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DEDICATION

For everyone who thought love would make them better, softer, quieter...

But decided to put a leash on and find a psychopath instead.
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Chapter One
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Kitty

I huff, my breath comes out like smoke. Silent and see-through, like the rest of me. Baltimore rises up, too bright lights against a too dark sky. My hoodie shades my eyes. The constant, itching driving need to be invisible crawls under my skin as I walk. I want there to be someone but the roads only echo my footsteps.  

Music drifts into my right ear canal, my favorite. The other one droops and hurts when the earbud scratches and stretches it. Too full and cluttered.  

A deeper breath fills my lungs, like I need it and I need. My hands are twitchy. Too fast. Too still. Stop motion claymation. My body stills as I recalibrate with sputtering Russian. A nervous tic I embrace—wanting someone to notice. 

And he does.

A barely there shadow is trying to hide under a street lamp. Pathetic. Almost too easy. 

I seeeeeeee him.

The facade hurts my fake composite teeth. Fake teeth, fake human, fake soul. Maybe he can die for real. 

My vision extends into the dark, my apartment a sentinel of safety three blocks away. The sheets with the high thread count are waiting to smother me or comfort me, whichever feels right for the night. 

And this shadow is in the way of what I want. 

The athame in my boot warms; burns with the knowledge it’s there. My feet lead me straight ahead, the boots stomping loudly in the dark night. I hug myself, feigning cold but really stopping myself from vibrating. 

He’s ahead. Three hundred feet. Two. One. In and out. Breathe, Kitty. Maybe he’s only out for a stroll. Words lie, bodies don’t. Let’s see what his does.  

He’s posturing. Footing off balance. I always notice patterns and words. Webs of deceit that human spiders weave together to show each other. Fifty feet. Fear? Exhilaration? Hearts pound for a reason. 

And, unfortunately for him, he’s my reason tonight. 

“Hey, baby. Got a light?” He speaks. The shadow has a mouth. I want to make it scream. 

“Of course,” I say. I dig in my pocket and pull it out as the lighter shakes in my hand. Goddamn alcoholism, betraying a weakness that isn’t real. He notices. No worries, more flair for what I’m selling. 

The phone in my pocket a weight. I frown. The music isn’t right for this moment. Indulgence is me. I am performance art and the mood needs to be right. I flip through until I find “I’m Gonna Show You Crazy” by Bebe Rexha. 

Better. I exhale. Loosening my muscles. Music and lyrics and beat thrum in my ear, through my blood, limbering up my arms and legs. 

Sucks to suck, I tell him in my head. 

Head down, keep walking by. Maybe he won’t. His arm encircles mine, gripping tight as a gasp comes out of my mouth. He tightens his fingers and I can feel the bruising grip through my jacket. 

I love this part. 

Brown eyes round, all fear and doe-like. “Yes? Did you need anything else, sir?” A cackle rises up in my throat but I quell it. Wait. Does he see the theatre in me? 

He stalls. Is he here with me or am I alone? Absence is a definition I never understood the meaning of. It implies the lack of something. The space inside me is empty only.

Now who’s lying? Once. It was full once. My hands grab the locket. Sasha. Not the time to start wondering around, Kitty. Focus on HIM. I breathe a sigh like a lover’s moan. He hears it, my private moment. Oh well, he won’t be around much longer to consider the implications. 

“You alone? Walking around at night like this is dangerous.” 

Baltimore is dangerous. Precisely why I chose it. Functional. Intentional. I am nothing if not impulsive and chaotic but even a hurricane has an eye to see. 

“I am.” Nothing more, nothing less. I watch and wait to see what he does with this information. What. Will. He. Do. The violence energizes under my skin, readying itself. It begs to be seen. Observed. Loved. Cherished. And yet...the inky black around us is empty of anyone who would comment on it. Except him. 

My body sags. Another Tuesday night. Indistinguishable from any other Wednesday Thursday Tuesday. Feed me, I beg silently. My edges shimmer, lacking substance.  

I point in the distance. Doesn’t matter to him where. As long as it’s not here. 

“My place is there. Not far.” My voice trembles. Actually. I’m getting better at this. 

He nods. “Not far. I can walk you. If you want. This city can be dangerous.”  

The chivalrous angle. I cringe internally and force my eyes to stare straight ahead. Someone do something unexpected. I want to watch someone do...something. Wow. That was poetic, Kitty. 

