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To all those who seize their own future,
whatever it takes




One

NITA STARED at the cell phone screen, her eyes wide and her mind still trying to process what she was reading.

It was eerily silent all around her. Normally, she never noticed the sounds of Toronto, the roar of cars, the hum of air-conditioning units, the honks and shouts and creaks of life. But she certainly noticed their absence when the soundproofing blocked them out. It made her uneasy.

Her breathing was short and fast as she reread the email. But the words didn’t change, and the truth they told her didn’t either.

Henry, Kovit’s surrogate father and former employer, had sold Kovit’s information to the International Non-Human Police.

Henry had sent them videos of Kovit as a child torturing people to eat their pain, which would be plenty of evidence to convince INHUP that Kovit was a zannie. As a species on the Dangerous Unnaturals List, he could be killed, and it would be considered preemptive self-defense. He would get no trial. No jury would convict him. No judge would sentence him to prison or community service.

He would just be murdered.

Once the paperwork went through, in one week’s time, his face, his name, his life would go up on an international wanted poster that would be spread across media outlets worldwide. He’d be hunted down, and when he was caught, he would be brutally slaughtered.

In one week’s time, Kovit, Nita’s best friend and only ally, was going to die.

Nita clenched the phone in her sweaty palm, and then angrily shoved it in her pocket, as if pushing the phone and its incriminating emails out of sight would somehow make the terrible truth go away.

Across from her, lying on a cot on the floor, was Kovit’s internet friend and former colleague in the Family, Gold. Her bleached-blond hair was short and pressed flat against her scalp like a helmet, and half a dozen earrings danced up one ear. Her face had a bandage on one side from where Nita had burned her with acid, one arm was in a sling, and a crutch lay beside her cot, from when Kovit had dislocated her knee and shoulder.

“Did you know?” Nita asked, her voice tight and angry.

“Know what?” Gold rasped, still hoarse from screaming earlier.

“Did you know Henry was going to give INHUP evidence that Kovit was a zannie?” Nita snapped.

Gold was quiet a long moment, and then shook her head and looked away. “No.”

Nita’s shoulders slumped, and her fingers curled into her palms. She wanted to hurt Henry for what he’d done. But Henry was dead now, and there was nothing Nita could do to punish him, nothing she could do to vent her rage at this final betrayal.

No, now they had to deal with the fallout.

She turned around slowly, knowing the next step was to tell Kovit. He needed to know what had happened.

She thought of his face, the moment after he’d killed Henry. The absolute devastation in his eyes as he realized he’d broken his own rules, he’d killed someone who was like a parent to him. The rage as he made Gold scream, as something inside him broke, and he began to spiral downward into a dangerous place.

But she’d stopped him. Or he’d stopped himself. Or they’d stopped him together. For now, he was okay. Picking up the pieces of his shattered soul and forgetting his pain by causing pain to someone else.

Nita looked down the white hall at the pastel blue door at the end. Beyond that baby blue barrier, Kovit was doing what zannies did best. Hurting people and enjoying it.

Because Nita had asked him to.

She couldn’t hear the screams—the soundproofing was excellent. So she couldn’t hear what horrors he was committing to make himself feel better. Comfort food, he’d called it once, but she tried not to think too hard about the fact that he gained the same comfort from skinning people alive that others got from eating ice cream.

Her steps were silent as she approached the innocuous blue door. She hesitated in front of it. Maybe she should just wait for Kovit to be finished. He’d had a hard day. He deserved some downtime. Surely this news could wait until he’d had a good meal.

She closed her eyes. Did she really want to wait for Kovit’s sake, or because she didn’t want to see the grisly results of her decision? She hadn’t done well seeing Kovit torture an INHUP agent—the memory of his gurgling, tongueless screams was far too fresh.

Taking a deep breath, Nita knocked on the door. Then, remembering it was soundproofed and Kovit definitely couldn’t hear her, she pushed it open.

The screams hit her first.

Fabricio generally had a soft, unassuming voice. It was the kind of voice that you trusted. It was the kind of voice that belonged on a gentle soul, not on a traitorous jerk who sold the person who saved him to the black market.

His screaming was high-pitched and sharp, serrated and coated in something angry. It was a scream of pain and rage, not a scream of pain and fear. Nita wasn’t sure how she could tell the difference, but she could.

Fabricio slumped in his chair, wrists and ankles bound by silver duct tape. His tousled brown hair fell over his face, and the skin around his eyes was bright red from crying, the tear streaks mixing with the blood from his broken nose and painting pink lines down his cheeks.

Kovit stood in front of Fabricio, a twisted smile curling his mouth into something obscene, even as his body shivered in ecstasy from Fabricio’s pain. His hands were sticky with dark red blood, though from her angle, she couldn’t actually see the source of it. His black hair was glossy as a shampoo commercial, his skin almost glowing with health, his black eyes bright and hungry. The more pain he ate, the more beautiful he became, and as his body trembled with pleasure as Fabricio’s pain slid through him, Nita could see the subtle changes the pain made on his appearance.

