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Chapter 1
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	Juliet

	 

	Cold air slices through the warehouse as the bay door grinds up another inch. Steel screams. Someone needs to grease the cables and wheels. I drop to a knee behind a stack of timber crates and count footsteps. Three inside, two outside. Voices ripple across concrete and I notice the tone — low, cocky, way too sure of themselves.

	I press my mic. “On my mark. Rook, catwalk. Vega, left aisle. I’m center. Their courier’s mobile. Keep my six.”

	“Copy, eyes on,” Rook whispers.

	“Left aisle, lover boys,” Vega murmurs, already positioning forward.

	Over comms, another voice crackles. “Echo-One and Echo-Two in position. Two tangos outside by the van. We’ve got them contained.”

	“Hold perimeter,” I reply. “No one leaves.”

	Someone curses in Spanish, then English. I roll from cover into the central aisle, my body remembering the floor. The first guy doesn’t track fast enough. My elbow hits his throat and drives him into a forklift mast.

	Second gun comes up. I catch the barrel, twist, wrench his wrist till the pistol skitters under a pallet.

	“Federal task force,” I bark, boot snapping a third man’s knee. “Hands …”

	The courier bolts with a large messenger bag and long legs. Bad idea, asshole.

	“Vega!” I sprint.

	“I’ve got him … north corridor!” Vega’s already moving, boots slapping concrete. “Rook, cut him off from above!”

	Metal groans overhead. I glimpse Rook shifting positions along the catwalk, tracking.

	The courier punches through the side exit into a hallway. I chase hard. His head tilts back to view my distance from him. And that was one mistake that cost him. I dive, catch his ankle. We crash in a knot of limbs. He rabbit-kicks. I take it on my thigh, roll us, forearm braced across his sternum.

	“Don’t,” I warn, breath recovering. “Pick an easier day to die.”

	His fingers flirt with the weapon he can’t reach, then go wide. Vega fills the doorway, weapon up, unhurried.

	“Cardio before breakfast,” Vega drawls. “Hot.”

	“Rook, clear,” I say into comms.

	“Upper level secure,” he answers. “Echo’s detaining both outside tangos. Clean sweep.”

	“Log it,” I tell Vega, cuffing the courier. I pat him down briskly and tug the strap of his bag free. Plastic envelopes, burner phone … and something slick under my glove. Thick black card stock, silver filigree etched like frost, a jack-o’-lantern seal in wax that leers instead of smiles.

	Across the center in lush white:

	 

	La Fête Fantôme
 Masquerade — All Hallows’ Eve

	 

	An address in New Orleans. No RSVP. Dress code: Costume. Mask required. Secrets preferred.

	Vega peers over my shoulder. “We getting paid to go to fancy Halloween parties now?”

	I don’t smile. Fear trembles in the courier when he sees the card. This isn’t bobbing for apples. This is drowning for favors.

	“Package it,” I say, sliding the invite into an evidence sleeve. “He talks or he doesn’t. That …” a nod to the sleeve “… is a door, an opening possibly.”

	“Bring your prettiest mask,” Vega mutters.

	“My prettiest mask isn’t for sale,” I answer, and mean it.

	We sweep the floor: zip ties, Miranda rights, photos, tags. Sirens grow in the distance. 

	Rook clatters down from the catwalk, goggles pushed up, grin running on adrenaline until he spots the sleeve in my hand.

	“What’s that?”

	“Invitation to the next level.”

	“You going?” he asks.

	I look at the wax mouth’s arrogant curl. My pulse hits hard, once. “Could be fun. Only if they send me.”

	I leave my comments to the team there on the floor with the evidence. In reality, I already know I’m going. In fact, it’s my next public appearance. What a synchronicity to pull that invitation off the courier.

	 

	♥♥♥

	 

	We’re done with this take-down before dawn. The harbor sky looks like a bruise about to bloom, much like the one on my thigh from that asshole courier. My jacket smells like work. It’s full-on with sweat, dust, and that metallic edge of adrenaline after it burns off.

	We’re upstairs in the safe house which consists of three rooms above a bakery that has no idea what kind of muffins get baked up here. Rook rescues us with an extra strong pot of coffee like we’re drowning children. He pours me a mug.

	“Two sugars?”

	“Three,” I say. The first swallow is bitter enough to put steel in my spine.