“Sure,” I smile. Predatory but he doesn’t register the warning. He sees the act, the performance. No one ever sees the woman underneath. The one who is tired of doing this. Expecting something less boring to happen. 

He falls in step with me, assuming he knows what will happen. I actually know what will happen. We are not the same. The shove comes from nowhere. (Does it, though?) He telegraphs himself like Morse code and I’m not the KGB. I allow myself to be thrown, hitting the ground. I lie flat on my back but ready. He stands over me, trying to be intimidating. It makes a laugh bubble up from my chest. His face changes but corrects itself to the appropriate amount of menace a predator gives when he thinks he's found pretty prey. As if I’m incapable of being a threat. But I want to roleplay. Tonight, he is Bambi’s mom. And I’m the hunter with the gun. 

The balisong sheathed in my other boot comes out quickly. The athame means something. It’s for ritual, meaning. And he means nothing. Second-place weapons it is. He sees the glint of metal in the moonlight and he laughs. 

I pause. He actually laughs. My eyes close and I drink the laugh in like honey. 

Hot, warm, and buzzing like the bees that collected its pollen.  

I have a sense of humor too, baby. 

My fingers twitch and the butterfly knife opens. Closes. Opens. Closes. I stand up. 

“Chto smeshnogo?” I ask. A test. 

And he answers me back. “Ty dumayesh’, ya provozhayu tebya domoy.” He recognizes my language. I am vibrating off the ground now. I stand. One-foot advances. Is he worthy? Meaningful. Oh, I fucking hope so.  

“Oh, I never thought that, baby.” 

“Baby?” He repeats, because of course that’s all he hears. Not the meanings under them. 

I scoff. “Chertova suka.” He bristles as I roll my eyes. I flick my knife. Open. Close. 

Open. Close. Light shines off it from the nearby lamp post. Now I’m telegraphing. His demise but he’s not seeing. He’s too busy trying to punch me. The dodge is second nature and I look him up and down. “Really?” Irritation laces my voice. He seemed more trained, more something. He laughed and spoke Russian. Fate was the potential I saw. Coincidence is all it was in reality. Glad I brought a knife to this bitch ass fight. 

He lunges at me and I flick my knife out and he lands on it. Actually lands on the knife, mid-flick. Our eyes meet and widen at the same time. Mirror images. Mutual destruction. Maybe this is what I dream of at night, the kind of dream that soaks my sheets. I never wash them. I marinate in them. My perfume of need and want is acrid and sweet. Can he smell it on me? My mouth waters as he bleeds from my knife, stumbling backwards. His hand clutches at the wound and pulls back to see the red.  

“You stabbed me, you crazy bitch!” His eyes still wide, unbelieving. I glare at him. Why do I always have to be crazy? “It’s merely a flesh wound.” I smile as I say this but he doesn’t and my mouth levels out into a straight line again. Boring. “I stabbed you because you attacked me.” Why is this something that has to be explained? Meaning oozes from my pores. Every action I do means something. 

I walk closer to him as he trips backwards, keeping his eyes on me. He is scared now. He sees my sneer, the boredom. Good. Choke on it. “Tvoya mat’ plokho tebya vospitala.” But he laughs again. It’s nervous, but it’s still a laugh. It confuses my brain because he laughs while dying and yet, he’s not something I recognize. 

“Fuck you.” He says. 

“You wish.” My knees hit the ground in front of me. He scrambles backward, arms back, feet kicking in front of him. So uncoordinated. 

“This could have been something.” A shrug as I drop to all fours and crawl towards him, my face widening to a smile. Too many teeth, too wide, too much pink gum. Like Double Bubble. His face crumples into tears and I chastise myself for thinking he was the one. It’s too late for him because I am wet now, straddling him. The wetness from my core transferring to his jeans. “Can you feel that? This could have been yours.” He is not like me. I do not recognize this kind of predator. One that finds easy prey, lurks and waits. An ambush predator, like a snake. 

“You know what?” My voice is whiskey, coffee, dark. “Let’s make this last.” I rub his groin around through his pants, his face confused, scared. The emotions flicker like fireflies on his features. He is aroused. Perfect. It’s too late, though. I don’t do take-backs. I unbutton his pants and pull them down, slow. A laugh escapes my mouth, unbidden. Rabid. He starts going soft and starts screaming. 

