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        A felon with an artificial conscience,

        An immortal tattoo artist,

        And a rookie cop hunt a serial killer in…

        PACIFIC BLUE TATTOO

      

      

      
        
        Convicted felon, Kip Thorpe had no conscience until the government gave her one. As a sociopath, she knew how to recognize others.

      

        

      
        Like the one collecting and killing blonde, tattooed women in downtown Seattle—including Kip’s missing

        sister.

      

        

      
        Rookie Seattle detective Tristan Bowker is the last person Kip wants in her life. But he’s the last cop listening. And the last complication she needs.

      

        

      
        Shadowed by Bowker and Persephone, her mysterious tattoo artist coworker claiming to be queen of the underworld, Kip fights a one-woman war against this deadly street predator. Before her sister runs out of time.
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      1:56 AM, August 31st

      Somewhere north of Seattle, WA

      

      Grass swished, sliver of moonlight pale through the blindfold, crystalline in the indigo darkness. Sarah Thorpe’s breath beat hot against the spit-soaked gag, heartbeat in time with the man’s footsteps as he dragged her across the ground.

      Toward what?

      Her throat was raw from screaming, but no one heard. Oh, God—somebody please hear me! She couldn’t form words, but the noise, if only someone heard the noise.

      His breath stank of Jim Beam as he sang to himself, angry staccato notes that twisted and slurred words.

      “Never lettin’ go…forever mine to hold…sleep, baby, sleep…forever mine to keep…”

      Cold fear bored through her and again, she struggled, but his fist slammed into her chest. Sliver of moonlight blurred then sharpened again, stabbing her burning eyes. Whatever he’d put in her soda made her so groggy. Everything so hazy.

      And nobody in that club had noticed, nobody tried to stop him. All she could do was stare up at the blur of passing faces, a pleading expression on her face. She couldn’t react, couldn’t stop him from shoving her into his van.

      Pain throbbed into her shoulders, arms so tired and aching from the twine wrapped around her. She was so tired. Tired of fighting against him. So tired of the icy fear slicing through her. Her eyes dripped more tears. He was going to kill her now. And she was powerless to stop him.

      Her body slammed against the ground, falling…falling. She screamed—as loud and as long as she could. Why won’t somebody hear me? But no one came. No one heard.

      He’d taken her someplace no one would ever find her. Her chest heaved as she clawed at the twine, trying to free her hands.

      She thought about her mom, how devastated she’d be. And her sister. She felt guilty, knowing Kelly would hunt this guy down. And it would send her back to prison. She’d hoped to reunite the whole family, but without her to mediate, Kelly would just drift further away.

      “Sorry, Mom…Kelly,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      He stood over her, tearing the blindfold away from her face. Gone was the sling on his right arm and the clumsy helplessness that had gotten her to carry that box inside for him. His cruel stare pierced her, making Sarah shake all over again.

      Her body seized at the jagged memory of his body against hers, over and over. The stink of him, the weight of him taking whatever he wanted and she was too groggy to fight him, too confused to react. Tears flooded her cheeks as she stared up at his leering face, shock of hair and wild blue eyes.

      Above his head, the sliver of moon hung high, tall fir trees rising into the night. In the distance, wind chimes rang like shattered glass.

      Tires whispered against pavement. She concentrated on the moon.

      But the ground was so cold, so shallow. She gasped, feeling the fresh earth around her, wood slats on either side.

      No, a coffin, she at last realized.

      Not like this, please. I don’t want to die like this.

      “No, please!”

      Reaching into the box, he cut the twine around her right shoulder and jerked her right arm free. Camera flash blinded her. He gripped a handful of her blonde hair and the camera flashed. Again, and again, it flashed as he snapped several pictures. Of her hair, her face, the butterflies tattooed on her shoulder.

      But why? Why?

      “Why are you doing this?” She tried to swing at him, but his grip was too tight, the box too cramped.

      “Sleep, Sarah, sleep,” he sang in a half-whisper, grinning as he raised a wooden lid from the ground. “Like a picture, forever mine to keep.”