He lowered the scalpel when he saw Nita, and his smile fell a little, concern replacing the manic glee that had been there moments before. In front of him, Fabricio choke-sobbed, his shoulders heaving for breath.

Nita spoke without looking directly at either of them, her words a rush, because she wanted to get them out. “Kovit, can we talk outside for a moment? It’s important. Something’s happened.”

Kovit’s frown deepened, but he nodded slowly. “All right.”

He wiped his bloody hands on Fabricio’s tattered T-shirt, but not all the blood came off. The brownish dried streaks looked almost like melted chocolate.

Kovit turned to look at Fabricio and leaned forward, a hungry, delighted smile on his face. “Don’t worry, we’re not done here. I’ll be back later.”

Fabricio choked, trying to lean away, and gasped great heaving breaths that turned quickly into sobs.

Nita turned around quickly, unable to look at Fabricio any longer. It wasn’t guilt she felt when she looked at him, because she didn’t feel guilty. He deserved everything that Kovit was doing to him.

But she did feel something, and she didn’t like what it was. It was different than her discomfort when Kovit had made other people scream—though there was still plenty of that too—but looking at Fabricio meant facing her own part in his screams.

It meant facing that she didn’t actually feel bad about what she’d done.

She left the room, and Kovit followed her out, still shivering with Fabricio’s pain, closing the door behind him and sealing Fabricio’s sobs away. Nita gestured toward the reception room of the recording studio so that they could have some privacy away from Gold.

She dodged past the ultramodern reception desk and then hesitated in front of the black leather couches. Finally, she turned to him. “You better sit down for this.”

Worry etched lines in Kovit’s face. “Nita . . .”

“Just sit.”

He sat down, and she stared at him for a moment, struck by the incongruity of the monster she’d seen a moment before, hungry and viciously cruel as he caused pain, and the young man sitting in front of her, patient and concerned. Sometimes it was hard to reconcile that all the different facets of Kovit were the same person.

She sat down beside him, their legs just brushing against each other. She could feel the warmth of his body faintly against her.

She looked down at her hands, and then forced herself to meet his eyes. “It’s about Henry.”

He looked away, hair falling over his eyes. “What about him?”

Nita could still hear the snap of Henry’s neck as Kovit broke it. It was echoed by a snap in Kovit’s soul as he broke something in himself doing it.

“After you came back to him, before he died . . .” She took a deep breath for courage. “He sold your information to INHUP.”

Kovit froze, his whole body so still she wasn’t even sure he was breathing.

“What?” His voice cracked slightly.

“He sent them all the videos. All the pictures. It’s in processing right now, but the INHUP contact said your face would be made public in about a week.”

Kovit was silent for a long moment. His voice, when it came out, was small and shattered. “Why?”

She bowed her head. “The email said he did it to make sure you couldn’t leave again. So you’d be trapped with him. So you’d need his protection to survive.”

Kovit laughed, a tinny, broken sound, and tipped his head back to look at the fluorescents above him. “So this is it, then. This is the end.”

“This is not the end,” Nita snarled, putting her hands on either side of his face and forcing him to look at her. “We won’t let it be.”

She thought of her list of corrupt INHUP agents. She thought of all the things Kovit knew about the Family he’d worked for and wondered if he could sell them for protection. Though they probably wouldn’t do witness protection for a zannie.

He trembled softly and shook his head. “No one’s ever survived being up on one of the list’s wanted posters. The longest anyone lasted was two weeks.” He closed his eyes, and she could see him beginning to spiral into despair again. “It’s over.”

Nita clenched her teeth and pulled his face closer to hers. She wouldn’t let him give up, not when they’d come so far. “No one had ever escaped from Mercado de la Muerte, and we burned it to the ground. No one’s ever been the subject of as high profile a black market hunt as me, and I’m still here.” For now, anyway. “We’ll find a way, Kovit. Trust me.”

Kovit met her eyes, and she could see he wanted to believe her, he hungered for her to be right, but he couldn’t quite accept it. “It’s too late. It’s not like we can take the information back from INHUP.”

“No,” Nita agreed. “We can’t. But we can prevent INHUP from publicizing it.”

“How?”

Nita looked at him, from his long, dark eyelashes to his trembling lips. Beneath her hands, his skin was soft, and she rubbed her thumbs gently over his cheeks, wiping away the spots of blood that patterned his face like tears.

Finally she whispered, “I have an idea.”


Two

NITA EXPLAINED HER IDEA, and Kovit’s eyes widened further and further the more she said. When she finally fell silent, he looked down at his hands, folded in his lap and streaked with blood.

“I . . .” He hesitated. “I need a moment to think.”

Nita nodded slowly. “Okay.”

He bowed his head, twisting his hands in his lap. He shivered occasionally, Fabricio’s pain flowing through him from the other room.

Nita wondered how distracting it was for him, if the constant influx of pleasure made it hard to focus. Kovit would have to leave the building to gain enough distance to not feel Fabricio’s agony. But leaving the building wouldn’t make him immune to feeling every other pain of the people around him. Every hangnail, every scrape, every sprain. She shuddered at the thought, wondering how he blocked out all that feeling, kept himself from constantly twitching and shivering and being distracted.