“Go ahead and scream. No one’s here to listen to you.” A giggle. “Oh no! Help. Boo fucking hoo.” He starts. “I...I’m sorry...I...” 
“Oh. You’re sorry? Because if I were screaming those words, you’d probably be harder than you are right now.” I grip his dick in one hand and stab my knife through his balls with my other. I detach his testicles with my hand. Because he made me hope. And because fuck him. Blood spurts across my face as I gaze down at his empty cavity. 
I resemble the sentiment. 
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Chapter Two
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Tas

I have to exhale loudly because the woman is crying incessantly. She safe words. She came here, asked me for this, and then wants to cry when it’s given to her? It’s pathetic and now I’m bored. She’s naked, shaking and crying. For fuck’s sake. My hand rubs over my face. Who cries after they beg to be broken? My eyes assess her. I definitely delivered. She looks broken. It’s not me who is lacking then, it’s her. No fight. I coldly calculate where they might have manufactured women like her. A toy store? A pliable doll whose plastic melts at the first scent of heat. 

The knife drops to my side as I cut and release her. 

“I’m sorry,” she says, taking a large gulp of air. I say nothing because...ok?

“I need to go home.” There’s that word—she doesn’t know what it means, she doesn’t know what she needs. I am repulsed and my boner retreats inside me. Fucking hell. 

“Kibaszott turista,” I mutter in Hungarian. She doesn’t understand what I say even though she could infer the meaning. She won’t. Unimportant. I lean against my bedroom door jamb as she gathers her clothes, shakily and clumsily shoving her legs in her pants as she throws my apartment door open. 

Shit. The exterior of the building usually warns people away if they make it this far. She came inside anyway and I thought it meant something. What it actually means, is another night here on my floor. Staring into the void. It never does anything interesting. Why would tonight be any different? 

I grab my pack of cigarettes. A flicker and burn. The sound of use and the vision of being used. I want to hear those two things combined in one person. I take a drag and release the smoke towards the ceiling. All I’ve gotten is blue balls. It’s fucking bullshit. 

My hand scrabbles around me, looking for a book. Something intense and obscure. It lands on A Long Fatal Love Chase by Louisa May Alcott. I flip through the pages; the words filling my eyes with obsession and need. I crave a Rosamond. But this woman is fiction, obviously. Otherwise, she would not exist solely in paper form in my apartment, smeared with wetness from my sweaty palms. 

People have come and gone, of course, but no one stays. No one sees me. What’s a couple of hours, or months? Barely noticeable in the grand scheme of my pining and lonely nights. I toss the book away from me. A thud somewhere in my apartment. 

Scratch. Scratch. Paw on the window. I glance over. A stray cat. The one I named Cicuska. Sue me, originality requires effort.  

I open the window and place the open can outside. “Cicuska, you are worth the effort. More than I can say about the boring blond bitch you undoubtedly watched streak naked across the apartment courtyard,” I say as I scratch behind his ears. He ignores me and licks his food.

“Do you know Rosamond?” I ask, scratching under his chin, forcing him to look at me and answer. His green eyes keep their secrets. I scoff. Of course. The cold air bites and I close the window and stare at my apartment. The couch is probably crawling with fleas. Mine, Cicuska’s. No difference, really. I curse not having a TV. Or Netflix. I laugh in the next breath. Who do I think I am? 

Fucking tourist. 
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Chapter Three
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Kitty

The back of the chair bites into my skin. French toast wafts warm and sweet into my nostrils. Everyone clinks champagne glasses full of orange juice and prosecco. Mine has less OJ than the others but Stacey doesn’t say anything. Thank God. Her voice prattles on and on, grating my nerves. I slouch, shrinking my spine and at five-foot-nothing, every inch is one I can’t afford to lose. However, the stature pays me in underestimation. Blood from last night is still fresh on my tongue. My eyes close as I breathe in deep, almost tasting it again; trying to savor the flavor.

“Kitty? You ok?” Stacey’s voice rips me from my mind castle. Shit. I was getting murder horny in public. I spent last night alone, with a dying vibrator the double AA batteries’ location a distant memory. Artificial things never compare to the real, true warmth of a body. Memories never quite fully sate. 

I briefly think about Sasha. My body folding over his, his face sweaty against my forehead, hands clinging to me. Formula breath assaulting my nostrils. The image is forced from my brain as I smile. “I’m fine.” The faces of the women around me reflect the horror of seeing me smile. I slowly stop and stare out the window as I down my own mimosa in one gulp. 

