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Chapter 1






Morgan Hayes pressed her palm to the bathroom mirror at the Cedar Rapids bus station, feeling the familiar cold tingle spread through her fingertips, like ice water under her skin. The woman in the reflection wasn’t really her—a tired brunette with deep worry lines and eyes that had seen too many sleepless nights. Morgan had worn this borrowed face for three days, and it felt heavy and uncomfortable, like a winter coat that never fit no matter how she tried to adjust it.

She turned on the faucet and watched as rust-colored water sputtered out before running clear. The cold spray hit her cheeks—someone else’s cheeks, she reminded herself—and droplets slid down skin that would soon belong to someone else again. The fluorescent lights buzzed above, casting a greenish tint over the grimy white tiles. Crude words were scratched into the metal stall door, probably with a key or knife. The air smelled of industrial cleaner mixed with cigarette smoke; it was part of the paint now, making her wrinkle her nose.

The door banged open, rattling the stalls. A woman stumbled in, as if she’d been running. She gripped the sink with white knuckles, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Morgan saw her reflection: auburn hair in a messy ponytail, mascara streaked down pale cheeks, and a purple bruise on her jaw.

Morgan kept her head down and reached for a brown paper towel. She had learned not to get involved in other people’s problems. Every time she borrowed a face, she borrowed a story too, and most of those stories ended badly.

But the woman's hands trembled as she fumbled with her purse. A photograph slipped out, landing face-up on the wet counter. Two girls, maybe eight and ten years old, grinned at the camera. Gap-toothed smiles. Matching denim overalls. Freckles across sunburned noses.

"Please." The woman's voice cracked. She wasn't talking to Morgan—she was talking to her reflection. "Please let them be okay."

Morgan crumpled the paper towel in her fist. She should walk away. She had helped enough people, borrowed enough faces, and slipped through enough dangerous situations. Hadn't she done enough or was there still more to do? It was an internal conflict that she was fighting with now. What should she do? Walk away and forget about this? Or should she get involved and offer help? 

But then the woman pulled out her phone with shaking fingers. The screen showed a text message: "Last chance. Midnight at the warehouse. Come alone or they disappear forever."

Morgan's jaw tightened. The bruise told part of the story. The bruise explained part of the story. The fear reflected in those red-rimmed eyes revealed the remaining details.

"Until midnight." There was no two ways about it and the demand was made. 

"Five hours." The woman’s voice dropped to a whisper. "He has my daughters. My ex-husband, Robert. He said if I go to the police, I’ll never see them again. He says he’s part of something bigger now, the Mirror Network. People who can create fake evidence, destroy lives, and make you look guilty of crimes you didn’t commit."

Morgan studied the woman’s reflection. She looked to be in her late thirties. Her wedding ring was still on, even though she mentioned an ex-husband. Her clothes showed wear: a silk blouse with a stain and dress pants with frayed cuffs.

"What's your name?" The decision was made. She had to get involved. 

"Claire. Claire Donovan." She wiped her face. "I don't know why I'm telling you this."

"The warehouse. Which one?" Now she needed more information and she had to be very direct in her questioning. 

Claire nodded slowly. "The old textile factory on River Road. It’s been abandoned for years. But I can’t just walk in there. Robert will kill me. He’s changed. He’s angry all the time. And he keeps talking about this network, about people who help him, people who can make evidence of anything."

"Listen carefully." Morgan moved closer. "Do you trust me?"

"I don't even know you."  How could anybody trust a complete stranger they met in a restroom?

"That's not what I asked."  Direct, always direct. Morgan needed information.

Claire looked at her—really looked at her. Whatever she saw must have been enough, because she nodded slowly.

"Then meet me at the coffee shop on Third Avenue in one hour. The one next to the hardware store. Don't tell anyone. Don't call anyone. Just come."

"But my daughters—" Wouldn't be hesitant when your children were at risk.?

"I'm going to help you get them back."

Morgan pushed through the door before Claire could respond. The main terminal buzzed with normal life: people hurried with suitcases, a child screamed near the ticket counter, and the departure board flickered. She found an empty bench and took out her cracked phone. This ability had helped her when she was still learning to use it. She'd borrowed Jack's face, walked into a loan shark's office, and convinced the man that Jack had paid his debt. Jack had been her tech support ever since.

"Jack, it's Morgan."  Now it was time for him to return a favor.

A pause. "I thought you were done with this."

"So did I." She explained quickly. "Everything you can find on Claire Donovan. Cedar Rapids area. Recently divorced. Ex-husband has custody issues. Two daughters, ages eight and ten."

