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The FBI estimates over 100,000 young women and children

are victims of human sex trafficking in the United States.

Globally, that number is in the millions.

This book is dedicated to all of the victims of human sex trafficking,

and to the organizations across the globe whose sole

purposes are to bring these devious perpetrators to justice

and help heal those hurt by the trafficker’s ways.

For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson

Want more to read?  For a list of all my books by your favorite retailer, please click on this link for a complete listing.

For more thriller books in the Central Division Series, please click on this link.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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PROLOGUE
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Kassi Young awakens to darkness, save for the amber streetlights whizzing by overhead.

She’s in the back of a car, lying across the seats.  The stench of musty, old leather and cigarette smoke causes her throat to convulse.  The lump of her cell phone digs into her hip.

She inches her hand down towards her front pocket, careful not to make any sound against the leather seats.

“Charlie wants to know the ETA,” the female passenger says.

Kassi knows the driver tonight as Mitch, but doesn’t think that’s his real name.  Last month, she heard someone call him Dave.  And before that it was Matt and even Bob.  She doesn’t know the woman at all.  She’s been a mystery before tonight.

“I’d tell him if I knew where the fuck I am,” Mitch says.  “Goddamned fucking road construction.”

Kassi slips the cell out.  She glances up, just as a streetlight passes by, and luckily sees only the back of the seat.  She presses the ON button.  The screen lights up and she immediately holds it closer to her chest, praying Mitch and the woman don’t see it.

“Do you even know if we’re going the right way?” the woman asks.

“How the fuck am I supposed to know?  Why don’t you check on our passenger.”

Oh, shit!

Kassi closes her eyes as she hears the crinkle of leather in front of her.  She wraps both hands over the cell, concealing it the best she can.

But who is she gonna call?  She can’t call her parents.  Even if they know where she is and what she’s doing—or what she is supposed to be doing, which is earning a few bucks sucking or fucking—they still aren’t able to help.  Not even her two friends, Pink and Lemon, can do anything.

She counts to twenty and peeks open one eye.  A streetlight passes by, illuminating the headrest and nothing more.  She hits the phone icon, careful not to allow very much light from the screen to seep up, and then taps the dialing pad.

“911 emergency,” the dispatcher’s voice says and Kassi immediately presses her thumb over the ear speaker.

“You hear something?” Mitch asks.

“Like what?”

Kassi brings the cell up to her cheek and whispers, “Help me.”

“Hey!”

A hand snatches the cell away from her, a long fingernail scratching her cheek.

“Did you even bother to search her?” the woman asks.

“Of course.”

“Then explain this.”

“Here, let me see it,” says Mitch.

“What are you gonna do, Russ?”

Russ?  No, it can’t be.  But they’re such nice people.  It has to be someone else.

“Shh—how many times . . . shit.  She called the cops.”

The woman peers over the seat.  “You’re gonna pay for this, you fucking cunt!”

A chilly breeze fills the interior.

“There.  Matter solved.”

“But what if the cops trace it?” she asks.

“What the fuck are they gonna find?  There’s nothing that can be linked back to us.”

The window closes, yet the cool air lingers on.

Kassi’s only other option for escape is to dig her nails into Russ’s neck, but that option is cut short as the woman leans back and presses a cloth over her face.  Before she can claw at her arm, a strong, sweet, almond smell overcomes her and everything fades into a swirling pool of black and amber . . .
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CHAPTER ONE
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Kolin Raynes trudges out to the mailbox, the morning sun blinding him as it pokes up between a pair of houses.

Life at home is a little quieter now.  Bonnie Templeton and their twins, Matthew and Maggie, stayed with them for close to a week as Simon—Bonnie’s husband and Kolin’s partner at the Minneapolis PD’s Violent Crime Unit—hunted down a killer who stalked their family.

He stands by the mailbox, perusing the first page of the Minneapolis Times.  He flips past the state and local news, the entertainment news, and ends up at the business section—he skips the sports section altogether, considering it a complete waste of paper.  He’s never liked sports very much and the only programs his parents watched were sitcoms, the nightly news, and The Tonight Show.

He tucks the paper under his arm.  He starts back towards the house, but stops when he spies a flash out of the corner of his eye, near the edge of the lawn.  It’s a cell phone, an older Motorola RAZR.  He picks it up.  The buttons are worn and there are several thin cracks along the corners of the screen.

“Stupid thing probably doesn’t even work.”

He pushes the POWER button.

Nothing.

