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To all those who know that not all cages are physical




One


  “NITA, MEET FABRICIO.”


The fluorescent lights of the INHUP refugee center made the white walls glow like a hospital, and Nita wondered for a brief moment if she was in some sort of hallucination. After all, the set of circumstances that had brought her to the International Non-Human Police had the quality of a nightmare—complete with kidnapping, torture, and Nita burning all her enemies alive at the end.

All but one.

He stood in front of her now. A few inches taller than her, his pale face was framed by slightly mussed dark brown hair, and his huge blue-gray eyes stared at her with shock she knew was mirrored in her own gaze.

Fabricio. The boy she’d saved.

The boy who’d betrayed her. Who’d thanked her for helping him escape, taken the money and bus ticket she’d offered him, then turned around and used the phone she’d given him to sell her to the black market. Who’d left her to be kidnapped, cut up, and sold piece by piece.

Rage boiled in Nita’s veins, heating her body from the inside out. Her jaw clenched tighter and tighter, until she forced it to loosen to avoid breaking a tooth.

“Nita?” Agent Quispe, the INHUP agent in charge of Nita’s case, stepped forward, the lines of her buzzcut black hair sharp in the bright light. Her Spanish was slow and calm, with a distinct flavor that reminded Nita of her time living in Peru. “Are you all right?”

Nita blinked and forced herself to nod. “Of course. Sorry, I must have spaced out. What were you saying?”

Quispe frowned slightly and squinted, an expression Nita had come to associate with the agent trying to parse Nita’s Spanish. Her father was Chilean, but she’d lived in Madrid until she was six, and the blend of accents was often hard for people to understand.

“I was saying that I’ve noticed you keeping to yourself a lot. And since we just received another refugee your age, I thought you two might want to meet.”

Quispe waved Fabricio forward. His eyebrows pulled together before smoothing out. A tentative smile crossed his face.

Nita glared. What the hell was he smiling about?

Then she realized: he didn’t know she’d discovered he was the one who sold her to the black market. Fabricio was still playing a part, resuming the role of the scared victim.

Nita stepped forward, fist clenched, wanting nothing more than to smash his skull into the floor and dissect him while he lay dying, the way she should have done when her mother caught him the first time.

She took a deep breath. She was in the middle of the INHUP headquarters in Bogotá. There was an agent standing right beside her. This was not the time to commit murder.

No matter how much she wanted to.

Nita swallowed and forced a grimace onto her face. She needed to play it cool for now, and not give any indication they’d met before. And hope Fabricio didn’t give her away.

If INHUP found out how they knew each other, Nita’s connection to her murderous mother would be exposed, and Nita’s crimes would be laid bare. And she had a lot of crimes under her belt. You didn’t grow up with parents in the business of dissecting unnaturals and selling their body parts online without committing a few felonies.

Nita couldn’t force herself to extend her hand to him. In a clipped voice, she said, “It’s nice to meet you.”

He blinked and hesitated, then smiled softly, his voice gentle and whispery. “You too.”

Quispe looked between them, as if she could sense the tension. “Fabricio will be staying here for the next little while. I thought you two would have a lot to talk about, since you’ve both spent time in the black market.”

Nita could almost hear her unspoken comparison. Both of them had body parts hacked off. Both of them had those parts sold and eaten.

Nita shifted her foot, trying not to think about the gaping absence where her toe had once been, and she kept her eyes firmly away from Fabricio’s missing ear. It wasn’t too hard, since the evidence was covered by hair.

Nita turned to Quispe. “Yes. It was a good thought. Thank you. I’d like to get to know my new floormate.”

Nita swallowed after the words came out of her mouth. Stilted. Fake. Why couldn’t she be better at this kind of thing?

But if Quispe noticed Nita’s failing communication skills, she didn’t comment. “Of course.”

She turned and left them alone. After she was gone, the silence was overpowering. Fabricio opened and closed his mouth like he wanted to say something. Nita pursed her lips and looked around.

She didn’t like being inside an INHUP building. INHUP was a means to an end for her, and she didn’t trust them. Supposedly they both prosecuted and protected unnaturals—or “non-humans.” Honestly, Nita thought calling people like her “non-human” was just as offensive as calling her “unnatural.” It probably traced back to INHUP’s monster-hunting roots, before they started advocating for unnatural rights as well as policing them.

Nita was using INHUP for their protection, but she knew corruption had burrowed into the soul of the organization. She was concerned about building surveillance, and the conversation she wanted to have was not one that should be overheard. By INHUP or whoever INHUP might be selling the information to.

“There’s a garden outside,” Nita announced. “Let’s talk down there.”

Fabricio nodded once, slowly, and followed her.

They made their way through the office. Pristine white walls and white tiled floors caged them in, like a futuristic prison. Other unnatural refugees wandered the halls of the protective housing. Some Nita could’ve passed on the street and never known they were different.

Others were part octopus. Nita’s eyes examined a tired-looking man in a hall, her eyes sliding down to the eight purple tentacles he had instead of legs. Ningyo. Japanese mermaid. She would have bet money on it.

People said that if you ate their flesh, you’d gain immortality.

People said the same thing about eating Nita.

She tried to pull her mind away from the thought. The memory of Boulder cutting off her toe, popping it in his mouth, and swallowing it whole. His promise to come back the next day and the next, each day taking a different part of her and consuming it until there was nothing left of Nita but bones and teeth.

It didn’t happen. You escaped. He’s dead. It’s over, a soft voice whispered in her head.

But it didn’t feel over. Not when she was hiding in INHUP. Not with Fabricio walking next to her. Not with her face and her ability circling the black market forums. People were willing to pay a lot for a girl who could manipulate her own body—they thought eating her would grant them the same power. Who knew, maybe it would.