Especially given that most pain wasn’t strong enough for him to actually eat, it must get annoying. Zannies fed on extreme pain, the kind only found in torture, war zones, and hospitals. The rest of it, all those little micro pains, those were just background noise. She wondered what it would be like to always know how everyone around you hurt and to have it feel good. How it would change the way your brain perceived the world.

Had anyone ever done an MRI on a zannie? Their neural connections must be fascinating. She’d search online later to see if there were any research papers that covered this.

If there weren’t, and if they survived this and she got into university one day, maybe Kovit would let her do an MRI on him and scan his brain herself. It would make a great thesis topic.

She pulled her mind away from the future before she went too far down that road. There was no if. She would be an unnatural researcher one day. Just as soon as she got the black market to stop hunting her.

She let out a breath. It had been a hard few weeks. She’d made mistakes. But she’d learned from them, she had a plan now. A multipronged one to get the black market off her back, to make herself so powerful that people thought twice before coming after her. A plan that would make her far more valuable alive and free than dead.

If it went right.

If Kovit wasn’t captured and killed by INHUP first.

If Fabricio cooperated.

If if if. So many variables.

She closed her eyes. Right now, she couldn’t focus on that. One step at a time. She needed to focus on Kovit, on getting him out of this mess Henry had put him in.

Finally, she fidgeted and asked, “Well? What do you think of my idea?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“It’ll work,” she insisted.

Kovit gave her a look, one eyebrow arched in mild judgment.

Nita looked away, wincing slightly. “Sorry.”

It had only been a few hours since they’d had their conversation about Nita pushing her ideas on him, and she was already sliding back into bad habits. If Kovit was hesitant about one of her plans, they were supposed to talk it out. It was, after all, his life on the line. He had the right to reject it.

“Okay.” Nita tried to find the words. “Can you tell me why you don’t like it?”

He weighed his words carefully. “You want to contact my sister.”

“Yes.”

Kovit hadn’t seen his sister in a decade. The last time he’d seen her, he’d been ten, and she’d hid him from the INHUP agents who came and murdered their mother. His sister was human—the zannie genes had skipped her—so she hadn’t been in danger the way Kovit had been. After that, Kovit had been recruited by a mafia group.

His sister became an INHUP agent.

He ran a hand through his hair. “I still can’t believe she’s joined INHUP. It’s something the girl I knew would never do.”

“It’s been a decade.”

“I know.” He paused a moment, and when he spoke, his words were slow and cautious. “That’s why I don’t know if contacting her is a good idea.”

Nita hesitated. “As an INHUP agent, she’ll have access to things we don’t. She might have ways to fix this.”

Of course, none of those ways would be at all legal.

“She might.” He raised his eyes, and for a moment, she thought she could see the cracks beneath the surface, the fracture murdering Henry had made inside him, but his voice betrayed none of his pain, just practicality. “But what if she doesn’t want to?”

“She’s your sister.” Nita’s voice was gentle.

“She was my sister. But the sister I knew would never have joined INHUP.” His voice was soft. “She’s clearly changed since then. What if she’s in favor of the Dangerous Unnaturals List? You’re basing this plan off the assumption that she’ll help me, but what if instead she just wants to hunt me down? We could be giving INHUP more information that will help them kill me.”

Nita understood his reluctance—almost every person he’d cared about had ended up betraying him. Gold had betrayed him. Henry had wanted to use him. Even Nita, who had never betrayed him, still struggled with some parts of him.

She didn’t know if Kovit could take another betrayal on the heels of so many. Better to keep the memory of their happier years as children alive than risk destroying it.

Kovit’s hands shook on his lap, and for once, Nita didn’t think it was because he was eating pain from the other room.

She reached over and put her hand on his. “You won’t have to speak with her. I’ll do it. You don’t even have to meet her if it doesn’t work out.”

He laced his fingers with hers. “But I don’t want to know if it doesn’t work out. I don’t want to know if she says, ‘Good, let him die.’”

Nita was silent a long moment, and then squeezed his hand softly. “Okay.”

He stared at her, as though he wasn’t sure what he was hearing. “Okay?”

“We’ll think of another plan. We’ll find another way to prevent INHUP from making your information public.”

There were other INHUP agents Nita could contact, but unlike Kovit’s sister, they wouldn’t have altruistic motives for helping him. No, for them she’d need proper leverage.

Her mind began spinning plots, a spider in her web of lies and blackmail, trying to figure out a route that would tangle up INHUP and protect Kovit from harm. There were options—especially if she tied it into her plans for Fabricio. But they would be difficult. The timeline would be tight.

Even if Kovit had agreed to meet his sister, they probably would have needed to make backup plans like this anyway. Just in case.

Kovit rose, pulling away from her. He took a few steps back toward Fabricio’s room, toward comfort and pain, familiarity and control. He stopped in the doorway and closed his eyes, leaning his head on the frame.