      “No! No, please! Don’t lock me in here!”

      The lid slammed down on her, blotting out the moon and the trees. Her body jolted. And the air!

      She slammed her twine-wrapped body upward, her shoulder smashing against wood, but she couldn’t stop him from nailing it closed. Like gunshots, a nail gun closed her into darkness.

      “Don’t do this! Don’t do this!” She beat the lid with her fist.

      A sliver of light filtered into the blackness, from a hole at her right shoulder. But a wide, plastic pipe quickly filled the hole.

      Scritch, plunk. Scritch, plunk. The horrible sound of dirt hitting the wooden lid. Burying her alive.

      “Kelly, help me! Kelly!”

      She pounded the lid, shouted, fought, but the sounds were lost beneath wind chimes, falling dirt, and that horrible song.
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      11:01 P.M., August 31st

      Downtown Seattle

      

      Persephone stepped outside the tattoo shop for coffee, the night ripe with heat. The pavement smelled hot and oily, the whisper of cars and flash of headlights on the dark streets as she stood near Colman Dock, looking out at Elliott Bay, wishing she belonged somewhere, with someone.

      She’d taken off her red Versace blouse, wearing only a black Von Furstenberg camisole and skirt and the heat felt good against her bare shoulders. She glanced down at her black Prada’s, remembering how her friend, Kip commented on how they sounded the same on pavement as her discount shoes.

      It was frivolous, she knew, but sometimes, wearing nice clothes eased the loneliness she felt at times here with humans. She’d lived lifetimes among these mortals, watching designers and their popularity rise and fall with the centuries—as their clothes got more and more casual.

      Luxurious clothing connected her to simpler times in Greece so long ago. When she was a child at Demeter’s side, playing in those ancient fields, plucking wildflowers, and chasing butterflies.

      But the screech and rattle of Hades’ chariot still haunted her, his overwhelming strength as he plucked her from that field in Eleusis eons ago, carrying her into the underworld’s greyness.

      A goddess, born in the light—taken to his world of death and darkness.

      There had been youth and wildness about Hades then. He had never forced himself on her, but he’d wooed her—delicately. Gently. Lovingly. Over time, his passion and strength made her fall deliriously in love with him, enough to swallow the six pomegranate seeds that forever bound her to him and his realm.

      Queen of the Underworld. But for only six months of the year, when the earth slumbered in winter greyness—thanks to Hecate’s negotiation on her mother’s behalf.

      The other six months, she returned to the light, to the living, and roamed this world freely, free to do or be whatever she wished.

      But only for six months.

      At times, she hated Hades for what he’d made her into—for what she’d become. A permanent visitor in two realms, never feeling part of either, never connecting or living.

      This spring, when she’d left the Underworld for Hecate’s crossroads, she traveled on a mortal ferry in the Puget Sound. Seattle’s light and darkness attracted her, making her feel at home. She loved Seattle’s misty piers, brightly lit walkways, and dark streets. And the feeling of permanence she’d felt when she stepped into Pacific Blue Tattoo and saw the art adorning skin.

      All of it—especially the human mortals here—made her feel comfortable. Connected.

      As a tattoo artist now, her ancient knowledge of the arts and things lost allowed her to create art that mortals had never laid eyes on since before Christ. She was intrigued by the commitment mortals made when they chose to permanently mark their bodies with her artwork.

      For the first time, she’d even marked her own body, portraying those imprisoning pomegranate seeds on her stomach. Ruby red and glistening, they were a symbol of her slavery to a god who had grown weary of his promise to love and cherish her for eternity. A man who barely spoke for days on end, who spent more time with his three-headed dogs than the woman he’d fought so hard to make his own.

      She missed his passion, the fire that had driven him to carry her off to the underworld and woo her. The passion that had brought him to his knees, sobbing with joy when he first saw those pomegranate seeds on her bare belly.

      It had been so long since they’d made even love, him knowing all the while that soon, she’d have to leave him again for six months. When she’d left through Hades’ gates this last time, he hadn’t even given her a gentle peck on the cheek or said goodbye.