Nita didn’t intend to find out.

Her hand twitched at her side, reaching for a scalpel that didn’t exist. What she wouldn’t give to be in her dissection room right now, all her problems vanishing in the simple, clear peace of a dissection. Taking a body apart piece by piece, the world reduced to the organs in her hand and in the jar on her desk.

But the image was spoiled by the memory of Fabricio, trapped and screaming in a cage, disturbing the perfect solitude of the room.

As they turned a corner, Nita tilted her head to get a look at the side of Fabricio’s face, but his hair hid the bandages well. She could hardly believe it had been less than two weeks since she’d first seen him in that cage.

He caught her staring and flinched. Then he looked away, his hand hovering protectively over where his ear had been. He swallowed and lowered his hand.

“It’s better,” he replied, answering her unspoken question as they walked. His accent softened the edges of his words, y sounds whispering into sh sounds. “I’m getting the stitches out tomorrow.”

Nita didn’t respond.

She wished her mother had killed him. She wished she’d dissected him. None of this would have happened then. Nita wouldn’t be missing a toe—even though she’d used her ability to meld the skin over where it once was, there was an absence, as though her nerves hadn’t quite realized they ended in a new place now and still reached out, expecting a toe to be there.

She also wouldn’t have spent the past week watching people die in the black market. Wouldn’t have had to murder them herself.

She could still remember the moment she read the text exchange on her captor’s phone and realized that the person who’d sold her to the black market was Fabricio all along. The moment of sheer disbelief, followed by the sudden rush of rage, hot and vicious.

Now her anger simmered, a steady glow in the pit of her stomach. If she let it loose, she’d only end up with more problems. She wasn’t sure she cared. She wanted to let it all out, no matter what the repercussions.


  Be rational, Nita. You can’t murder him with all these surveillance cameras around.


Nita hated when her brain made sense.

On the first floor, near the back of the building, thick metal double doors opened into a small garden. A high brick wall surrounded it, covered in vines and ivy, and several people sat on benches and under trees. The sun was steady and hot, and sweat quickly dripped down Nita’s back.

Nita led Fabricio to a secluded part of the garden, near a floripondio tree. The bell-shaped flowers hung from the branches like unlit pink lanterns, beautiful and gentle. Also, one of the most poisonous plants in the world. Nita plucked one of the flowers and twirled it in her hand. So deadly. Hidden in such a pretty shell that no one ever guessed until it was too late.

Finally, Nita turned to face Fabricio. He shifted awkwardly under her gaze. He wore blue jeans and a plain gray T-shirt, a twin to Nita’s own INHUP-issued clothes.

“I’m glad you decided to run away,” he finally said.

Nita opened her mouth to tell him he very well knew that she didn’t run away. But she stopped. She could accuse him all she wanted, but he’d just deny it. Even if he admitted it, what point was there in tipping him off that she knew what he’d done? She couldn’t kill him in front of all these people, and if he knew she knew, he’d be on his guard.

And he should be. Because there was no way Nita was going to let him get away with what he’d done to her.

So instead, she said quietly, pretending she believed his ignorance, “I didn’t run away. I was sold on the market.”

He winced, and his face twisted in sympathy. “I’m so sorry. I know how awful that can be.”

He ran a hand through his hair, exposing the hint of stitches creeping down one side of his head. Nita turned away and tried not to remember his screams as her mother tortured him while Nita stood by and watched. And did nothing.

Maybe that was why he sold her. Because she did nothing until the last possible moment.

“Was it your mother?” he asked, voice soft. “Was it punishment for helping me?”

He seemed so genuine in his concern, and Nita felt a sliver of doubt creep in. Could those messages have been sent by someone else? But then she remembered how easily he’d played her before, stared at her with huge eyes, manipulated her into thinking he was completely innocent so she’d free him. Her eyes narrowed. She wasn’t going to be played again.

“No.”

His hands hovered, then lowered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. If it’s all too fresh.”

He gave her a gentle smile, and Nita wanted to punch it off his face. Manipulative little sneak.

He hesitated, then asked, “Your captor . . . she didn’t hurt you, did she?”

“Well, she was working with a zannie, so why don’t you take a guess?”

His face went gray. “A zannie?”

Zannies ate people’s pain, which made them expert torturers. Nita could see Fabricio’s imagination filling in all the blanks of her time in the market with all the horrific things zannies did.

“Yes.” Nita’s voice was cold. “Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I can still hear the screaming.”

Fabricio flinched as though she’d hit him. His eyes widened, and something passed across his face, something that looked like it might be guilt or regret. But it was gone in a blink.

Nita carefully didn’t mention she’d ended up making an ally of the zannie in her escape. She wanted Fabricio to feel as shitty about what he’d done as possible.

Also, she wasn’t sure what the fact that she’d befriended a monster like Kovit said about her. Nothing good, likely.

“God, I’m so, so sorry,” Fabricio whispered, and the horror on his face seemed so genuine, if Nita didn’t have evidence against him she’d really think he meant it. “I can’t believe she hired a zannie.”

Nita opened her mouth to make another caustic remark, but stopped. Fabricio had specifically said “she” when referring to Nita’s captor. Multiple times.

Nita hadn’t mentioned her captor was female.

Nita played back the conversation, checking to see if she’d used any feminine descriptors, pronouns, any cue in her Spanish that could have indicated gender. Nothing.

More proof. As if she needed it. She already had the messages between him and her captor, Reyes, hammering out the details of the deal.

But perhaps some small part of her had wondered if someone had stolen the phone from him, or if maybe a corrupt INHUP agent had confiscated it or . . . something.

Nita crushed the flower in her hand. All doubts were extinguished.