Brunch. A tradition Stacey started to help me fit in socially with her friends. There was Talks Too Much, Dying to Be Picked, and Sour Lemons. I’m sure they had real names but like those batteries, the desire to remember them lives outside my body. Stacey has the table in a trance talking about some tattoo artist. My chin presses into hand as I lean on the table glaring at her. She ignores me. 

“So, anyway, he was fucking hot. But when he touched me...my skin crawled.” She shivers, blond hair bouncing. Hmmm. Interesting. 

“That just means there was chemistry. Right?” Dying to Be Picked says, looking around to ensure everyone agrees with her. We all avoid her gaze. 

Stacey shakes her head. “No, he was super creepy. He didn’t say anything the whole time. Not one word. It’s like I wasn’t even there and I took full advantage of these.” She pushes her chest out, showing off her new breasts. I told her not to get them but she rarely listens to me. She simply lacks confidence but I secretly look down at my smaller chest. Does it really matter? 

“What tattoo shop?” I ask. The inaudible gasp around the table is loud. Someone’s fork clatters on their plate. 

Every. Single. Head. Turns. Towards. Me. 

“What?” I ask, irritable. “Friday the 13th is around the corner. I need a good artist.” 

“Did you not hear the part where I said he was super fucking creepy?” Stacey looks around, and everyone uncomfortably giggles. 

I nod. “You said he’s quiet, efficient. Leaves you alone. And he did fantastic work.” I point at Stacey’s artwork. Twinkling stars on a strand wrapped around her upper arm. Very her but beautifully done despite the simplicity. It sings to me. 

Stacey makes another face, specifically for me. The same one she’s been making at me since elementary school. I roll my eyes. Fuck her. She brushes me off as she pulls her phone out, everyone crowding around it like the queen has dismissed the jester and is now showing off the most recent public beheading.  

“I took a picture of him when he wasn’t looking. I’m sure I tagged myself at the shop.” She flips through her social media. Her eyes light up. “Here. See? He’s hot but kind of creepy.” 

Despite my best efforts to be uninterested, I lean over to look. He is not conventionally attractive. His eyes too dark, mean. His black hair hangs in his face. Everyone looks from the picture and back to Stacey. He would make all of their skin crawl. He does not look safe. The picture makes ants dance under my skin. A pull settles into my chest. A plan formulating in my brain, cementing itself into my psyche. He is mine. 

Sour Lemons grabs Stacey’s hands. “Stacey, baby. He looks fucking creepy.”

Stacey looks at her phone, turning it this way and that way. “Probably just the angle. Anyway. The shop is called Tetko. It’s downtown.” She looks directly at me and I simply nod. 

“Tetko.” Hungarian. I recognize the language. I respond to no one. “Sdelay mne tatuirovki.” 

Stacey pauses and then laughs. “You’re so funny, Katya. I forget you’re Russian sometimes. Seems like you found a perfect match, then.” 

She didn’t forget. She’s performing in front of her court. Desperation reeks, Stacey. Also, fuck her. Shipping me with some guy because we’re both Eastern European. Intolerant. 

I slide back into my mind castle of murder as they all prattle on about getting pregnant, children, and engagements of people they don’t know. Stacey shoots one look at me, knowing the baby talk stings my insides. She’s not a Basic Barbie Bitch all the time. 

Still the worst day of my life. 
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Chapter Four
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Tas

“Tas. Ügyfél.” Miklos’ voice calls out to me and my head swivels to check the door. A blonde woman walks through the door and I inhale deeply, sighing in annoyance already. The ways I could make it hurt if she grates floods through my brain. My six-foot three frame lumbers to the front counter, boots echoing on the tile floor. Her eyes assess me immediately. Too tall, too loud, too noticeable. She leans against the counter, her giggle echoing in the empty shop. Her familiar face and blonde hair are difficult to place. Was she here a couple days ago? I place my hands on top of the counter and lean down. 

“Can I help you?” The question already more than I think she’s earned from me. 

Ha kedvem van hozza. 

Most days the shop is fine to work as a cover. My cousin Miklos owns it. The drill sounds, the music in the background. It helps my brain regulate. When the customers aren’t intentionally grating, that is. Shit. She’s talking. How long has she been doing that? 

“I actually came here last week. You did such a great job. I came back for another. I told some of my girlfriends about you.” She pauses. Sounds like my intro went over like custom-made cement shoes. Her throat clears and she continues talking. “They all want to come here. They loved your work.” Perhaps one of those things is true. 