      Was he even aware she’d left at all?

      Would he even notice when she failed to return this time? Would he understand exactly what would happen in the mortal world when she didn’t return to the Underworld?

      Autumn wouldn’t come.

      The leaves would never fall. A chill would never touch the air. The world would remain in perpetual summer.

      A warm breeze brushed her face and her long black hair. She closed her eyes, leaning into the wind, a hot mocha in a To-Go cup clutched in her right hand.

      Seattle’s heatwave was her doing. And it would remain until she left the mortal realm. She regretted that, but it was unavoidable. She wouldn’t return to a man that only tolerated her presence now.

      Besides, Kip Thorpe needed her help—the help of a goddess.

      She took a sip, the scent of coffee and chocolate warm as the heat slid down her throat and into her belly and turned away from the bay.

      Tourists walked along the piers in their white pants, white shoes, and fanny packs, cameras slung around their necks and cell phones clutched in their hands. Like little rabbits hopping along the edge of a dark forest, not seeing the wolves’ red eyes staring out at them.

      Like all the major cities of the world, Seattle had its share of wolves and rabbits, both living peacefully side by side, but tonight, she felt a human predator connected to Kip. One that stood out as twisted, vicious, and deadly. Despite her status as Queen of the Underworld, as a goddess of yesterday’s magic, she had no power to stop this mortal.

      But she could help Kip Thorpe hunt him.

      Not a grand hunt like Artemis would have led. Just a quiet, desperate little search. But the stakes were so high for Kip. It made Persephone’s chest ache. Kip knew this type of predator better than anyone, but she was human. As susceptible to death as the other women he’d killed.

      Persephone held no power over the living or the dying, only the dead. But she would use yesterday’s magic to help Kip find this killer. Kip had no one and Persephone had a weak spot for anyone lost and alone in the darkness.

      She knew that feeling well—especially now.

      Humans lived such short lives, but the passion that burned in them was brighter than anything Persephone had ever seen among the gods (except for Hades once).

      Maybe that was why many gods and goddesses envied them? Even her.

      She took another long, slow drink of coffee, glanced at her watch, then headed back to the shop. She had one last appointment—three hours of tribal designs from a race long dead. Symbols of eternal life. A shame that those symbols were all that had survived. She looked forward to sharing them with others who would appreciate them.

      Unlike the monster that hunted in Seattle’s streets. A monster that worshipped death.
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      4:06 P.M., August 31st

      Downtown Seattle

      

      Another dead body. The fourth one since April.

      Kip Thorpe trudged down the rain-soaked sidewalk, past the downtown alleyway, her gaze unblinking at the red flash of sirens and white-draped form.

      Crime scene tape.

      A million bad memories rushed back from a past she wanted to forget as she stood at the edge of the alley. Six years ago. Another body in another Seattle alley. All for twenty bucks and a lousy credit card.

      She hadn’t pulled the trigger (Donny had), but she’d ganked the guy’s wallet. Five years in prison and a year of community service hadn’t been as hard as the artificial conscience she carried around in her head now. She’d agreed to the fingernail-sized microchip implanted in her brain. It was part of her rehabilitation.

      It branded her a monster.

      She’d been responsible for that guy’s death and every day she lived with the reality of her actions.

      Lived with it? She sighed. It ate at her like acid.

      Cops crawled all over the place, picking up stuff and dropping it in plastic bags, searching the ground with flashlights for clues, measuring distances, taking pictures. Anything to catch a killer.

      She hated cops.

      Took them nearly a year to find her and Donny. Wincing, Kip closed her eyes, sickened at the memory and her guilt.

      Cops were power hungry control freaks, that thin line barely separating most of them from the rage and hunger that drove two-legged animals to prowl. But some felt a little lost and confused every time a predator racked up a body count. Most cops didn’t understand these monsters, so they couldn’t really feel it enough to track sociopaths and worse.