“I’m being really stupid, aren’t I?” he asked.

Nita tilted her head. “No.”

“She could save me. She could go in and delete everything.”

“Maybe.” Nita shrugged. “Or maybe she’d turn us both in. There’s no way to know.”

He turned to face her, and then pressed his back against the wall. He looked down at his hands. “Do you know what Songkran is?”

Nita shook her head.

“It’s Thai new year. It’s in April.” A smile flickered across his face. “We used to have big water fights as kids during Songkran. It was a thing. One year, Patchaya—my sister—and I got water guns from our parents. Mine was neon green and white, and hers was baby blue.” He laughed softly. “I can’t believe I still remember what color they were. Of all the random details. I must have been . . . eight? Which means Pat was thirteen.

“We filled our water guns with water and din sor pong—a white powder.” His eyes were sly. “We used to try and find businessmen, really put-together-looking people, and get them absolutely soaked until they looked like ghosts. When we had the water guns, we were practically unstoppable.”

His gaze was far away. “I remember, it was near the end of the day. We were tired and heading home. Our plastic guns were empty, and we were as covered in water and white powder as our victims. We were walking along the river, and I felt it. Some man had fallen down a stairwell in the building next to us, and the pain . . . I still remember it. His, ah, scrotum, caught on a nail as he was going down and got . . . stretched. He’d cracked something in his spine, and he couldn’t move, couldn’t talk, but he could feel everything.” Kovit shivered softly at the memory. “The pain was exquisite.”

Nita shifted uncomfortably, and Kovit cleared his throat. “Anyway. I had to stop and just savor it. It was so good. I wanted to bring him home, to keep him forever because someone who can’t scream, can’t move, can’t escape . . .”

It would be a zannie’s dream, Nita thought, trying not to show that the idea made her ill.

“So Pat, she looked at me. And she asked, ‘Are you hungry?’ I said I was, and she tucked me against the side of the building while she went for help. She wasn’t supposed to leave me alone or let me eat while I was in public, but she made sure I was safe and just let me absorb it all.”

He sighed gently. “Of course, she called for an ambulance, and it ended eventually when they took him away. But I didn’t begrudge her, I knew she was like that. I think that was a good day for both of us. My sister, she’s always liked helping people. I think it made her feel good to save that man and to give me something I wanted at the same time.”

Nita was silent for a long moment. She didn’t have any idea where to start in parsing what this story said about either sibling. So she finally settled on “It sounds like a good memory.”

“It is.” He met her eyes. “She was always good to me. Even though I scared her. Even though I think she was too good a person for the family she was in. She was my world as a child. I’d have done anything for her.” Kovit took a long, deep breath. “And she did do everything she could to save me when INHUP finally arrived.”

He straightened and squared his shoulders. “Let’s do it.”

Nita blinked. “Do what?”

“Contact her.” His mouth was firm, and his voice was calm. “I’m not ready to die yet. I may be evil, I may deserve what INHUP plans to do to me, but I don’t care. I want to live. It’s stupid to reject this path. We need to try every option.”

Nita hesitated, and then rose and went to him. “Are you sure?”

His gaze was steady. “I’m sure. Contact her.”


Three

OF COURSE, it wasn’t that easy to call immediately. Nita didn’t want to use her phone in case everything went wrong and they managed to trace her number. Which meant she needed a burner phone.

“I’ll go get the burner phone.” Kovit rose. “I could use the fresh air.”

Nita looked at his bloody hands and raised her eyebrows. “You’re going to go out like that?”

He blinked, as if just noticing the gore. “Good point.”

She followed him down the hall to the small white bathroom. The water turned pink when it touched his hands, wiping away all evidence of what he’d done.

“Are you sure you don’t want to, uh . . .” Nita hesitated and then carefully said, “Relax with Fabricio for a bit? I can go out and get the phone.”

“You mean torture him until I’m so high on pain I can pretend the rest of the world doesn’t exist?” Kovit’s smile was bitter. “As appealing as that sounds, I would rather be doing something to fix the problem than pretending it’ll go away on its own. Or that you’ll fix it for me.” He shook his head. “I’ve let other people control my life long enough. It’s past time I started fixing my own problems.”

For the first time she realized that while Kovit had broken something inside him when he killed Henry, he’d also made a choice to take control of his life back. Like pulling a blade from a stab wound, it hurt like hell, but in the end, you needed to do it to heal and survive.

Kovit needed to break the part of him chained to Henry’s control, the part that could let himself be tied down that way. And now that it was gone, he could start healing the damage it had caused and building his life on his own terms.

“You’re staring at me strangely.” He raised an eyebrow as he turned off the faucet.

She shook her head and smiled slightly. “Nothing. I was just worried for you since . . . Well, you know. But now I see that was for nothing.”

He looked away. “No. You were right to worry. I reacted . . . poorly.” He sighed heavily, body shaking a little. “I can’t talk about this now. Later. It’s only been a few hours. I need some time.”

“Of course.” Nita wished she hadn’t brought it up. “Whenever you need.”