“My friend Katya, especially. She was muttering something in Russian. Are you Russian? Is this...Russian?” She says something interesting and ignorant at once. Her Russian friend is interested in this shop. I look her up and down. My gaze brushes past the fake tits she keeps shoving at me. Not interested in plastic. 

“Is Tetko Russian?” I ask, condescension obvious in my voice but probably not to her. “No. It’s Hungarian. What did your friend say in Russian?” I don’t expect her to remember or know. Katya. She recognized at the least my adjacent language. Recognized.  

The blonde’s laugh pulls me from my reverie. Not sure what’s so funny. 

“Oh. Well. I’ve known Kitty for a long time and she’s always muttering in Russian. I’ve picked up some phrases, here and there.” 

Does she expect me to be impressed? Fine.  

“Sounds like you’re close.” Jesus, I am bad at this. “What...did it sound like she said?” Why am I pushing this? 

Blue eyes look at me, really see me. “Does it matter? You don’t even know her.” The woman points to a butterfly. “I want this. On my chest.” Of course. I imagine ripping her fake tits off her chest and slapping her with them. The tension in my shoulders eases. 

“Most people don’t recognize Hungarian. Just curious.” And I am curious. About HER. 

“I don’t know...it sounded like....delay me tattoo vicki? Something like that.” I nod, acting like I’m fluent. I’m not but this Katya said something about wanting a tattoo. From me specifically. My mind ponders this as I’m tattooing Katya’s friend. Your friend talks too much. Her tongue would feed my stray cats for a week. Wait. She’s talking about Katya. I tune in. Something about brunch?

“Brunch? Do you...girls get together often and do brunch?” Jesus, Tas. Be more of a fucking creep. She lights up and I realize she has no danger instinct. I am all predator and the scent of prey flows through her blood mixed with oxygen and water. Being pretty keeps her alive. It’s pathetic, however. The stench and taste settling on my tongue, causing me to recoil. 

I lurch back as she shoves her phone in my face, my hands coming up instinctively. 

“We always go here. In case you want to take your girlfriend. Or boyfriend.” She tacks on. She’s fishing. Sorry, kis ribanc. Cats only in my bed. My eyes adjust to looking at the picture, and I see her. Recognition. The blonde doesn’t need to tell me who Katya is. My chest pulls toward the dark-haired woman. Bangs spray across her forehead, freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. Her full red lips are in a grimace. She looks like she bites. Ants crawl under my skin as our eyes make contact through the screen. 

Oh, Jesus Christ. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, in case I’m drooling. The blonde notices. “Oh,” she says, withdrawing her phone. “You like Katya. Because of the Russian. And you’re both European.” Sure, blondie. 

I cock an eyebrow. “She’s cute.” Understatement. She fucking glows feral. The need to test and taste, to cut her until she bleeds fills my mouth with saliva. Maybe I can break her. 

“I’ll give you her number. So cute. Two Russians accidentally meeting because of me.” 

“Not Russian. Hungarian.” I glower at her and I never fucking glower. It’s too pretty for my face.  

“Here.” She holds her phone out, and I mimic her. I tap it and her contact loads. I see what she has YOU saved as. 

Kitty Kat. Cute. I snort. 

“What?” she asks. 

“Kitty Kat. Thought you said her name was Katya.” 

Her smile falters. “She goes by Kitty. She doesn’t...like to talk about her...Russian shit.” The trail off into silence is intentional. Fine. I can do silence.  

I finish her tattoo without another word. Her purpose already served.  
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Chapter Five
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Kitty

Tracking the tattoo artist was much easier than I anticipated. He’s large and doesn’t bother hiding. Clearly no sense of danger, either. I prefer to be seen and not perceived, too. Fuck. I’m already getting wet watching him. Should have worn something more substantial than leggings. My arousal is thick in the air. Distinct if someone were to walk by. My footsteps go a yard in one direction, then another. Back and forth, wearing a pattern in the alley across the street. 

He takes a cigarette out, lights it. Slow, easy. What is he thinking about? Dinner? Does he hunt? Does he sense me? Do predators recognize each other? 