"That's vague." Jack was a bit hesitant because he thought he needed more information in order to dig into this woman's past.

"Ex-husband’s name unknown. He’s part of something called the Mirror Network. It deals in fake evidence and blackmail. There’s a warehouse, the old textile factory on River Road."

Keys clicked. "Give me thirty minutes."

"I've got less than an hour."

"Then I'd better work fast." He was on it.

Morgan ended the call and leaned back. The borrowed face felt tight, like skin stretched too thin. She closed her eyes, focusing on the sensation, on how the features wanted to return to the mirror.

When she opened her eyes, a man was watching her from across the terminal. His baseball cap was pulled low and his hands were in his jacket pockets. The way he stood, with his weight shifted and his shoulders tense, told Morgan he was nervous.

He looked away when their eyes met. "Amateur," she thought. Or desperate.

She stood slowly, adjusting her bag. The man didn't move, but she felt his attention. She walked toward the exit, taking the long route. When she glanced back, he was following.

Her pulse quickened. She pushed outside into the evening air. The parking lot sprawled ahead, half-empty, cracked pavement patched with darker asphalt. Streetlights flickered on, casting orange pools.

Morgan walked toward the far end, where shadows pooled between cars. Her boots clicked against the pavement. Behind her, footsteps tried to be quiet.

She spun around. The man stopped ten feet away. Up close, she could see him better: mid-twenties, dark hair under the cap, sharp features pinched with fear. A fading bruise colored his cheekbone. His jeans were ripped at the knees, as if he had been dragged across gravel.

"You're following me," Morgan said flatly.

"You're Morgan Hayes." Not a question.

Her stomach sank. She had been so careful to keep her name out of records. "I don’t know what you’re talking about."

"Yes, you do." He pulled out his phone, showing her a photograph. Her photograph. Her real face. "I know what you can do. I know about the mirrors."

"Who are you?"

"Tyler Grant. And if you don't help me, they're going to kill my brother. Danny. He's sixteen. He didn't do anything wrong except be related to me."

Tyler glanced around nervously, his eyes darting. "I know because I was supposed to find you. They have a list. Names. People like you who can do impossible things."

"They?"

"The Mirror Network. You asked Claire about a warehouse. That’s them. They don’t know about you yet or what you can do. But they will if you get involved."

"Why tell me this?"

"Because they have Danny. They grabbed him from a basketball game three weeks ago. Called me an hour later. Said I had twenty-four hours to start working for them or I'd get pieces of my brother in the mail."

A car rolled through the parking lot. Tyler ducked behind a pickup truck, pulling Morgan with him. They crouched low. Through the windows, Morgan saw a man in the driver's seat, head turning side to side. The car idled, then rolled away.

"They're looking for me," Tyler whispered. "I was supposed to check in an hour ago."

"What is this network?"

"Blackmail, mostly. They find secrets and use them. But they learned how to create evidence, to make you look guilty of things you never did. Once they have leverage, you work for them." Tyler’s breath came fast. "They have people everywhere—cops, lawyers. They can make you disappear on paper. And at the center is someone they call Mirror. She runs everything."

"Mirror?"

"I've never seen her. No one has. But she's the one deciding who gets used and how." His eyes were haunted. "Tonight they're bringing everyone to the warehouse. Claire's daughters. My brother. It's some kind of meeting. Mirror's supposed to show up for the first time."

Morgan thought about those two girls with gap-toothed smiles. "Where exactly in the warehouse?"

"Usually they use different locations, but tonight everything is in the basement. They’re showing Mirror what they’ve collected." Tyler’s hands shook. "I need you to save Danny. Please. He’s all I have left. I"ll show you everything about the warehouse layout."

Twenty minutes later, they stood in the bus station bathroom. Morgan positioned Tyler in front of the full-length mirror and placed her palm against the cold glass.

The tingle spread up her arm. She focused on Tyler's reflection—the sharp angles, the nervous energy, the way his eyes darted. The mirror showed them side by side.

Then she pulled.

It felt like diving into cold water. Tyler gasped, stumbling back. Morgan looked down at hands that were suddenly larger, with calluses. When she checked the mirror, Tyler Grant stared back.

"Jesus," Tyler breathed. "That's me."

"How long to the warehouse?"

"Thirty minutes walking."

Morgan checked Tyler’s pockets: phone, wallet, gum. She unlocked the phone and typed, "Had car trouble. On my way."

Reply: "You're late. Get here fast."

"There's a coffee shop on Third Avenue," Morgan told the real Tyler. "Wait there for Claire. Tell her I'll get her daughters out."

She left, wearing Tyler Grant’s face as armor against the night.