He nodded, but didn’t look at her as he dried his hands. “I’ll be back soon.”

A part of her wanted to go with him, but he didn’t look like he wanted company right now. And it wasn’t a wise idea, even if he did.

Kovit wasn’t the only one with a price on his head.

As the door closed behind him, Nita pulled out her phone and scrolled through the Toronto news. Six more missing teenagers, all of whom looked just like her. When she’d checked yesterday, there’d only been three.

Nita scrolled through the faces and clicked on the news link for an article titled Gang War Ensues Over Dead Body? The Black Market Hits Toronto.

According to the article, two rival groups had started a gunfight in Markham, just north of Toronto, over the murdered body of a teenage girl who looked like Nita, both wanting to claim it as their own. Half a dozen bystanders had been wounded before one of the groups managed to steal the body.

Nita skimmed the news and was horrified to find even the general news was now talking about how the black market was on the hunt for a teenage girl with supposed healing powers. Thank God for laws, because the news couldn’t legally show the video causing all this—a video of a kidnapped minor being cut and healing wasn’t public-viewing-approved in most places. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t going to make its way from the dark web to the regular web eventually.

Nita swore to herself. This was getting out of control. When her captor, Reyes, had first uploaded the video onto the dark web as proof of what Nita could do, Nita had known she’d be screwed. She was a new unnatural, unknown, and people would pay for that. Especially if they thought they could gain some of her power by eating her.

The emptiness where her toe used to be tingled. She’d already had one person eat her flesh, though she hadn’t seen any effects, especially not the immortality he wanted, given that he was dead now.

She rubbed her temples. She’d never imagined she’d be so in demand that gangs of black market dealers would literally have gunfights over a body that might or might not be hers.

She forced her fingers to unclench on her phone. She needed to leave Toronto. Corrupt INHUP agents had sold out her location, and it was time Nita got out, before more black market hunters found her. But running away wasn’t going to fix the problem.

Luckily, Nita had several other ideas that might.

She went onto the dark net websites, scrolling through black market forums, searching up what people were saying about her. Her mother had told her she’d started to plant seeds that the video was doctored and fake, and Nita saw a few comments about that, but not enough, not nearly enough.

Her mother’s idea was solid—make the video seem like a fake. Some people would always believe it, and it was already so talked about that it might not do much now, but it couldn’t hurt to try. She couldn’t rely on her mother for that sort of thing, though, and she made a mental note to think of ways to discredit the video.

She scrolled through other forums, picking up information nuggets like a gamer on a quest, except the consequences for this were very, very real.

Sighing, she moved her attention to the general forums and paused, eyes catching on something unusual. It was a request for information on the location of a black market dealer who went by the name Monica. Nita clicked it.

Someone was trying to buy information on her mother.

Nita frowned as she read down the list of semivague descriptions that would only make sense to someone who knew her mother. It was a list Nita recognized, because it was almost word for word what she’d been asked by a customer when she was imprisoned in Mercado de la Muerte.

Her fingers tightened on her phone, the only physical manifestation of the anger burning tight and hot within. Zebra-stripes the vampire was still hunting her mother. He’d murdered her father, and he was after her mother. She didn’t know who he was, or why he was after her family. Despite the fact that INHUP had identified him to her, he wasn’t listed online on INHUP’s wanted list for dangerous unnaturals. Probably more evidence of corruption in INHUP. As if she’d needed more.

No matter what, Nita promised herself she would get vengeance on Zebra-stripes.

Grief trickled in when she thought about her father, soft and delicate, opening the door and tiptoeing into her heart. It felt like a wound that had bled copious amounts and just recently scabbed over. Thinking about him was like picking at the scab, little bits of blood bubbling up and trickling through her soul.

She wiped her eyes quickly, as though by removing the tears she could make the pain go away. Of course, it didn’t work, and the pain lingered, a constant throbbing in her heart. It was better than before. After she’d first found out, when the pain had been almost all-encompassing and the tears had come fast and free.

She took a long, shuddering breath, banishing his image from her mind. She couldn’t afford to let herself crack right now. Once she’d exacted her vengeance, once the black market was ashes at her feet, she’d allow herself the time and space to grieve.

She looked down at the ad again, and her face hardened. It was time she dealt with Zebra-stripes, once and for all.

She sent a message responding to the ad.


Four

KOVIT RETURNED FAIRLY QUICKLY, carrying a bag with burner phones and two boxes of ready-to-go-pizza from the Little Caesars down the street. Nita hadn’t realized just how hungry she was until she smelled the gooey cheese, and she snatched one box from him and ripped it open.

“Hungry, are we?” Kovit laughed.

Nita’s only answer was to shove a slice in her mouth.

Within a few minutes, both of them had devoured a whole box, and all that remained was the oil on their hands and a few crumbs. Nita wiped her greasy fingers on her jeans, put half the second pizza in the empty box, and handed it to Kovit.

“Do you want to go give that to Gold while I handle Fabricio?” she asked.

Kovit made a face. “Must I?”