I have to believe shoving my hair under this ugly baseball cap will be worth the effort of meeting him. My leg bounces and the brick walls close in around me. I could be bathing in blood in the moonlight but instead I’m downtown at midnight being blinded by screaming neon colors. Each shop promising me something to fill my needy hole but I only want him. Is he worth it? The question paces up and down the corridors of my brain. His name isn’t even known and I’m already repeating it like a prayer. He takes a final drag on the cigarette, grinding it under his boot like it offends him by simply existing. I’d trade places with it. Shit. His head turns towards the alley and I duck back. Sweaty palms run down my leggings like I’m at a prom after-party, waiting to be chosen. I never was. But this time...I do the choosing. 

My head peeks out. I freeze. He’s gone. What the fuck? I’ll have to get closer. My Russian tic comes back, muttering insults at myself under my breath as I cross the street, hugging my arms across my chest. Baltimore is half dead and I have no cover. I’ll have to go in. I take a deep breath before I pull the glass door open. Oh no. It’s a push. Idiot. The door pushes open and he’s there. 

Actually there. 

My heart chokes me as he turns his head towards me. I take my hat off watching the bored expression switch to something more intrigued. “Katya?” An answer shaped in the form of a question. YOU know my name. My body falls apart only to quickly scramble back together all wrong. 

“Uh, yeah. Do I know you?” My boots head quietly to the counter where you wait. Your mouth starts to say something. Stops. Glitches. Get it together, sir. Are you going to lie to me? That would be disappointing. 

“Your friend came in here the other day. Gave me your number. Said you seemed interested in getting a tattoo.” Flat. Truthful. I want to skin you and see what’s underneath. 

I cough. Containing myself has never been a strong trait of mine and I’ve never tried. “Stacey. Right.” You do not confirm, deny, or move a single muscle. I remove my jacket, breaking first. You notice the tattoos covering my skin, a story you’re trying to read in real time. Flesh prickles under your gaze. Are you hunting me? 

“What do you want?”  

“Want?” I repeat. 

You tap your own ink-filled skin. “Tattoo.” 

A giggle escapes my mouth. My mouth shuts automatically. Repulsive. “Right. Right.” My nervous energy clashes against an immovable, still force. It’s drawn to the calm this man lives inside. Books of tattoos wait on the counter, and I grab one, flipping through. My hands shake, and I honestly can’t tell if it’s the lack of drink or nerves. I get tattoos often. The best sleep of my life happens when my skin tears. The art is a bonus. My hand announces the tremor with every page turn. I wonder if you notice...you are patient. So still. Do you even breathe? 

The Turul bird. Instinct or recognition, it blares a siren that you designed this. “This one.” I assess my arms for blank space. Not the hands. Not the face, not the neck. I point to the inside of my left arm, above the elbow. “Here.” You lean over and look at what I have chosen. You look back at me. Every movement you do is precise and calculated and also...not. Like even moving bothers you. 

“Why that one?” You ask me and my head tilts to the side. Do you usually question people’s choices? Stacey said you barely talked. She said you talked more the second time but she left out the part about her giving you my number, which you didn’t make use of.

I look at the Turul bird. “I like birds. It’s pretty.” 

It’s not pretty at all. The way you drew it is terrifying. No one would choose this. 

“Ok.” You shrug and go to a black chair. I follow without being prompted and sit. Muscle memory. Your movements are methodical, succinct. How do you do that? You snap on gloves. You grab my hand, holding my arm down while you shave the area. I am electrified. Stacey was wrong. Your touch burns. And I never want you to stop touching me. 
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Chapter Six
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Tas

Kitty chooses the Turul on purpose. Her shaking hand flips through the book until she comes to the one I drew. Maybe she’s nervous. No. She doesn’t seem the type, I decide. My eyes rake across her already very inked skin. I imagine cutting the places her real skin shows. Did she choose the bird because she thinks it’s mine or means something to me? The thought skitters under my skin; strange and foreign. 

I walk to the chair without a single word to her and she follows anyway. She says nothing as I prepare her. But my hand freezes when I touch YOUR skin. A cold vibration lives underneath. Most people do not feel like this and I want to keep touching you but that would be...weird. I wonder if you feel it but my face stays flat. You are already on guard from me using your name. Familiar on a tongue that hasn’t tasted you yet. But I intend to. 

I place the stencil where you show me. My fingers hate being gentle on your skin. My heart skips. My chest constricts, trying to make it stop because it never skips. Sometimes I forget it’s even in there. 

I point to a mirror. “You can check the placement there.” Kitty glances where I point and then shakes her head. “It’s fine. I trust you know what you’re doing.” 

YOU say THIS? I blink—a small micromovement. Because what is trust? And why do you have it for me? This is not the time to philosophically spiral, Tas. Get it together. 