“We’ll have to be cautious where we talk,” he said, eyeing a passing agent. His eyes roved around at the walled-off garden, lingering on all the security cameras and INHUP agents. “You might get in trouble if they knew who your mother was.”

Ah. There it was. The veiled threat. The reminder that he knew exactly who she was, and if he wanted to, he could destroy her chances of getting a plane ticket home from INHUP.

Well, two could play at that game.

“Yes.” Nita loosened her grip and twirled the crushed flower. “And we’ll have to be careful about mentioning your father too.”

He stiffened, whole body going rigid, eyes widening. Like a poorly oiled puppet, his head jerked to face her, and he whispered, “Pardon?”

“Your father.” Nita tilted her head to one side as her fingers played along the petals. “Quite the bigwig, I hear. Knows all the monsters.”

Fabricio swallowed and replied carefully, “Where did you hear about my father?”

“The market I was sold in, of course.” Nita spoke in the mild tone of someone innocently commenting on the weather. “I hear he runs one of the biggest law firms in the world. They specialize in shell corporations, tax evasion, and all sorts of other things for rich people. Especially rich black market people.”

His hands clenched. “And? You of all people should know better than to judge someone based on their parents.”

Nita flinched as if he’d slapped her. She looked away.

“Tell me, Nita, if we’re judging people by the sins of their parents, who is in more trouble?” Fabricio’s voice was tight. “Me? My father helps monsters save their money. Or you? Your mother kidnaps, murders, dissects, and sells innocent people.”

“I’m not my mother.” But after the events in the market, she wasn’t quite sure anymore. She’d killed a lot of people to escape, guilty and innocent alike. “I helped you.”

“You did.” His shoulders slumped. “And I’m not my father.”

No, you’re much worse.

Nita didn’t reply, just looked at the flower. Fabricio was the same. Beautiful and gentle on the outside, hiding a toxic inside.

Fabricio’s jaw was tight and his gaze angry. “Is this why you’ve been so cold to me? You think I’m just another money-grubbing asshole like my father?”

She shrugged, playing it nonchalant. “I don’t know. I don’t know you.”

“I’m not. I’m nothing like him.” His voice was bitter. “And I never want to be. I don’t want anything to do with him or his business. All it’s ever brought me is pain.”

“And money. I hear someone of your standing lives quite well.”

“I’d rather have my ear back.”

Nita raised an eyebrow. “What does your ear have to do with your father?”

“You didn’t really think your mother kidnapped the child of one of the most notorious men on the black market to sell his body on the internet, did you?”

Nita’s stomach dropped. “What?”

His lips pressed together into a thin line. “Your mother was sending me back to my father, piece by piece, every time he refused a demand.”

Nita swallowed. Fabricio could be lying, but it made sense in a way. Why would her mother kidnap the child of someone so important just to make a few bucks online? No, blackmail was far more her mother’s style.

“Are you even an unnatural?”

He sighed. “I’m exactly what she said I was. Pieces of me would make money.”

Nita nodded slowly. “But?”

“But . . .” He looked away. “I’m more afraid of who I am than what I am. No one would go to all the trouble she did to kidnap me just to sell me. But to blackmail my father? The sky is the limit.”

Uneasiness coiled in Nita’s stomach. She’d wanted power to protect herself—to make Fabricio’s reality hers. Everyone wanted her for what she was, and in order to avoid looking over her shoulder her whole life, she wanted to make them afraid of who she was.

Now she wondered if that was such a great idea.

“Why?”

He blinked. “Why what?”

“Why was my mother blackmailing your father in the first place? I mean, there are far easier targets if it was simply about money.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

No, this didn’t make sense anymore. Something in this picture wasn’t right.

“One good thing that’s come out of all this.” A half smile flitted across his face. “Now I can be a nameless refugee that INHUP will protect. I gave them a fake last name. No one needs to know who I am. I can start over.” He looked at her. “I suppose I should thank you and your mother for that. If no one here knows who I am, no one can leak that information or try and use me for my father’s connections.”

Nita gave him an incredulous look. He was one of those every-cloud-has-a-silver-lining people. She supposed if he were in her shoes, he’d say that her experience in Mercado de la Muerte—“Death Market”—had given her much-needed industry perspective.

Ugh. She hated people like that.

A warm wind slunk through the garden, and Nita realized her nose had started to burn under the hot noon sun, and she healed it before it could progress. She’d been so distracted she hadn’t noticed. She wiped her forehead and jerked her head to Fabricio.

“Let’s go back inside.”

He smiled tentatively. “It’s hot out here. They need air-conditioning for outside.”

Nita didn’t smile back.

As they approached the building, Nita stopped and turned to Fabricio. “Let me make one thing clear.”

He paused, smile falling. “Yes?”

“If you in any way reveal who my mother is, or our connection, I will tell INHUP about your father. You’ll be sent home, and your little escape plan will be ruined.”

His eyes narrowed, flint and steel, and Nita finally caught her first glimpse of the real person beneath the friendly facade. “If you say anything to compromise my protection and put me in danger, I’ll tell them about your mother. And your complicity.”

Nita pursed her lips. “Then we’ll both have to stay quiet, won’t we?”

They held each other’s gaze for a long moment and then, as one, turned and reentered the building in silence.

Nita shoved the floripondio flower in her pocket as she went, a poisonous promise to herself.


Two

NITA RETREATED TO HER ROOM. More white walls, white pillows, white sheets. The only spots of color were the blue blanket and the gray foldout chair in front of a white desk.

She locked the door and looked down at her hands. She’d managed to cut her finger on the stem of the floripondio flower at some point.