Nita made sure her voice was gentle, not judging, even though she was judging just a little. “You can’t avoid Gold forever. And you need to talk to her. We need to figure out to do about her. We can’t keep her here, but until we know what she’s going to do, we can’t just let her go either.”

“I know.” He rubbed his temples and sighed heavily. “I know.”

Nita put a hand on his shoulder. “Go talk to her. You were friends, once upon a time.”

Until Gold realized that the anonymous boy she’d befriended in the chatroom was Kovit and betrayed him. Nita could understand if Gold hadn’t known the person she’d been interacting with online was a bad person and then discovered he tortured people for fun. That was justified rage. But Gold had known the person she’d been sent to spy on was part of her mafia family. She’d known he was very much not a good person. She just hadn’t known he was a zannie.

Even when Kovit made friends with people as horrible as he was, prejudice got in the way.

Kovit looked away. “Yeah. Once upon a time.”

But he took the pizza and went down the hall toward Gold. Nita watched him until he went through the door, and then took a deep breath and picked up her box.

She stood in front of the pastel blue door to Fabricio’s room. There was a strange feeling of déjà vu prickling her skin and stilling her steps. She remembered the last time she had brought Fabricio food. He’d been chained in a dog kennel in her mother’s apartment, and blood had soaked the side of his face where her mother had hacked his ear off.

He’d looked at her, and he’d begged her to help him. And Nita, foolish, naive Nita, had.

And everything had gone wrong.

She swallowed. She wasn’t the same girl she was then. She was smarter now, more ruthless. And this time, Fabricio wouldn’t manipulate her into ruin.

Squaring her shoulders, she opened the door.

Fabricio was slumped in his chair, still bound. He lifted his head when Nita came in. His face was striped a crusty pink from where his tears had mixed with blood and then dried. His blue-gray eyes were broken and scared, and they stared at her with a vacantness that made her shiver.

“Hello, Fabricio.” Nita stepped into the room and held out the box of pizza. “I brought you some food.”

He whimpered softly as he straightened his body. “I suppose you think of that as a good deed.”

“Not really. But I can’t have you dying yet.”

His voice was bitter. “That’s right. You need me to break into my father’s office so you can steal his company’s information.”

Fabricio’s father, Alberto Tácunan, ran one of the largest corrupt legal services in the world. Every monster who was anyone used his services. Legal assistants covered up crimes and got monsters off on technicalities, and shell corporations and calculated tax evasions hid money. And money, well, money told stories. Money proved crimes. Money hid secrets. And secrets were power.

Nita wanted that power.

“I told you. I don’t know the password to get into my father’s databases.” Fabricio sounded desperate, his body straining forward against the bonds. “I would give it to you if I did, I don’t care if you rob him blind. But I don’t have it.”

“I’m sure you’ll remember it eventually.” Nita gave him a hard smile. “After all, it’s the only reason you’re still alive right now.”

“Forgive me if I don’t jump for joy.” His voice was dead. “I seem to be tied up and in the middle of being tortured. It’s really getting in the way of celebrating.”

Nita pressed her mouth into a thin line. “You really only have yourself to blame for that.”

“Really? I somehow tortured myself?”

“Don’t play the fool. It doesn’t suit you,” Nita snapped. “This is vengeance, and you damn well deserve it.”

His head jerked up. “Are we doing tit for tat, Nita? An eye for an eye? Because I’m pretty sure we’re more than equal by now.”

“We’ll never be equal.” Nita’s words were tight with rage. “You sold me on the black market. You ruined my life. Because of you, there’s a video of me healing online that I will never escape. I can never lead a normal life. I’m constantly on my guard. I’ve been attacked dozens of times in the week since I escaped the market that, I remind you, you put me in.”

“So you poisoned me.”

“And you sent a mafia group to kill me in vengeance.”

“Not in vengeance,” Fabricio said softly. “I sent them because I was scared. I was scared you’d never stop trying to kill me, I was scared you knew too much about me and you’d ruin my life.” He said bitterly, “And I was right, wasn’t I? You’re threatening me with the same thing that happened to you. To release my information online and set the whole black market on me, hoping to use me against my father.”

Nita shrugged. “It would be poetic justice.”

Fabricio laughed, harsh and angry. “Oh, that would be poetic justice, would it? I thought having Kovit torture me was your ‘poetic justice’?”

“No. That’s just vengeance.”

Fabricio was silent a long moment, his whole body trembling. With rage or pain or something else entirely, Nita didn’t know.

“Vengeance.” His voice was cold and angry. “Is that what you’re calling this?” He met her eyes. “I never pegged you for a sadist when I first met you. I guess I was wrong.”

“No. You weren’t wrong.” Nita shrugged. “But people change. I changed.” She leaned forward, eyes cold. “I had to change to survive because of what you did to me. So, this, all of this?” She waved a hand around. “That’s on you.”

He glared. “I’m not responsible for your choices, Nita. You are. You chose to be what you are, and you chose to do this to me. I admit, I fucked up. I shouldn’t have sold you out. And I’m sorry. I really am. I’ve apologized a dozen times, and I mean it. But I can’t change it. And it’s not my fault what you’ve decided to do since then.”