      No, a few still gave a shit about other people, about the law or some other highbrow stuff too far up from the gutter for Kip to see. But no matter how hard the cops tried, they couldn’t understand that lurking darkness.

      But Kip did. She’d embraced that void once, knowing nothing else. Now, her artificial conscience lifted her above it, but she always saw its shadow beside her. It was always there. She understood it well.

      And she never wanted to go back.

      Gravel crunched above the hush of rain and whispers on the sidewalk. For a moment, it had that cathedral feel to it, that hushed sense of reverence you got when you walked into St. Somebody’s or a funeral service. But it was only a moment.

      The air smelled dirty as a handful of people in rain ponchos and fanny packs—tourists—gawked like the crime scene was some movie set. Something to brag about.

      Hey, the missus and I saw a crime scene when we visited Pike’s Market! Wanna see pictures? I posted them online.

      Kip scowled, shoving past the yellow tape and growing crowd. And she needed an artificial conscience?

      She thought about the person under that sheet and the people they’d left behind. It made her gut ache (always the tale-tell sign that her artificial conscience was working).

      Two investigators—a woman and a man—in blue rain jackets flooded the alley with camera flash, photographing the body from every angle. King County Medical Examiner’s Office was printed on the back of their jackets. The guy put a tag on the dead person’s ankle while the woman wrapped the hands in paper bags. Small hands. Female.

      They collected stuff around the body, too, sealing it in plastic bags before unfurling a nylon body bag. Carefully, they laid the body inside, but one arm slipped free of the folds. Drama masks in bold purple and teal peeked out from a woman’s paper-white forearm crisscrossed with red marks.

      Kip frowned. She’d seen that tattoo before—at the shop.

      The investigators zipped the bag and loaded it into the back of a black van parked against the curb.

      Her brain went back to the tattoo. Drama masks.

      Cold stabbed Kip’s chest, her skin clammy as she wrapped her arms around her middle, finally remembering where she’d seen it. Shit. Her friend, Carolee had a tattoo like that. She worked at a nearby club, called 86 or something like that.

      Aw, dammit, Carolee.

      Kip slumped against a brick wall, surprised by the needle of pain that momentarily stabbed through her numbness. She didn’t realize she was sinking until someone grabbed her arms.

      A tall, black-haired woman with black-rimmed eyes and pale skin. Persephone—her friend from work. Kip’s body went slack again.

      “Kip? You okay?” Persephone asked, her large blue eyes intense against the smudged blackness lining them. She wore a short jean skirt and cuffed white blouse beneath a grey duster. “I saw the lights flashing on my way in.”

      Seph had one of those weird gazes, that calming everything’s-gonna-be-fine expression like she’d seen it all before. Like even the worst trauma would end soon. She had an oldness about her, too. Not in some wise ass way, but a smart kind of way. Like she’d seen and done it all. Or she no longer cared. Kip was never sure.

      Persephone glanced around then nodded toward the van. “What happened?”

      Kip shrugged. “They found another body,” she said, standing up straight.

      She pulled away from Persephone, trying to act unfazed and brushed dust off her faded jeans and blue Henley. Through Persephone’s thin white blouse peeked the outline of ruby pomegranate seeds like teardrops on her stomach. She’d tattooed them herself. Kip pointed toward the body bag and exposed forearm.

      “Seph, I think that’s Carolee Eddleston.”

      Seph didn’t blink, even though she’d done the drama mask tattoo on Carolee’s forearm. Her mouth flattened into a taut line, her jaw line sharpening. “She was coming by the shop soon,” said Seph, her gaze settling on the body bag. “Tragedy needed more teal.”

      The pain in Kip’s gut made her lean against the bricks again. Poor Carolee didn’t deserve this. Like Kip, she was ragged like a busted beer bottle, but once you got past those jagged edges, Carolee was sweet and cared about things. Like leaving her tuna salad for the alley cats or giving some old beggar her bus fare. Like it’d somehow save somebody. Maybe she knew it’d buy some crack or a bottle of Night Train, but to her, she was helping someone.