Nita concentrated, increasing blood clotting factor, accelerating cell growth. The veins repaired, and the cut closed over. She wiped away a small speck of blood, all evidence of an injury gone.

She flopped down on the bed, which sagged in the middle, and closed her eyes, turning over Fabricio’s words in her mind. She replayed the scene, stalling on the part where he claimed her mother was blackmailing his father. It felt like the truth, but not the right piece of the truth.

No, Fabricio was a master of mixing truth and lies to make himself the most sympathetic person possible. He’d known exactly how to manipulate her into letting him out of her mother’s cage, despite Nita’s sense of self-preservation. He’d let her believe her mother’s lies, because she might have hesitated freeing him if she’d had any inkling he’d been involved in the black market.

And Nita would have hesitated. Any potential stain on his character, and her mind would have supplied her with a million justifications for why it was okay to kill him, take him apart piece by piece like her mother wanted.

So he’d been very careful to act the perfect, tragic innocent.


  Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me.


Nita carefully pulled the crumpled flower from her pocket and turned it around in her hands.

Small and deadly. She could end him in a moment.

But a part of her wasn’t sure that was the best course of action. Wasn’t sure that killing Fabricio would solve more problems than it created.

She tried to put herself in Fabricio’s shoes, figure out why he’d sold her. He didn’t need the money, his father was rich. He was already on a bus to INHUP, so it wasn’t like he needed money to escape either, if he couldn’t access his father’s money.

For a brief moment, Nita wondered if Fabricio had sold her because she’d told him her father was Chilean and Fabricio was Argentinian. The relationship between the two countries had been strained for a long time. It got worse in the eighties, after the Falklands War between Argentina and the United Kingdom, when Chile was the only South American country to side with Britain.

But the more she thought about it, the more unbelievable it sounded. Selling a person on the black market because of events in a war that happened before they were born, especially after that person had saved him, was just absurd.

Not that his reasoning mattered. There was no excuse that could justify what he’d done.

A knock interrupted her musings.

Nita hurriedly tucked the flower away and opened the door.

Agent Quispe stood in the entranceway, her smile friendly and professional. “Nita, I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

Nita shook her head. “No.”

“Good. I just wanted to let you know that your new passport came.” Quispe held it out to her. “We’re booked on a flight to Toronto in two days. We can’t fly you straight to the US for legal reasons, so you’ll go through some processing in Canada, and then we can fly you home.”

Nita swallowed and nodded, even though her heart sank. After Toronto processing, she was supposed to go home, to that suburban house in Chicago. The house she hadn’t seen since she left when she was twelve, dragged around the world by her mother, hunting unnaturals to sell.

To her father, who she hadn’t seen in person since she was twelve.

She’d imagined a grand reunion, running into his arms. If she closed her eyes, she could still feel the warmth of his embrace, the way he’d stroke her hair, the gentle timbre of his voice.

But her father wasn’t there anymore. There would be no tearful reunion, no warm hug, no sinking into his arms and letting herself believe that somehow, someday, everything would be okay.

Her father was dead.

Her eyes began to water at the thought, and she shoved the rising tide of emotion away ruthlessly. Now was not the time.

Quispe seemed to realize what was happening. As she should, she’d been the one to tell Nita about her father’s murder a few days ago. And to show her the picture of her father’s murderer, a vampire on the hunt for her mother.

Quispe’s eyes softened. “Have you contacted any other family members yet?”

Nita shook her head. “I’ll email some people. I’ll let you know more tomorrow.”

Quispe hesitated a moment. “I’m sorry about your father.”

Nita’s face almost cracked, everything leaking out and onto the floor, the grief like a demon trapped in her skin, just waiting for Nita to lose her strength so it could break free and leave only tatters of her skin shell behind.

She shrugged and looked away, trying to hide her face from Quispe. “It’s fine.”

“If you want to talk—”

“I don’t.”

There was a short pause, and Quispe sighed. “All right. If you need anything else, let me know.”

“I will.”

Nita slowly closed the door, hesitant at first, in case Quispe had something else to say, then quickly when she realized it really was the end of the conversation and slowly closing the door looked super awkward.

Nita ended up slamming the door in the INHUP agent’s face, which was, of course, more awkward.

Her body shook slightly, and she leaned against the door. She swallowed and looked down at the stiff material of her American passport. She thumbed through the pages, each covered in washed-out images of national monuments. She flipped to the picture page, and looked down at her photo, taken by INHUP. Her frizzy brown curls were pulled back, and their slight orange tint was even more pronounced in the passport material’s shine. The freckles across her nose and cheeks looked like blood spatter in the harsh light, and her brown skin looked grayish with exhaustion. She stared into the camera with too-intense eyes, like she was challenging the photographer.

Her first passport she didn’t remember, but her second she’d gotten when she was ten. Her father took her to get the pictures, and he’d made funny faces at her from behind the photographer that made her laugh and ruined every take. When the photographer turned around, her father stood there, stoic and stern, one eyebrow raised as though to ask the photographer if there was a problem.

It had taken nearly half an hour to get a decent shot, and afterward they’d gone for ice cream. She’d gotten a waffle cone with sprinkles around the edge, and sat there giggling at her father’s ice cream mustache as he did impersonations of the teachers in school she didn’t like.

Grief swamped Nita, crashing through her like a tidal wave, all the stronger for those few moments she’d managed to hold it off while Quispe was there. It smashed against her ribs, rattling them, before retreating and pooling in her empty chest cavity, like a lake of tears waiting to be shed.

Her father was dead.

No more goofy faces. No more ice cream.

Nita leaned against the wall, then slowly slid down to the floor, fingers clenched around her new passport, her eyes tightly closed, trying to stop the tears before they started. Because once they started, they took ages to stop.