Fabricio looked away. “I have enough things to hate myself for without adding your crimes in there too.”

Nita’s smile was tight. “I’m sure you do.”

“You can look as smug as you want, but at least I know what my crimes are.” His voice was bitter and raspy from screaming. “But, Nita, do you know?”

“Know what?”

“The price of your ‘vengeance’?” Fabricio raised his eyes and met hers, rage burning dark and cold in their depths. “I think it’s only fair you know, don’t you?”

Nita’s eyes narrowed.

“Shall I tell you what Kovit did to me?” Fabricio said softly, barely more than a whisper. “Shall I tell you what you let him do to me?”

An uneasy feeling coiled in the base of Nita’s stomach. She didn’t like hearing the details.

“I know what Kovit did.”

“Do you?” Fabricio whispered. “Then you know that he started skinning my fingers? Slow, small strips of skin, one after the other. He peeled them off like potato skins.”

Nita didn’t say anything, her expression hard, trying to cover the ugly, vicious revulsion coiling inside.

“Have you ever scraped your knees, Nita? That’s just a little bit of skin off. Just a small scrape. This was bigger. He scraped and scraped, and it was so painful that I couldn’t even tell you my own name. I couldn’t think over the pain.” He swallowed. “I suppose at some point my body decided it was too much pain to bear and stopped sending so many signals. But if I twist wrong, it hurts all over again.”

“Enough, Fabricio.” Nita sounded hoarser than she intended. “I get it.”

“Do you, though? Because I’m not done.” Fabricio’s blue eyes were steady. “Because he reached my nail at one point, and he slid that knife under my nail. And he ripped. It. Off.”

Nita clenched her fists at her side and said nothing.

Fabricio’s gaze bored into her. “Do you know what it’s like to have a fingernail ripped off? Do you have any idea how many nerve endings are in there?”

“Actually, I do.” Nita could count them if she wanted to. Her own fingers tingled, as if waiting for her to do so. “It’s not an insignificant number.”

He blinked, his mouth slightly open. Clearly Nita hadn’t responded the way he’d expected, but he recovered quickly.

“Nita, please. You’re not a sadist. I know this. I remember how much it bothered you when your mother took my ear.” He began to cry. “Please stop hurting me.”

Nita stared at him, at his blood and tears and soft whimpers as he begged for her to have the conscience she used to, the same one she’d had when he met her.

But she didn’t.

Nita wasn’t that girl anymore.

The gory details still bothered her—they’d probably always bother her, she didn’t think she’d ever escape that, no matter what she’d told Kovit—but she didn’t feel sympathy for Fabricio anymore. She could see the points on his manipulation plan, each reaction, each word a calculated effort to pull on her strings and make her do what he wanted.

“Sorry, Fabricio. That ship sailed.” Nita knelt so she was eye level with him. “You’re going to have to learn how to manipulate the new me.”

He met her eyes, his face damp with tears. “No, Nita. You’re the one who needs to learn how to manipulate me. Because you suck.”

“Pardon?”

“You’ve given me nothing to convince me to work with you. You’ve sicced your pet monster on me—”

“Kovit’s not a monster.”

Fabricio laughed then, short and sharp. “That’s what you want to argue over? That? To me? Right now?”

She clenched her jaw shut.

“As I was saying.” His voice was cold. “You’ve sicced your pet monster on me, you’ve threatened me if I fail. But what fucking motive do I have to succeed? Why should I help you?”

“To not die.”

He laughed, sharp and bitter. “I’m going to die the minute I get back to Buenos Aires.”

“Why?” Nita asked.

He looked away. “That’s not important. What’s important is that I’m dead either way. So why the fuck should I help you when you’re just going to torture me?”

His hands twitched as he said it, breaking the scabs and causing blood to drip from his fingertips onto the floor in a steady thud-thud-thud. Nita forced her eyes away, but she couldn’t stop hearing the sound, the plop as the droplets hit the carpet.

“A good businessman knows that you can’t just use the stick, you need the carrot too.” He met her eyes. “Hurting people if they fail works better if you reward them if they succeed too.” He smiled slightly. “You need me. But I sure as hell don’t need you.”

“I have fail-safes if you try anything—”

“I know, I know.” He closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. “But I’m between a rock and a hard place. Dead either way. If I see an opportunity to run, you really think I won’t take it, cost be damned?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

“You know what I’m saying. For all your posturing, I don’t think you enjoy seeing me hurt nearly as much as you pretend. I think you want to hurt me, you want your vengeance, but actually seeing it makes you ill. So don’t. Stop this. The only one having a good time here is Kovit, and any time a zannie is the only one enjoying a situation, you know something’s gone terribly wrong.” He leaned forward. “Stop this, Nita. Before you break both of us.”

“The only one breaking here is you,” she snapped, and tossed the box of pizza on the floor in front of him, where he couldn’t possibly reach it.