      Everybody has two masks, Carolee told Kip once while Seph was tattooing those drama masks. The trick is to see the one underneath. Looked like Carolee saw the wrong mask on somebody last night.

      A thin man in a brown leather jacket stood on the sidewalk flashing a badge and jotting notes on a damp yellow note pad. He looked dark and smoky, a little bored and a little angry as he talked to gawkers and freaks who claimed to have seen everything. Anything for their fifteen minutes of fame. He kept glancing at her and Seph then scowling.

      Beside the man was an intense, sandy-haired guy with a badge and stubbled jaw, his dark pants and white shirt damp as he listened to information and drew on a notepad. Wiry and lean, he didn’t have that almost dead stare of the first cop.

      No, he seemed hell-bent on saving the world, one faceless witness at a time.

      His face was a mixture of passion and innocence, kinda like riding the Tilt-a-whirl at the fair for the first time. Plenty of movement, but not enough spin yet to make him hurl. The other cop had been on this ride before and he’d definitely been spun too much.

      For a brief moment, Kip admired the other cop, even if she didn’t quite understand why. But she’d seen that look on his face before, in the eyes of people she used to care about (her sister Sarah, and her case worker, Mary Margaret).

      Even in her own mother’s eyes once, before she got tired of all the bullshit.

      It was an attractive gleam and Kip felt like a moth to flame as she stared at the man’s handsome face. Yeah, he was hot, too. And there was something deep behind those eyes. He gave a shit about something, someone. Maybe she would too, again?

      Like static before a storm, his gaze connected with hers. Defying his optimism, she met his stare with the emptiness she’d carefully cultivated all these years, but dammit, her artificial conscience was starting to fill that void. No matter if she wanted it filled or not. It was making her want to care.

      He didn’t look away, his gaze enveloping her. What did he see there? Which mask played across her thin face and pale eyes? Did he see the monster? She bit her lip. He was a cop; he had to see it. They all saw it, sniffed it out like bloodhounds.

      Kip looked away. “Let’s go,” she said to Seph, grabbing her arm. “We’re late for work.”

      Persephone swung her long black hair off her shoulder as she moved down the block. “Not that Nick would say anything.” She smirked. “He knows I’m his best tattoo artist.”

      “I’m sorry, Carolee,” Kip muttered, turning away as they loaded Carolee’s body into the ambulance.

      She walked beside Seph toward Pike Place. Nobody did tribal art and ancient drawings like Persephone, but receptionists were easy to replace and Nick would find a new one if Kip didn’t show. She cast one last look behind her, at the chalk line, yellow flutter of police tape, and the hot, wide-eyed cop then shut out the images. It was better that way.
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      Pacific Blue Tattoo was in this really cool old building on Pike Place with tall, narrow windows and high ceilings. Its bright white lights and blue neon were like a lighthouse in the grey Seattle streets. Persephone’s stiletto boots pounded the sidewalk and she never looked around, her chin always high like she knew she was untouchable. Kip liked her don’t even try it attitude. Seph pulled open the bright blue door and stepped inside the shop.

      The autoclave hissed above the steady hum of needles and ink against skin as Kip slid into the empty desk chair at the front desk. The maple wood was cool against her forearms, smell of antiseptic strong in the air. Seph slipped off her duster and hung it on a hook at her station. Okay, so it was two bookcases and a coat rack surrounding an old barber’s chair, but it got the job done. She rolled up her sleeves as she sat down and checked her needles.

      Kip looked over the appointment book, but her thoughts drifted back to Carolee, the drama masks an afterimage in her head. It made her stomach hurt. Donny knew a guy once, really twisted, used to pick up women all puttied up with makeup and blue eye shadow. Said he was an Elvis freak. He was only half right.

      Elvis didn’t kidnap women and lock them in his basement.

      Someone cleared their throat and Kip glanced up. Good cop bad cop from the crime scene stood at the desk. The really tall, angry, smoky-eyed one shoved a badge in her face. She recoiled. She’d been around enough cops to last a lifetime.