Nita had been walking down the hall yesterday and seen someone with the same pair of glasses as her father. That had been enough to set her off, crying into flower bushes and hiding in her room for the rest of the afternoon.

Part of her just wanted the pain to go away. She wanted to stop feeling awful all the time. She wanted to skip to the part where she was over it, where the grief was nothing but a distant memory.

Even as she thought that, it felt disloyal to her father. He deserved to be cried over. He was the only good person in her life, he had always been her friend and ally when her mother took things too far. How dare she try to avoid thinking about him to avoid pain?

She didn’t know if it was selfish to not want to face the pain, or if it was like an open wound, where she had to wait for it to scab over before she could poke at it without making it bleed again.

Nita curled on the floor for a few minutes, trying to get control of her tears. When she finally rose, she went into the bathroom and blew her nose. She splashed her face with cold water and let out a short huff of breath.

Her reflection stared back at her, haunted and angry. She tightened her jaw until her reflection didn’t look sad anymore, just determined.

She nodded to herself. She was in control.

She flopped onto her bed and closed her eyes. The tears had given her a pounding headache, and all she wanted to do was fall asleep and forget for a while.

Reluctantly, she opened her eyes and pulled out her phone. Quispe had reminded her of the one thing she had to do before bed.

Quispe had only returned Nita’s phone right before they met Fabricio. Nita hadn’t had a chance to see if it still worked after taking a dunk in the Amazon River. Soaking it in rice was supposed to fix it, but who knew.

She ran her finger over the screen, thinking of her captor, Reyes, the first owner of this phone. Nita could still see her cold eyes. How she’d worn the same expression talking about money that she’d worn ordering people tortured. Blank. Empty.

Nita shivered and pushed the image from her mind. Reyes was dead. Nita had killed her. And that was one death she’d never regret.

Huffing, Nita unlocked the phone and logged into her “safe” email, hands trembling, not sure if she wanted to see what awaited her or if she wanted to be ignorant forever.

Her heart raced, and her fingers trembled slightly as she checked her messages.

There was one new email from her mother. She clicked it open.


  Nita, answer your phone.


That was it. It was dated the same day Nita had been kidnapped. Her mother couldn’t have known Fabricio had her phone.

Nita clicked reply, but hesitated, not sure what to say. If her mother was alive, why hadn’t she come to rescue Nita? Nita’s picture and location were all over the darknet—there was no way her mother hadn’t seen. But she hadn’t come.

Unease coiled in Nita’s stomach. What if she was dead?

What if she wasn’t? What if she just hadn’t cared enough to save Nita?

Finally, annoyed with her whirling thoughts, she answered, I’m with INHUP. They’re flying me to Toronto for processing.

She sent the message and was about to log out of email when she paused.

Kovit.

Her heart skipped a beat, and before her thoughts caught up with her fingers, she’d typed the email address he’d given her into a new message.

She hesitated. What could she say?


  Hey, how’s your bullet wound? Tortured anyone lately?


She sighed. Why was she even entertaining this? Kovit was a monster. He literally tortured people for food—and he liked it. A lot.

But he was also her friend, strange as that sounded. Nita had never imagined herself having friends, but if she had, they wouldn’t have been psychopaths who worked as mafia torturers.

But he might be the only one in the world she could truly trust.

She closed her eyes and pictured his smile, dark with promises of pain on their enemies, and something in her chest tightened. She missed him.

Before she could second-guess herself, she wrote How are you? And sent it.

She watched her email for a long time, waiting for a reply, before clicking the phone off and curling up in bed, listening to the hum of the air conditioner until sleep overtook her.

 


Nita stood in a dissection room. Everything was white and sterile and wonderful, and she was taking a body apart. She had a scalpel in one hand, and in her other, she held a still-beating heart. It thumped in her latex-gloved palm, and in the way of dreams, this seemed completely normal.

The heart was blackened, and as she watched, it grew blacker, inky tendrils of disease spreading through it. The ink spread to her hand and she ripped her gloves off to dislodge the black threads, dropping the heart. It shattered on the floor like glass, and suddenly Nita was back in Death Market.

The glass from the heart had transformed into the glass from when she and Kovit had broken out of the cage.

In the background, someone was screaming.

Mirella.

Mirella, Nita’s fellow captive, had been tortured by Kovit as punishment for fighting against their captor. Trapped in her cell, Nita had listened to those screams until they burned into her memory.

They were burning now. Each scream sent a streak of flames down the corridor, and Nita found herself running toward the sounds until she encountered a closed door.

She threw it open. Death Market was on fire.

All of the buildings around her had been engulfed in flames. People screamed as fire charred their bodies, and someone ran down the street, toward the river, clothes and skin alight. She almost caught the memory of a scent, but it was gone before it was formed.

She turned around, refusing to look at the scene, and stood face-to-face with Kovit. His hair, black and silky, was brushed out of his face, and his dark eyes regarded her. A small smile twitched at the corner of his mouth, and an answering smile spread across her face.

He took a step forward, until they were nose to nose, and suddenly they weren’t in the market anymore, they were on the dock in Tabatinga, Brazil, where they’d parted ways and he’d leaned forward to whisper his email address in her ear.

Except this time, instead of telling her his email, he whispered, “I’m going to make you scream.”

Then he kissed her.

 


Nita bolted upright with a shriek, and her phone fell off her bed and clattered to the ground. Her face was sticky with sweat and her heart beat a staccato rhythm in her chest. Her body felt flushed with heat, almost feverish, and her skin was clammy. She swallowed, her throat dry, and put her hands to her lips where the dream Kovit had kissed her. Her mouth tingled at the touch.

What.

The.

Fuck.