She spun away from him, hating that he was right, that he’d played her again, that this wasn’t the first time she’d tossed food at him and run because she couldn’t face his truths.


Five

NITA CLOSED THE DOOR behind her and leaned against it, taking deep breaths. She tried not to see the parallels to the last time Fabricio had been her prisoner. It wasn’t the same. It wasn’t.

But she still felt uncomfortably like it was. Except this time, she was playing her mother’s role.

She tried not to remember how Fabricio had screamed as her mother ordered Nita to cut off his ear. She’d thought he was innocent then, she hadn’t known what he’d do to her. It was natural for her to have been hesitant. It was different now. Now it was vengeance.

And Fabricio was wrong. It wasn’t breaking her to watch him suffer. She liked knowing she was getting vengeance.

But you don’t like seeing it, do you? You just like knowing it happened, not facing the reality, her mind whispered.

Shut up, Nita told it.

She shook her head, forcing Fabricio’s words away. He was trying to manipulate her again. That’s what he did. He crawled into her head with his silver-tongued words and twisted her up until she did what he wanted, not what was best for herself.

He deserved everything that she’d done to him.

She let out a breath and walked down the hall to the other recording studio. The door opened silently, to reveal Kovit awkwardly sitting on one cot, avoiding looking at Gold, who stared at him with judgmental eyes while she slowly ate a piece of pizza.

Nita looked between them. “Did something happen here?”

Kovit shrugged and avoided eye contact.

Gold snorted. “Nothing but a zannie doing what it does best.”

Kovit bristled and his jaw clenched, but he didn’t say anything.

“Is that really how you should be talking right now, Gold?” Nita closed the door behind her. “Given your situation?”

“And what is my situation?” she asked, her eyes boring into Nita’s. “Am I your prisoner?”

“No,” Kovit said, at the same time Nita said, “Yes.”

Gold raised her eyebrows. “So which is it?”

Nita pursed her lips. “What do you plan to do now, Gold?”

“Do?”

“When you leave this room, what will you do?”

Gold shrugged. “Go back to the Family, of course.”

“Everyone else in your team is dead. You could easily pretend to be dead too.”

“But why?” She frowned, her lip piercing catching the light. “Why would I want them to think I’m dead?”

Kovit responded, voice soft. “To start a new life.”

“I don’t want a new life.” Gold’s eyes narrowed as her gaze shifted between the two of them. “My life may not be perfect, but I like it.”

“You enjoy being the flunky in a mafia group?” Nita asked.

“I enjoy being the presumptive heir to one of the most powerful and extensive crime families in North America.” Gold grinned, sharp and fierce. “Someday I’m going to rule the fucking world.”

Nita blinked. She had to concede, that did sound like a great life. And given her own ambitions, she couldn’t really condemn Gold for it.

So instead she said, softly, “And what about Kovit?”

“What about him?” Gold asked, voice cold.

“It might be useful, if you want to rule the world, to have a zannie on your side.”

Gold’s mouth tightened. “I want nothing to do with monsters. When I’m in charge, I’m going to get rid of every monster in the organization and burn them all.”

Nita raised an eyebrow. “The human ones too?”

Gold gave her a withering look. “Don’t patronize me.”

“It’s an honest question. Henry was human, but I would argue he was a far worse monster than Kovit,” Nita commented mildly. “He loved torture as much as any zannie, not even to eat the pain, just for the sheer pleasure of it. And he was far more ruthless and less loyal than Kovit. So, what do you consider him?”

Gold’s lip curled in displeasure. “Henry was my father’s right-hand man.”

“I didn’t ask what your father thought of him.”

“What does it matter what I thought of him?” Her eyes turned to Kovit. “He’s dead now, isn’t he?”

Kovit flinched.

Nita crossed her arms. “And will you tell the Family how he died?”

Gold shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter if I tell them, does it? Kovit’s going to be up on INHUP’s wanted list in a week, and there’s no way he’ll survive it. There’s no point in wasting Family resources going after him.”

Kovit’s shoulders tightened, and he swallowed noticeably.

Nita frowned. “And if he wasn’t on the list?”

Gold tugged at the bandage on her face. “I don’t see how you could get him off it.”

“This is a hypothetical question.”

Gold waved it away. “I’ve never seen the point in hypothetical questions. Especially ones like that.”

Kovit was quiet for a long moment, and then he leaned forward. “Would you tell them to kill me, May?”

Nita’s heart hurt a little every time Kovit called Gold May. It was the internet name she’d used for years, commenting in a group chat and pretending to be his friend when in reality she’d been spying for the Family. It was the name of a nonexistent girl, the name Kovit clung to because he didn’t want their years-long friendship to truly be gone, to have to admit that maybe it had never existed at all.

Gold turned to him, and the light glanced off her various earrings, making them sparkle in the too-bright room. Her lips thinned, and Kovit met her stare head-on.

Finally Gold looked away. “I don’t see the point of answering anything. You won’t believe me if I say no because you’ll think it’s just a ploy to escape. And I’d have to be
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