      “Seattle Police Department, Miss,” said good cop, the sandy-haired guy she saw in the alley. Her breath caught. He was much hotter close up. “I’m Detective Bowker and this is Detective St. James.”

      “You seemed awfully interested in what happened a few blocks from here,” said bad cop, still in her face. “Why was that?”

      Kip scowled. “I’m no drive-by tourist. I was on my way to work.”

      “Which corner?” muttered bad cop.

      Kip rose from the chair, leaned her palms on the desk and glared at Detective St. James. St. James? A funny way to spell asshole. His hair was dark and regulation straight, no rings on either hand, looked really conversative and narrow-minded. With his head up his ass.

      “Here for a tattoo?” she asked St. James. “We’ve got some great flash of jackasses that’d be perfect for you. Which cheek?”

      Snickers rolled through the shop. Even Persephone was laughing. Dull pain drifted through Kip’s stomach, but she ignored the artificial conscience. She’d done her time. She wouldn’t put up with any more cop hassles.

      The sandy-haired cop stifled a laugh, pulling back his partner. A tiny diamond stud winked from his left ear. It was sexy as hell.

      “Look, I’m sorry for my partner’s bad behavior. We’re interviewing witnesses and bystanders who might have seen something, heard something. Any information you could offer would be a great help.”

      Kip’s gaze didn’t soften. Bowker wasn’t total saccharin, but she wasn’t in the mood for nice, polite bullshit either. St. James made it clear how he saw her.

      “Fine,” she said, nodding toward the dark-haired guy. “Just keep him on a choke chain. All I did was walk past that alley. I saw chalk lines and a white body bag. Hope you find her killer.”

      Bowker’s expression changed subtly as he glanced at his partner. St. James rushed around the desk and grabbed her arm.

      “We kept the body covered,” he said, his breath smelling of coffee. “How’d you know it was a woman?”

      His face was almost touching hers now. He stunk like expensive cologne and new leather. Kip wrenched her arm free and pushed St. James backward.

      “Because I saw the tattoo when they loaded her into the van. Carolee was a friend of mine, okay? She didn’t deserve that!”

      The pain in her stomach was sharp now, gnawing at her gut in a mixture of sorrow and rage. She hated these intense emotions; she wasn’t used to them and they hurt. She bit her lip. She wouldn’t let these cops see her weakness.

      “Kip, everything okay up here?” Seph asked, moving toward her.

      Nick was behind Seph, his face all tight and pinched, like he was pissed off. Again. He wore a faded black Foo Fighters t-shirt and torn jeans.

      This wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t called these jerks inside.

      Kip shrugged and rubbed her arm, still glaring at the dark-haired detective.

      “Miss…” said Bowker, his hazel eyes almost sad. “Kip. You’ll need to come to the precinct and answer some questions.”

      Seph crossed her arms and leaned against the desk. “Then you’ll have to take me in, too.”

      “A pleasure,” said St. James with a smile. Persephone was tall and beautiful. Kip wasn’t surprised by the guy’s reaction. It pissed her off, but she wasn’t surprised.

      Bowker’s brows furrowed. “Did you know the victim, too? Miss—”

      “Hadis. Persephone Hadis.” Her blue gaze met St. James’ dark eyes. “Because I saw exactly what Kip saw. That tattoo? It was my artwork. Carolee was coming in this week for a retouch.”

      The two detectives exchanged looks. It was a chance to break this downtown killer case. Kip had seen the news online. Carolee hadn’t been the first body found downtown. Whatever happened to her was connected with three other downtown murders. Kip was certain of it.

      Kip cast a knowing gaze at Bowker which sent a ripple of surprise across his face.

      She sighed at what might have been, knowing that in a few minutes they’d run her name and instead of the receptionist, she’d be a monster again. Her boss, Nick knew about her past. She’d told him everything up front and he hired her anyway. No, Bowker would quickly transform into bad cop like St. James. Her stomach ached. She didn’t care. Bowker was just another pretty face, like those old oil paintings in museums. She could look up at them on the wall, but never eye to eye.