He slips it in his pocket, then heads inside.  Emily and June are at the table, chowing down on bowls of Honey Nut Cheerios.  Claudia is curled up on the couch.  Less than a year ago, she was abducted by a serial killer nicknamed The Video Slayer.  Even though she wasn’t physically harmed, the mental toll has been immense.  Her grades have fallen so far into the failing zone, she may have to repeat the grade next year.  She doesn’t socialize with anyone and the only extra-curricular activities she participates in are staring at the wall and eating as little as possible to stay alive.

His wife, Anna, bolts down the stairs, a beige leather purse slung over her shoulder.  “I’ll be home late tonight.”

What else is new?

“Some investors from the Netherlands are flying in this afternoon.  They’re very interested in our new technology stock fund.  Don’t forget, Claudia has an appointment with that new doctor at four.”

Kolin sets the newspaper on the table.  He holds out the business section.  “Want this?”

She snatches it, eyeballing the front page.

“When can we talk about a nanny again?” he asks.

“Really?” Anna asks.  She flips to the back, running a finger along the financial listings.  “You know my new job came with responsibilities, commitments I can’t turn my back on.  You promised your job wouldn’t interfere with mine, remember?  Do you really want some stranger in our home all the time?”

“It wouldn’t be all the time.  I was just thinking it would be nice if someone could bring Claudia to her appointments.  That’s all.  Then I wouldn’t have to miss so much work.”

“Once again, always thinking of yourself,” she says.  She takes out her cell, swipes a thumb across the screen, and grins.  “Up four points.  Sweet.  It’s gonna be a great day to make money.”  She glances over at Kolin.  “Later.”

“But we’ve already been putting off this discussion-”

“Later, I said.”

She slams the garage door behind her.

He sighs, the only sounds being the clink of breakfast spoons against the cereal bowls, the munching of food, and the hum of the garage door opening.  He picks up the Motorola cell he found discarded outside.  Luckily, it uses the same style of micro USB charger as his own.  He plugs it in.  Sure enough, it’s at zero percent.

“Twenty minutes, girls.”

* * *
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Kolin’s desk phone rings.  It’s MECC, the Minneapolis Emergency Communications Center.

“We got a 9-1-1 call early this morning from a cell phone,” Ian Lins, a communications supervisor, says.  “The PD listened to it already, and they suggested we share it with VCU.”

“Sure, send it over and I’ll listen to it.”

Moments later, Kolin receives an email with a large WAV file attachment.  “Have you called the cell back?”

“Several times,” says Ian.  “It would just ring and ring.  No voicemail.  Even the PD tried, with no luck.  When they last tried it, all they got was the Verizon message saying the number wasn’t available.”

“Any idea who owns the number?”

“Haven’t gotten that far yet.”

Kolin opens the file.  He hears the standard 9-1-1 emergency greeting, but no one on the other line says anything.  There are voices in the background.  He clicks back to the beginning, turns up the volume, and hits PLAY.  After the greeting, the voices are a bit clearer.

Some guy asks if they hear anything.

Then, a girl’s voice whispers, “Help me.”

A chill claws down his spine.

Suddenly, a loud female voice barks out, “Hey!”  “Did you even bother to search her?”  “Of course.”  This other voice is a guy, possibly the same one who asked if they heard anything.  “Then explain this.”  “Here, let me see it.”  “What are you gonna do, Russ?”

The man’s name is Russ.

“Shh—how many times . . . shit.  She called the cops.”  “You’re gonna pay for this, you fucking cunt.”

Then, all is silent.  The dispatcher spends the next ninety seconds trying to get anyone to answer, but no one does.

“When was the last time anyone called the number?” Kolin asks.

“The call came in at 2:33am,” Ian says.  “I don’t know when the PD last tried.”

“My guess is that the battery is probably dead” says Kolin.  “Call it again.”

“But we already-”

“Just do it.”  Kolin leans back, rubbing his temples.  He mentally peruses his current caseload.  Nothing real big to speak of in the way of headlines.  Just a lot of them.

But something about the “Help me” caller intrigues him.

“Okay, I got a dial tone now,” Ian says.  “No one’s answering.  Three rings.  Now four.”

He spots Simon Templeton standing a few cubicles away, conversing with another VCU investigator about his latest brush with death last week.

Kolin’s second line rings.  It’s Forensics.

“Keep trying, Ian,” Kolin says.  “In the meantime, send me the complete dispatching log on this call.  If you could get the PD to send me their report too, that’d be great.”

“If anyone answers, I’ll let you know.  How’s your daughter?”

She’s horrible, thanks for asking.

“She’s fine—sorry, Ian, I got another call I need to take.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Four missed calls?

The number on the missed calls are the same and it also isn’t in the discarded cell owner’s contact list.  As he’s about to call the number back, the cell vibrates.  Same number.

“Hello,” Kolin says.