I nod. You trust my judgment and I don’t trust my voice. I position myself on the left side of the chair. I can watch you as much as I want from here. The TV has your attention for now, anyway. The gun touches skin and you don’t move. Don’t flinch. This area is sensitive for most people but you looked bored. I sneak a look at the TV. What has your attention? 

A news anchor is talking about a serial killer copycat. The Mother. Prolific. Baltimore’s finest. I recall a time everyone thought it was a man because women do not kill like this. I scoff a little bit. You notice. “What?” you ask, judging me. 

“You look annoyed with the news. Not a Mother fan? Most people worship her, here.” I continue to work on you. Methodical, repetitive. Calming art. 

You scowl, showing so much irritation in someone so small. “Copy cats. Everyone always thinks they can be something that can’t be reproduced. They don’t actually see her. They think she represents something. She wants to be enjoyed, not replicated. Not understood.” Oh. You said something interesting and now...you have my attention.  

“Do you know her personally or something?” Talking to Kitty is easier than talking to her airhead friend Mary. Wait...the name feels wrong. No matter. 

Your mouth barely turns up on the corners. “Do I personally know a serial killer?” You laugh a little, avoiding the question. Stop being interesting. This is not my fucking problem. You say nothing as I finish and we sit in silence for hours. It’s getting late. Technically, we’re closed but I don’t tell you. You smell like motion. The only time you still is when my hands are on you. I file this away. How does one person manage to move so much while being completely still? I want to see how your insides work. Chapter Seven

Chapter Seven

Kitty

He finishes, wipes, and places a balm on my tattoo. I hate how gentle he is. My lips curl in a sneer. Disgusting. My arm burns from his touch. I never want to wash it off. He heads to the counter to ring me up. The chair retains my arousal, a small signature of myself I don’t bother to wash off. Maybe he’ll smell it and think of me.

I still do not know YOUR name. But you know mine. Feels unfair but how do I find out without looking desperate? I bet Stacey knows it because she’s normal and simply asked for it. Normally. My hips bump against the counter, calmly. Collected. Right. 

“$300,” you say. I tap my card and it asks for a tip. Your name is on there. Tas. Problem solved. I will be muttering that in my dreams tonight. 

“Tas,” I say, pronouncing it like TAHSH. I do not know much Hungarian. Mostly curse words and insults. My brain is crowded with too many other languages, words. But this one means something because it’s yours. I dredge up the alphabet to say your name like a rosary.

You look at me, your eyes intense. “Yes. You said it right.” The gaze holds. Too much. I look down, struggling to choose a tip that is appropriate because do not make this weird, Kitty. Standard twenty percent is fine. My head lifts to look at you, face all smiles now. “Let me guess. You get TASS a lot. “ 

“Is that why you go by Kitty?” Tas asks me. Oh. You know my full name? Fucking Stacey. 

“What do you mean?” I probe further. Keep talking, I like your voice. I imagine the baritone vibrating against my...never mind. 

“Katya is not a hard name to say but I suppose seeing it written out could be confusing to idiotic people, Kitty Kat.” Tas smirks. I. Am. Discombobulated. Goddamn. Fucking. Stacey. 

“Yes. You’d be surprised at how many people trip over Katya.” I roll my eyes. I turn to leave and you say one more thing. 

“For what it’s worth, I like Katya better.” Of course, you fucking do. I take a step toward the door and trip over my own name. Because air apparently has form now. I am an apex predator; a killer. And I trip on air in front of cute boys who say they like my name. 

Fucking idiot. 

Tas does not move. He does not ask if I am ok. He stays still, watching. He wants to see what I will do. 

Which is nothing. I am mortified. I wave and mutter thanks and—more carefully this time—walk out the shop door. I look left and right, then sneak a peek at Tas. He is still watching. He has not moved. FUCK ME.  

I turn right but probably need to turn left. Nope. This is the direction I’m going now. I am not walking in front of that storefront again. I flatten against the wall of my stalking alley. Breathe normally, girl. It is just a boy. An enigmatic. Still. Boy. I remind myself I am dangerous. Tas is a tattoo artist. Nothing more, or less or better...or...hopefully worse. 

No, Kitty. Tas is a man. Boys are the things I play with in parks and shadows. Tas is a man. Doesn’t matter; I still like to play. 