      Detective Bowker swept his arm toward the door, opening a path for Kip.

      Kip hesitated.

      “Please,” he said in a hushed voice. “Help us catch your friend’s killer.”

      Her lips parted in surprise. He believed her.

      He wouldn’t much longer, but seeing trust looking back at her for even a moment was a good feeling. She hadn’t seen that look of trust since her case worker, Mary Margaret died. Cancer sucked.

      Kip nodded at him and stepped around the desk.

      “See me when you get back, Kip,” said Nick, walking away from the door.

      Kip groaned. Kiss this job goodbye.

      “We will,” said Seph over her shoulder as she followed Kip out into the damp air.

      A dark Charger sat beside the curb and Bowker ushered Kip into the backseat. St. James helped Seph into the back then climbed into the driver’s seat. Inside the dark car, red and green lights flashed and pulsed, a scratchy radio muttering numbers and street names. The car smelled like Burgermaster, home of the best burgers in Seattle. Kip tuned out St. James as he radioed ahead and the car pulled away from Pacific Blue Tattoo, headed for West Precinct.
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      With its concrete walls and black grid-work, West Precinct looked like a prison. Kip’s skin crawled as she entered the building, the wave of past images overpowering. Sometimes they were freeze frames of moments she most wanted to forget:  the moment Donny pulled that trigger, the moment when she could have stopped him and didn’t. The frenzy of flashbulbs and sirens, handcuffs biting into her wrists, the sound of the cell lockdown and the awful dark hours until morning.

      “Kip, he’s asking for your name.”

      Persephone shook her shoulder. Kip sucked in a quick breath. The green and grey office felt like the interrogation room where she’d once spent hours, days. The air smelled like stale coffee and dust. Her gaze traveled across the table to Detective Bowker who still smiled politely. St. James leaned against the wall, arms crossed, dark eyes boring holes through her.

      “It’s Thorpe,” she said with a shrug. “Kelly Thorpe.”

      Bowker started typing on a laptop.

      Kip jumped up from the chair and pointed at the notebook. “And before you rake up all my dirt, yeah, I’ve got a record! But I did my time.”

      This brought St. James off the wall and at her shoulder. “Sit down. Now!”

      Kip matched his glare with one of her own, challenging him to take this farther. She hadn’t done anything and she wouldn’t let him treat her like a criminal. Not again.

      “Dammit, Keith,” Bowker growled. “Chill! This isn’t an interrogation. She’s not a suspect.”

      “How do you know?” St. James shouted, pointing at Bowker. “You haven’t even seen the rap sheet yet!”

      Kip slammed her hand against the table. “He doesn’t need a rap sheet to know that crime was committed by a guy! Probably the same guy who killed those other three women.”

      “Five years for robbery and manslaughter,” said Bowker. “One year in Experimental Rehab.” Bowker’s eyes widened as he looked over the laptop screen at her. “Holy shit! You really got a chip in your head?”

      Bowker seemed more fascinated than repulsed, but the fight left Kip.

      Freak. Monster.

      The words played in her head as she sagged into her chair, not wanting to face Persephone or St. James’ ridiculing stare. The monster was loose again.

      She nodded. “They say I don’t have a conscience without it.” Her voice was quiet this time.

      St. James thrust his hand at her. “See! There ya go! It was probably a rob-and-roll, same M. O.”

      “You’re way off, so drop it,” Bowker snapped at St. James.

      Kip wanted to wipe that smug smile off St. James’ face. What an idiot to try and connect a stolen wallet with a psychopathic killer!

      “But you forget I was with Kip the entire time,” said Persephone, looking smug as she crossed her arms.

      St. James’ face pinched into a frown.

      Seph patted Kip on the sleeve. “Kip did her time. She’s here to offer information as a witness, nothing more.” Her gaze fixed on St. James and his anger seemed to float away. “So, treat her like a witness.”

      Bowker smiled and rose from his chair. He eased St. James back out of the way and dropped on his haunches beside Kip.

      “Kelly,” he said in a respectful tone.

