’s spine.
Distractions led to mistakes, which resulted in bigger problems.
She shook her head. “I have to take on a rogue DEA agent whose
attention will be divided between our fugitive case and whatever
else she’s working on.”

“She won’t be actively pursuing another case, just
searching for information. I granted her a degree of flexibility as
a favor to DEA in exchange for her expertise on Winston.”

“That doesn’t exactly reassure me, sir. Flexibility
to an agent who’s been undercover so long can mean anything.”

“I trust you to handle the situation as you see
fit.”

Evan couldn’t help digging for more. “Do her loose
ends have anything to do with Madeline’s case?” Madeline’s case,
which had everything to do with Evan’s latest mistake and would
definitely spill over to this operation.

“No, it’s nothing that will affect your pursuit of
these fugitives.”

Maybe not, but worrying when the new agent’s agenda
would jump up and bite her in the ass would certainly be
distracting. Command was a double-edged sword, sometimes a
blessing, others a curse. Today definitely felt like the latter.
She gave Michael her best blank-faced smile. Mental or emotional
preoccupation could be just as dangerous as a physical liability,
and she was betting the new agent came with plenty of both.


Chapter Two

Frankie stood on tiptoes and peeked through the
square window in the office door to get a lay of the land before
going inside. A typical government office—open rectangular space
with conference room and a hallway leading farther back, probably
to interview areas. Three old wooden desks, two occupied and one
covered with papers, a more modern setup with computer stack, also
occupied, and a sleek metal and glass desk off to the side
completely clean. She balanced the biscuit bag on top of the donut
box with one hand and opened the door with the other. “Somebody
order room service?” She shouldered the door wider and smiled.

The three men gave her skeptical stares until a guy
with a military haircut moved forward, blocking her path. “We
seldom turn down food, but are you sure you’re in the right
place?”

“Violent Fugitive Task Force?”

“Damn right.” A guy with sandy red hair and a light
mustache, resembling a young Ron Howard, rose from his desk. “Let
her in, Hank. She had to have ID to get past security.” He turned
to Frankie. “We’ll gladly unburden you.”

When marine guy stepped aside, Frankie headed
straight for the vacant desk and spread the food out on top. The
guys gawked, but she put it down to her spiked hair and eclectic
clothes and offered her hand. “I’m Frankie Strong, DEA, assigned to
your task force temporarily as a liaison on the Winston case.”

“Todd Dean.” The red-mustached man spoke first.
“Welcome aboard. What’s in the bag?”

“Biscuitville biscuits, half ham and egg, half bacon
and egg.”

“Sweet.” Todd took two donuts from the box and slid
them on his thumb like rings and pulled two biscuits from the bag.
He walked to the third man in the room who sat in a wheelchair
behind two huge computer screens and deposited half his bounty on
the desk. “And this is Aaron Isley, aka Harry Potter.” Todd drew
circles around his eyes and pointed to Aaron’s black, round-rimmed
glasses. “Potter’s our tech genius.”

“Hi, Aaron, nice to meet you.” Aaron pushed the
glasses up on his nose, and Frankie could’ve sworn he blushed. She
wondered how he’d ended up in a metal chariot, but a first meeting
wasn’t the time to ask no matter how many biscuits and donuts she
brought. “Please tell me you have coffee.”

“Always,” Aaron said, pointing to a corner cabinet
with a Keurig on top.

Frankie waited for the military man to introduce
himself, but he was still evaluating her. There was always one who
required more work, but she’d learned the fine art of wooing and
winning friends at an early age. “Have I screwed up already?”

He finally offered his hand but kept looking to
where she’d deposited her bribes. “Hank Korley. Thanks for
this.”

“Is something wrong, Hank?”

He turned to Aaron and pointed at the food-strewn
desk. The three men shared a
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