Eventually, Nita lay back down, but it took a long time for her to fall asleep again.


Three

THE NEXT MORNING, Nita woke slowly, lying in her bed for several minutes, drifting in and out of dreams before she decided it was time to start the body modifications she’d been planning.

When Nita had arrived at INHUP, she’d decided she was going to be proactive instead of reactive when it came to the black market. They wanted to kidnap and cut her up because she had the ability to manipulate her own body.

So she had decided she was going to use that same power to prevent them from ever capturing her again.

Her whole life, she’d been cautious with her ability. She’d had a series of bad hospital experiences because she’d screwed around with things better left alone and didn’t know how to fix them. Since then, she’d taken things slow, made copious observations, and hadn’t done anything too drastic.

The time for caution was over. She needed to use all the tools available to her if she was going to survive.

She’d been weak from overusing her power when she first arrived, so she hadn’t done much complicated stuff. But now that she was recovered, the sky was the limit.

First, she completely stopped the production of myostatin in her body, a chemical that inhibited muscle growth. Next, she began modifying herself from the skeleton out. Bones, then muscles, ligaments, and tendons. She wasn’t changing her skin, because she hadn’t yet figured out how to toughen it without creating saggy joint jowls, like a rhinoceros.

She’d sink like a stone in water, but that was a small price to pay for the benefits of tougher bones and stronger muscles.

It was a long, laborious process, and she turned off her pain receptors for it. Nita decided to start from the bottom and go up, worried if she started at the top and reinforced her skull, her head would be too heavy for her neck.

She got up to her hips before she decided she was too tired to continue. She couldn’t shake the sensation that her legs were wearing huge, heavy boots, even though she had the muscles to cope.

She rolled over, picked up her phone, and checked her messages.

Sure enough, there was one from her mother.


  I’ll pick you up in Toronto—T.


That was it.

Nita’s chest felt hollow, like she was a dissected cadaver, her organs long since ripped out and sold.

It’s not safe to send information over the internet. Especially with you in INHUP, she told herself, but that didn’t make her feel any better. Her mother hadn’t even said something simple like “I’m so glad you’re okay” or “I missed you.”

Nita lowered her eyes. If her mother wasn’t hurt, dead, kidnapped, or otherwise restricted—if she could answer emails overnight and meet Nita in Toronto—why hadn’t she rescued Nita from Death Market?

Nita let out a breath and got out of bed. There was no use speculating now. She’d have to ask her mother when she saw her.

As she dressed, the floripondio flower fell from her pocket onto the tiled floor. Nita knelt down to pick it up. She twirled in in her hands. Consuming a few petals of this would be enough to kill someone.

Someone like Fabricio.

She hesitated, looking at the flower. Did she really want to do that? Did she really want to kill him?

Nita had done terrible things. She’d murdered her captor, she’d burned a market full of people alive.

She’d do it again.

If she were back in the market, back in her cage, if she had a chance to do everything over, she didn’t think she’d do anything differently. She would still kill her captor. She would still ask Kovit to torture a man to steal his money. She would still burn everyone in the market alive. She wouldn’t enjoy it, but she’d do it. She would do anything and everything necessary to protect herself and stay alive.

So did she want to kill Fabricio? The boy who’d betrayed her and left her to that horror?

Yes. She did.

But did it make sense to kill him? His death would raise suspicions. She could be caught.

Yet leaving him alive was a far more dangerous prospect. He knew who she was, who her mother was. If he ratted her out, Nita could be arrested. And once she was in prison, well, anything could happen. She was money waiting to be made for the right murderer. Even the guards would be tempted by the amount of money the black market would offer for her body parts.

If she ratted on Fabricio . . . what? He was the son of a powerful man running a legal firm. Sure, everyone knew his father was neck deep in the black market, but they couldn’t prove it. And they certainly couldn’t prove anything about Fabricio. And even though he’d sold Nita, her evidence would never be enough to convict him.

The only danger to Fabricio was if a corrupt INHUP agent tried to use him for blackmail like her mother had. Or, if Fabricio was to be believed, being shipped home. She didn’t know why he was so afraid of returning, or what terrible secrets he was hiding, but whatever they were, she couldn’t trust they were enough to keep his mouth shut.

No, Nita needed to eliminate this threat before he changed his mind and betrayed her again.

She took a Kleenex and laid it flat on the counter. She crumpled the flower petals, shredding them into thin strips, holding them over the air conditioner until they dried out, then crumbled them into a fine powder. They looked a little like pink tea mix.

She carefully wrapped the flower dust in her Kleenex and tucked it in her pocket.

Giving herself a firm nod in the mirror, she left her room and went to see Quispe.

Outside of the refugee wing, the INHUP building was bustling. Men and women in button-up white shirts and slacks strode with purpose, briefcases in hand. Nita waited with a group of other people at the elevator. When it came, it was already overcrowded, and the idea of being crushed against so many bodies made her cringe. She imagined the stench of body odor from dozens of people, the press of skin against skin, someone’s hand caught in an uncomfortable position that they’d say was accidental but was probably on purpose.

She took the stairs.

On the third floor, she clanged out of the stairwell and into a hallway with gray tiles and beige-yellow walls. Cubicle style desks were scattered around the room just like a regular office building.

Framed photos of famous INHUP agents covered the walls. There was Nadezhda Novikova, founder of INHUP and killer of the Russian vampire Bessanov. Bessanov had supposedly wiped out entire military platoons single-handedly, but in the end he’d been taken down by a sixteen-year-old girl out for vengeance.

Nita may not have liked INHUP, but she’d always been impressed by its founder.