“Hi, this is Mr. Lins from the Minneapolis Emergency Communications Center.  Someone from this number called 9-1-1 last night-”

“Ian, it’s me.  Kolin.”

“Kolin?  Kolin who?”

“Kolin Raynes.  VCU.  We spoke about an hour ago on a 9-1-1 call from a cell.  Why are you calling this number?”

“Kolin . . . Raynes?” Ian asks.  “Why are you answering this number?  This is the number that called us last night.”

Kolin sits, nearly missing the edge of the seat.  He closes his eyes and rubs his temples.  “You’re not going to believe this, Ian.  The cell that called 9-1-1 last night somehow landed in my front lawn.  I found it this morning when I got the paper.”

“Wow, what a coincidence.”

“No shit.  Maybe you should buy a PowerBall ticket.”

Kolin disconnects, then scrolls through the contact list.  It’s lengthy.  There are no full names, just first names.  There are even first names with numbers, like Betsy1 and Betsy2.  There is no number for a “Mom and Dad” or even Home, but there are individual listings for each parent.  The only contact with a last name is a partial: Brady Y.

He now scans the texts.

“New phone?” Simon asks.

“Not mine, I found it in my yard this morning.  And here’s the odd part: MECC got a 9-1-1 call from this same cell around two thirty in the morning.”  As Kolin pulls up the file, he asks, “Why did you think this was a new phone?”

Simon points to a small Hello Kitty sticker on the back.  “Didn’t think you’d have one of those on yours.”

They listen to the call.  Kolin scratches down a few notes on a legal pad.  He sketches a crude map of the front yard and where he found it.  The caller sounds like a teenage girl, but, unlike other teenage girls, the cell doesn’t have any social media apps like Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, or Instagram.  The web browser even has absolutely no history.

“Any pictures?” asks Simon.

Kolin presses the photos icon.

Simon frowns.  “Nothing?”

“That’s weird,” says Kolin.  “Claudia . . . well, before she . . . she used to take pictures all the time.  She didn’t have a cell, but she did have a digital camera.  Once, we walked through the Mall of America and . . .”  He sets the cell on his desk.  He rests his forehead next to it.

Simon leans towards him.  “It’s okay,” he says in a low voice.  “You were at the Mall of America and what?”  He pats Kolin on the shoulder.

Kolin sighs.  He sits back up, then wipes his eyes.  “We were walking through the mall, just the two of us, and she . . . must’ve snapped a couple hundred selfies of us in the few hours we were there.”  He stares up at the ceiling.  “Thanks, Simon.”

“That’s what buddies are for.  There’s no way I can thank you enough for taking in my family last week.”

“Nobody’s keeping score.  We’ve always helped each other enough, even back in college.”

Simon chuckles.  “That’s what my wife says too.  Her mother is all about keeping chores equal amongst the spouses, and Bonnie’s like, ‘We work until it’s done.  It’s not a contest.’”  His wife, Bonnie, is a website developer who works out of their home.  Even though she has more opportunities to do chores, she keeps regular hours as if she’s at an office.

“But absolutely no pictures though?” Kolin asks, then slides the battery cover off the back.  There is nothing in the storage card slot.  “Well, that would explain it.”

“Why would someone remove it?”

Kolin slides the cover back.  “It didn’t sound like anyone removed it on the 9-1-1 call, that Russ guy or the other female.  I’ll bring it down to Forensics.  Hopefully they can pull the location coordinates off it, show us where it’s been and possibly where the owner of the cell came from.”
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When Kolin is back at the office, after being called out to the Minneapolis International Airport for a felony assault call, he realizes he completely forgot about Claudia’s appointment with a new shrink.

“Shit, she’s gonna kill me.  Well, it’s too late now.”

“Too late for what?” asks Simon.

“Claudia’s appointment with a new doctor.  I was supposed to be there an hour and a half ago.”

“Oh, man, I’m sorry,” Simon says, leaning back in his chair.  “I wish you would’ve told me.  I could’ve gone to the airport myself.  Either that or I could’ve had Bonnie take her.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Kolin says, waving a dismissive hand.  “Besides, we probably wouldn’t have learned anything new.  Anna is still gonna kill me though.  Well, let’s get this over with.”  He fishes the appointment card out of his wallet.  After scheduling a new time for next week, he calls Forensics.

“Haven’t gotten to the cell yet,” the tech says.  “I know you said it’s urgent.  Honestly, it’s next on my list.  I’ll have something for you by tomorrow morning at the latest.”

He plugs earbuds into his laptop, and listens to the 9-1-1 call again.  There’s something chilling about the way the girl says “Help me.”  It’s like she’s whispering and the abductors didn’t know she was awake.

He calls the main desk of the Minneapolis PD.