I am plunged into darkness as the lights from the shop turn off. I shove my cap back on and sink into darkness. I am one with it. Will Tas come out the front? Is there a back entrance? I really lacked any foresight into what the fuck I was doing here in the first place. 

Even more concerning...will he smell me? Because fuck; I can smell myself and it is strong. I check the wind to make sure my scent will not be carried by the breeze. 

I take a deep breath in and steel myself. Kitty. I am a strong, capable, mother fucking serial killer. Calm down. I place my hand on my chest and practice breathing like it’s not an automatic function. Better. Better. Still. I should ask Tas how he stays so fucking motionless. Comfortable in his own skin. Not quite right. Nonperformance. He does not care about being seen. 

I care. Deeply. Tragically. I hear a snick behind me. A door opens and closes, quietly. Trying to be? Or is that how the door works? I curse myself for not being more prepared. I blame my murderous cunt. She is always horny after violence and last night I went home alone. It’s not like sadists are available when I snap my fingers but every once in a while, there’s a woman who’s willing to whip the shit out of me until she gets tired. 

I never tire. 

So, let’s do this. 
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Chapter Eight
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Tas

Someone is in the alley. This is as much fact as the sky is dark and the moon is out. Cloth brushes against the rough brick, then nothing. Someone is hiding. A lesser person would not hear a noise at all. But I hear it. Tonight is going to be interesting after all. Sorry, Cicuska. 

The door swings open, creaking on its hinges. It announces me which is fine. I never hide. I pull a cigarette from my jacket pocket and light it. The cherry a beacon for my stalker. Eyes watch my every move. Being watched is foreign. I’m not worth following and the unease scrapes against the back of my neck.

Stillness floats in the air. Whoever is hiding is waiting to see what I do next. It has been a long time since I had an actual worthy opponent. Working for Miklos is a great cover. However, it involves all my least favorite things. Performing. Talking. Touching. People. It is exhausting. I cannot simply be. 

Kitty let me be. There was no conversation. She was still, mostly. The main thing is she didn’t ask me to perform. No stories I had to follow; no grunts of confirmation were expected. 

Work for Miklos is perfunctory. Habit. Mundane. I collect money. People scream, beg, cry. They want me to stop. I don’t stop. I want someone who doesn’t ask me to stop. Is that YOU, little shadow? I take a long drag on my cigarette. I exhale slowly, then inhale. I make the motions of smoking but I am trying to taste and smell you. A hint. A clue.  

None. No perfume, shampoo, sweat. Smart. Whoever you are...you might be an acceptable distraction. Let’s find out. I scan the street. Which way looks darker, more deserted? I shrug and decide it doesn’t matter. I start walking with no purposeful direction. What will you do, little shadow? Kis arnyek. Will you follow? My want prickles my skin. I do not want. And I do not prickle. 

Regardless, I want you to keep following. 

My steps are loud on the sidewalk, echoing in the empty dark streets of Baltimore. This place has been my home for more than twenty years and it still catches me off guard. The hunger in the eyes of the people on the streets. The misery. The violence. I include myself in this scenery.

I’m not trying to be quiet. I’m simply myself. Honest. Real. You are hiding, though. You perform. It’s ok. Maybe I can break you of this habit. I hear nothing. I feel everything. 

You are good, kis arnyek. I will give you that. I finish my cigarette and pause, thinking I will hear a noise. Once again, nothing. Not a breath, scuff. You are good. I only know you exist because of that fatal fabric scratch against the red brick. Otherwise, I would be walking home to Cicuska right now. Instead, here I am. Playing with you. You are making it hard and for some reason, I’ve never been more aroused. 

I want this. And I never really want anything. You are making me...feel something, kis arnyek. But don’t come out yet. This is the best part. How are you affecting me from the darkness? I continue walking aimlessly under the sickly yellow street lamps. How did I catch your attention? And can I keep doing it? 

Something moves to my right. My head jerks, too fast, too excited, too MUCH. My boots crunch the grass as I walk toward the noise. The trees providing little coverage and the sweet gumballs littering the ground don’t help mask my steps. Doesn’t seem like you, kis arnyek. This is obvious; a voice. A woman. Fear laces her voice. I’m familiar with the cadence. The branches shake with it as I hide behind a tree and watch a man attack a woman. I decide not to intervene. Not my business. I waffle in these situations. She did not ask for this. I’m not getting paid to make it my problem. My conscience erased itself many years ago. Plus, you are watching. And I want to see what happens next.
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