The pictures continued along the wall, starting out black-and-white and eventually gaining color. Smiling and stern men and women of the past stared out at her. Some of the labels had explanations of who they were: head of the first INHUP office in South America, in Montevideo, Uruguay; the agent who foiled a major unnatural trafficking ring and saved nearly ten thousand unnatural children; the investigator who captured a famous serial killer hunting in northern Brazil.

Nita actually had heard of that one. Everyone had thought the killer was an unnatural because the faces of the victims had been eaten, so INHUP got involved, but it turned out he was a human after all.

Most people forgot that last part.

Nita stopped in front of Quispe’s small office, tucked in the corner away from the cubicles.

When Nita first arrived, she’d checked for Quispe’s name on the list of corrupt INHUP agents she’d stolen from Reyes. She hadn’t found it. It didn’t mean Quispe wasn’t corrupt, but it made Nita relax all the same.

Quispe looked up when Nita entered. “Yes?”

Nita cleared her throat. “I got an email from my aunt. She’s going to pick me up from the office in Toronto.”

Nita and her mother had a signal system. The T at the end of her message stood for Theresa—Nita’s nonexistent aunt Theresa. Nita had an entire backstory for her fake aunt memorized, and her mother had the forged documents to back it up. It was one of their many aliases.

Quispe lowered her laptop screen so it dimmed. “That’s great.”

Nita swallowed the lump of fear in her chest. “Yeah.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to avail yourself of some of INHUP’s protective services? That video of you . . .”

That fucking video.

Reyes took a video of Nita demonstrating her healing abilities and posted it to all the wrong circles online. It meant everyone who wanted to hunt Nita knew her face. And unlike the rest of her body, that wasn’t something she knew how to permanently modify.

It destroyed all Nita’s chances of living her life without looking over her shoulder every five minutes.

Nita shook her head and lied, “I’ll be fine.”

“All right.” Quispe didn’t sound like she believed Nita, but she let it go. “The flight leaves tomorrow. Be ready to leave for the airport at three A.M.”

“Three A.M.?” Nita’s eyes bugged out.

“The flight is at six.” Quispe sighed. “I know. We can sleep on the flight.”

“We?”

“I’ll be escorting you to Toronto and handing you off to the agents there.”

“I see.” No unsupervised time, then.

“Make sure you go to bed early tonight.” Quispe rubbed the bridge of her nose. “It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

Quispe went back to work and Nita smiled. “Of course.”

She left the office and made her way back to the stairwell. Several floors down, her phone buzzed.

She had a message from Kovit.

Her fingers swiped across the screen, fast and sure.


  I’m okay.


Nita closed her eyes, and let herself sink in the stairwell with relief. She hadn’t realized how worried she’d been about his bullet wound. The risk of infection was so high, given the dirt and river water that had gotten in it, and the hours of dehydration rowing their tiny boat back to civilization.


  I’m in Detroit, visiting a friend.


Nita frowned at that. She wasn’t sure if he meant an actual friend, a former colleague that he couldn’t talk about because he was worried their communication was being monitored, or someone else entirely.

Then she realized: Detroit was only a few hours’ drive from Toronto, wasn’t it?

Something squiggly wriggled in her stomach. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that.


  How are you?


How was Nita? A mess. Her father was dead, she wasn’t sure she even wanted to see her mother, and the video of her was still all over the internet, making her more recognizable to all the wrong people by the minute.

She closed her eyes and remembered that moment on the river, both of them covered in blood, where Kovit had asked her to come with him. But she’d gone to INHUP because she wanted a ticket to North America, she wanted to see her father. She didn’t want the anonymity Kovit did.

And she didn’t want to spend her life pretending the screams of the people he tortured didn’t bother her. Because she was frightened that she wouldn’t need to pretend for long. It was already almost truth.

Even though she’d made the right decision at the time—Kovit didn’t have enough money to fly both of them away and get medical help—a part of her regretted it.

Before she could stop herself, she responded, I’m okay. Flying to Toronto tomorrow. Maybe I’ll see you soon?

She pressed Send and shoved the phone in her pocket before she could regret anything.

She let out a long breath, then felt for the Kleenex-wrapped poison in her pocket.

If her plane was tomorrow morning, she had work to do.

Because she wasn’t leaving INHUP without killing Fabricio.


Four

THE SMALL DINING ROOM had been mostly empty the three days Nita had been in INHUP, despite the fact that there were at least a dozen other refugees here. There were a table and chairs and a small kitchen including a fridge stocked with prepared meals. But tonight was different. Fabricio sat at the table, eating a piece of toast with manjar on it. An empty frozen dinner tray sat beside him.

He looked up when she came in, and his shoulders tensed. “Buenas noches.”

“Buenas.” Nita replied. She should have given him a smile, or asked a pointless question like “did you have a good day?” or “are you enjoying your toast?” but she wasn’t a good actor, and it just seemed like a waste of energy.

He gave her a soft smile. “How did you sleep?”

A short smile did curl her mouth then. Pointless question, check.

“Good, thanks.” Nita walked past him to get a frozen dinner. She unboxed it and shoved it in the microwave.

Nita programmed the timer, and the microwave hummed to life. She watched the food heat. Her father once told her not to stare at the microwave while it heated things, but Nita figured she could just heal her eyes if anything went wrong. Her heart tightened a little at the memory.

“I hear you’re leaving soon.” Fabricio’s voice was soft. “Are you going into the UPP?”

“The what?” Nita turned around to look at him.

His blue-gray eyes were steady. “The Unnatural Protection Program.”

Nita shuddered. “No.”

His eyebrows tugged together. “Why not? They can give you a whole new life.”

“I’m good. I can take care of myself.” And they’d probably disapprove of her penchant for dissecting dead bodies. Nita’s fingers tingled, aching for a scalpel.