	Vega drops into the chair across from me, long legs sprawled, concrete dust on his knees. “Courier sang a half-chorus.” He tosses a recorder to the table. “Names we know, one new drop. Mostly he’s terrified of whoever throws that party.”

	“La Fête Fantôme,” Rook says, murdering the French with his accent. “Ghost feast.”

	“Ghost party,” Vega corrects. “Fitting.”

	I hold my phone up with a photo of the invitation before it went into the evidence sleeve. 

	Rook nudges my boot. “You’re building a cage in your head.”

	“I’m building a plan.” My voice stays flat. “We knew there’d be a door. Now it’s open.”

	Vega tips his head. “You sure you’re the one who should walk through it?”

	“I’m probably the only one here who has a mask,” I say, laughing. “But no, not me. I’m having too much fun with the two of you.”

	They both smile, but stay quiet. They know my tells. They also know when to let me have them. I don’t want either of them knowing my next moves. It’s strange to trust your co-workers with your life, but not be able to tell them the next train stop you’ll get off at.

	Vega breaks the silence that’s permeating the room. “More coffee? The bakery downstairs pulls croissants at seven. You’re going to eat two like a law-abiding citizen.”

	“I wish.” I stand. “I’ve got a date.”

	“With who? The guy you cuffed who liked you too much?”

	“My hairdresser.”

	Rook blinks. “Is that a euphemism?”

	“It is not.” I drain the mug, set it down with a clack. 

	On the stairs, buttery scents rise through the air from the establishment below. For one impossible second I picture a different morning: real breakfast with friends, a mind that holds more than mission codes, and a body that isn’t bracing for the next impact.

	I tuck the thought away and keep moving.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2
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	Juliet

	The transformation suite hides two floors below a nondescript office that swears it sells wholesale paper products. I badge in under fluorescent lights that have that irritating. The receptionist works a crossword, a halo of gray curls atop her head. She barely glances up. 

	“Right on time,” Dr. Mae Park calls from the doorway. Navy scrubs, warm eyes, skilled hands. “Welcome to our new space. Everything’s been upgraded.”

	“Hmmm, I bet that’s what you’re about to do to me, huh?”

	I follow her into a space that looks like a makeup trailer mated with a surgical theater. Numerous mirrors, brutal lights, and stainless trays sleep beneath sterile wrap. There are body and facial prosthetics and several wig heads in tidy rows. 

	“Camille Mercer,” I say, opening the alias folder she hands me. Passport. License. Cards. A whole life preloaded with credit and plausible errands. 

	“Twenty-eight. Registered Nurse who travels. Limited socials with only one photo from behind.” Mae smiles. “Have a seat, chameleon.” 

	The mirror gives me back me: auburn curls slightly wild, green eyes rimmed with just enough sleeplessness to be honest, a mouth that forgets how to lift when it isn’t necessary. 

	Mae clips a cape at my throat, lays out foils and toners like scalp diplomacy. “You can still walk away,” she says, casual the way only she can be with high explosives. “We could put one of your boys in a dress.” 

	“Vega would rock it,” I admit. 

	“He would.” 

	“But this door is mine.” 

	She studies me in the mirror. “Then we’ll make you the woman the target craves.” 

	The first stroke of bleach whispers through the air. Heat bakes into my scalp. I close my eyes and let the sensation do what it always does … feel like shedding a skin I outgrew. 

	“Any special requests?” she asks, working in precise sections. 

	“Contacts are out.” I open my eyes. “I don’t do well with them. The eyes stay mine.” 

	Mae nods. “Shape rather than color then. Lifted outer corner to pull feline. Softer brow to change expression without killing intensity.” She taps her chin. “We can lift cheekbones with temporary pads. More suggestion than prosthetic.” 

	“Suggest away.” 

	Foil rustles. The clock ticks. My hands rest under the cape, palms open on my thighs. 

	“You’re holding your breath,” Mae says. I let it out. 

	“The party is tied to a network,” I say. “Not just drugs. People. Whoever runs it uses charm like a choke chain.” 

	“And you?” Mae asks. 

	“I’m the girl who smiles at the dog,” I say, and hear the tired in my voice. 

	She slows, meets my gaze in the glass. “You are the girl who carries a key. Sometimes you don’t know it until the lock is in front of you.” 

	“Sometimes the door swings the other way.” 

	“Then you brace your foot and push.” 

	We rinse. Warm water, then cool. Bleach surrenders. Toner, treatment. Under the towel I feel lighter
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