      She glanced at his face, into his steady hazel eyes. She couldn’t tell what he saw her as now, but the fact that he still looked at her was enough.

      “Please. Tell me what you know about our victim? So, we can find her killer.”

      No one had called her Kelly in that tone since Mary Margaret at the hospice in Coupeville. It sounded kind of nice on his lips.

      “Carolee was just out of high school, not sure if she graduated or not. She was a good kid, paying her way through beauty school by working nights at some downtown warehouse club. Think it was called 86—something like that. Nick let her trade haircuts for piercings or tattoos.”

      Kip remembered Carolee trimming her hair once in the backroom of Pacific Blue. She looked like a very blonde Natalie Portman. She’d been all excited about a guy she’d met. Said he loved her tattoos.

      “Wait a minute,” said Kip, rising from her chair.

      Bowker stood up with her.

      She felt cold all of a sudden, like somebody had opened a freezer door.

      “Two weeks ago, she met some guy. He was crazy about her tattoo, a unicorn on her shoulder blade. So, for him, Carolee was getting the drama masks on her forearm.” She glanced at Persephone who nodded.

      “Yes, I remember that!” Seph laid a hand to her chin. “Carolee was gushing about her new guy as I colored the drama masks.”

      “Where’d Carolee meet this guy?” Bowker asked, his intense gaze moving to Seph.

      Persephone scrunched up her pale face, shaking her head. “She didn’t say.”

      “Kelly?” he asked, turning back to her.

      God, he was looking at her like an actual person. She resisted the urge to reach out and touch his face. It was a handsome face—strong jaw, smooth chin.

      Bowker stepped closer. “Think. Where’d she meet the guy?”

      He smelled like soap and rain and his closeness was intoxicating.

      Kip squeezed her eyes closed, fighting to call back anything Carolee might have said that night. A word, a phrase —something that might help.

      “The Midnight Hour,” she blurted out finally, remembering Carolee talking about some new fancy club.

      St. James moved over to Bowker, his face pale. He whispered something Kip couldn’t hear.

      “Ladies,” said Bowker, “you were an immense help. That’s all the questions we have for now.” He reached into his shirt pocket and retrieved a business card. His gaze fell onto Kip as he extended the card. “If you remember anything else, please call us right away.”

      Kip took the card from Bowker’s hand. His fingers were strong and smooth, steady, not delicate-looking like St. James’ almost manicured hands. She glanced at the card as the two detectives led them into the hallway and toward the exit. Detective Tristan Bowker. It was kind of girlie, but she liked it. If she remembered anything at all, like the capital of Washington State, she’d call.

      It was Olympia.

      The four of them walked outside into the damp night. As they moved toward the Charger, Kip stopped and tugged on Bowker’s sleeve.

      “He hunts them near that club,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Bowker’s lips parted as he cast a sideways glance at his partner.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked, his brow creasing.

      She and Donny always kept to places that were familiar. Wallets were easy to snatch when you knew the escape route. They had the power in those places. It was their world and everyone else was a tourist. That’s what this guy was doing, too. It was familiar ground. Kip brushed hair out of her eyes.

      “Because your killer really knows the downtown streets. He hunts where he has the power. He’s connected to that club in some way.”

      For a moment, all Kip heard was Bowker’s steady breathing in the dusky street.

      “Yeah, he hunts,” Kip continued. “To him, we aren’t people. We’re playthings. Toys that he gets tired of, but he’s gotta have more, y’know? A collector.”

      “We haven’t revealed any details about those murders,” said St. James, his voice sounding all suspicious and angry. Kip sighed. The idiot still thought she was a suspect. St. James might be a good cop if he just paid attention.

      Kip turned toward him. “You didn’t have to. Some of my best friends were psychopaths.” She turned back to Bowker. His kind face was much nicer to look at. “I saw Carolee’s arm and the marks. He tied her up for a long time. Kept her somewhere else. Didn’t he?”

      Bowker winced, casting another uncomfortable glance at his partner.

      She felt sorry for
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