“Then why are you here?”

Nita shrugged. “They’re flying me home, aren’t they?”

“I guess.”

The timer dinged, and Nita took her dinner out and put it on the table across from Fabricio. “I’m getting a drink, you want something while I’m up?”

He considered. “Can you grab me an orange juice?”

“Sure.”

Nita retrieved the bottles from the fridge. She took them to the counter and cracked the lids on both of them.

“Where will you go now?” asked Nita, turning to look at Fabricio and hiding her arm from him as it dipped into her pocket for the poison. “Will you join the UPP?”

Fabricio shook his head. “They’re going to get me a new identity, and I’ll just . . . start a new life somewhere.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know.”

“Argentina?”

“No.” Something haunted passed across his features. “Not Argentina.”

Behind Fabricio, the door to the kitchen opened and someone walked in. He turned around to look, and Nita seized her chance, sprinkling the powdered flower into his orange juice, twisting her body to block the security camera’s view.

She stared at the poisoned juice for a moment, watching the small powdered petals float into it and mix with the pulp. The bright orange hid any trace of the pink flowers.

She swallowed, throat dry. Was she really sure she wanted to do this?

Heart slamming in her chest, Nita turned to face him, holding a bottle in each hand. The bottles were slippery in her sweaty palms. How easy it would be to drop one, letting the poison spill out and away across the floor.

Her fingers loosened slightly, and the bottle slid.

Then Fabricio was there, taking it from her before it could fall to the ground. For a moment, their fingers almost touched and Nita could feel the warmth of his body. The life of it.

She thought of how Mirella’s blood had spilled across the docks when she was shot, her pink hair spread around her, mixing with the blood. She thought of her own bloody handprints on the glass of her cage, watching as the same man who shot Mirella ate Nita’s toe.

She wiggled her foot. The toe still felt like it was there sometimes, a phantom feeling. But it was gone forever, just like her trust in Fabricio. Her hesitation was just as phantom as the feeling of the toe—it was a remnant of the girl who saved a boy she didn’t know from monsters, not realizing the boy himself was a monster who’d turn on her at the first opportunity.

She knew what she had to do.

Her jaw tightened, her rage at Fabricio’s betrayal rekindling, and she let him take the bottle.

He took a sip and frowned, licking his lips.

Nita had forgotten it might taste funny. She cleared her throat and tried to distract him. “So why don’t you want to go back to Argentina?”

Fabricio shrugged and looked away. “Just not interested in following the family business.”

Then he took a long, deep drink of his juice.

Nita’s smile widened. Gotcha.

“There’s more to Argentina than just your family business.” Nita smiled, trying to make him as uncomfortable as possible. “As far as I know, they only have an office in Buenos Aires, no? Argentina is more than just one city.”

He took another awkward sip, clearly trying to avoid having to answer. “I just don’t want to go back.”

He continued awkwardly drinking to avoid conversation while Nita ate. His eyes were on something in his memory, far away, as he drank. Whatever it was he was thinking about, it was clearly something he didn’t like.

When she finished her meal, she rose and stretched. “I’m going back to my room now.”

He blinked at her and held his head. The empty bottle slid from his fingers and clattered on the table. “Yeah, I think I will too. I feel tired.”

He rose, slightly wobbly, and accompanied her down the hall. Nita snuck glances at him as they walked. His pupils began to dilate, and his breathing changed rhythm.

They reached his room, one white door in a hallway of many. He leaned against the wall, blinking rapidly. “I don’t feel so good.”

Nita opened his door. “Let me help you to bed.”

She took his arm and dragged him inside. He stumbled, nearly bringing them both to the ground, but Nita kept an iron grip on his arm as she pulled him along.

She let him go when they reached the bed, and he keeled over into it, groaning.

“I think something’s wrong.” His words slurred slightly. “I need to go to the doctor.”

Nita examined his room for cameras, and once she was satisfied of where they were likely to be, she leaned over Fabricio and put her hand to his forehead. It was clammy with sweat.

He stared up at her, gaze unfocused. “Nita, can you call someone?”

“No, I think I won’t,” Nita whispered.

He frowned. “What?”

She took her hand from his forehead and leaned in close to whisper, “I know what you did, Fabricio.”

His mouth opened and closed. “What are you talking about?”

“I know you’re the one who sold me out to the black market.”

He shook his head, eyes widening. He really was a great actor.

“I didn’t!” he hissed. “I couldn’t have! I was on a bus to INHUP.”

“Yeah. And during your trip you texted your contacts on the black market. You sent them my pictures.”

“I don’t have contacts on the black market!”

Nita rolled her eyes. “Sure you don’t, Fabricio Tácunan.”

He winced and looked away. Nita crossed her arms.

“Okay, yes, I have contacts. But I wouldn’t have sold you to them. You saved my life. Why on earth would I do that to you?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you.”

“I didn’t do it, Nita.” He shook his head. “Why do you think I did?”

“Can we cut the crap, Fabricio? I have the messages you sent Reyes. I can show them to you.” Nita held up her phone. She tilted her head and examined his increasingly unfocused gaze and trembling hands. “But it’s a waste of time. And you don’t have much of that.”

“I don’t have . . .” He tried to get up, and Nita took a step back. He wasn’t even able to turn over. “What have you done?”

“What I should have let my mother do.” Nita’s voice scraped against her throat, trying to block out the memories of his screams when her mother cut off his ear. “Saving you was the one good thing I did in my life, and I’ve paid for that kindness in blood and screams. I learned my lesson well. I won’t make the same mistake again.”

Fabricio jerked forward, trying to reach for her. “Nita, please, I’m sorry for everything you went through, believe me when I say I understand.”

“Oh
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