“We’ve had twelve missing persons reports in the past twenty-four hours, but nine have already been cleared,” the clerk says.

“Can you go back farther . . . no, scratch that.  I can look on my end.  I do need to talk to Officer King.  She handled a 9-1-1 call that came in through a cell phone around two thirty last night.”

“Sorry, Officer King doesn’t come on-duty until eight tonight.  Want to leave her a message?”

* * *
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Anna comes home around nine thirty.  Emily and June are already in bed, and Claudia is on the couch, in a similar position as she was this morning.

Kolin has the TV volume on low, turned to a rerun of How I Met Your Mother.  He sits in the recliner, reading the reports on the 9-1-1 call.

“Claudia, please remember what we talked about earlier,” he says after hearing the garage door open.  “We saw the doctor today, she was nice, and scheduled another appointment for next week.  I know we’re lying to her, but I just want to avoid a fight.  Okay?”

Claudia sighs.  “‘kay.”  She closes her eyes.

Anna sweeps in, drops her briefcase on the table, and thumbs through the mail.  “What did you make for supper?”

“Chicken and rice.”

“How was Claudia’s appointment?”

“Fine.  Dr. . . . Wicks seemed nice.  Very thorough.  Then again, it was only her first appointment.  She wants to see Claudia next week.  How was the supper meeting with the new investors?”

“Very well.  What did think of Dr. Wicks’s Scottish accent?  Pretty cute, wasn’t it?”

Shit.  From what I remember, the receptionist had a slight southern accent.  I don’t even know what Dr. Wicks looks like.

“Didn’t really notice,” he says.  “There probably was though, now that I think of it.  So, the meeting went well?  Did they have to fly back out tonight?”

Anna leans against the counter and crosses her arms.  “Your techniques may work on murders and rapists, but not on me.  Dr. Wicks doesn’t have a Scottish accent.  Her parents moved here from Japan when she was fifteen.  Did you think your little charade would work on me?”

“I’m sorry, Anna-”

“Spare me the sorry’s, Kolin.”  She picks up her cell.  “Imagine my surprise when Dr. Wicks’s office called me at a quarter after two, wondering where Claudia Raynes was.  Luckily, I was between meetings.”

“Again,” he says, “I’m sorry.  I had a case out at the airport and it went longer than expected.”

“You promised you’d set a reminder on your cell.”

“I know.  I thought I did.”

“But you didn’t,” she says.  “Or you just ignored it.”

No, I’m good about seeing the task reminders.  Some tasks I push off for another day, but not Claudia’s appointments.  Of course, a nanny would solve a lot of these problems.

“My job is important,” she says, holding a finger up and wagging it in front of his face.  “I know your job is too, but we’re able to live in a nice house like this and go on expensive vacations because of mine.  And when we retire, your pension will be the icing on the cake compared to the nest egg I’ll have built up.  Understand?”

“Of course,” he says, clenching his fists.  “I’m a grown man.  I’m not ten.  Quit fucking treating me like one.”

“I don’t treat you-”

“Honestly, Anna, if you think it’s so easy juggling these big cases and then finding the time to bring Claudia to her appointments, you have another thing coming.”

Anna narrows her eyes.  “Now who’s treating the other like they’re ten?”

Claudia pops up from the couch and heads upstairs, each step accented by a distinct stomp.

“Claudia, honey,” Anna says, sliding past him.  “We’re just looking out for your best interest.  We don’t mean to fight like this.”

Claudia stops.  She turns slightly, her eyes glistening.

“Can I get a hug?” Anna asks.  She holds out her arms.

Claudia puts a hand on her shoulder, nestles her head next to Anna’s cheek, then says, “Night, Dad.”

She heads back upstairs, her steps now more like a mild thump.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Even though it’s dark, Kassi doesn’t feel that it’s night.  There’s a pinhole of intense light streaming through a corner near the ceiling.

Her mouth is dry and she has sharp cramps in her abdomen.  There’s something moving around behind her.  “Who’s there?”

Whoever it is gasps.  “Bethany,” a girl’s voice says.

“Kelsey.”

“Crystal.  But that’s what my junkie boyfriend called me.  Short for crystal meth, I guess.  My name’s Zoe.”

Holy shit, there are three other girls in here.  Wherever here is.

“How long have you been here?” Kassi asks.  “I’m Kassi.”

“A few days,” the girl named Kelsey says.  “I think.”

“Hard to know time in here,” Crystal—Zoe—says.

“I’ve been here the longest,” Bethany says.  “Others were here before me.  Now they’re gone.”

“Gone where?” asks Kassi.

“No idea.  Sold, maybe.  That’s the rumor.”

“Sold?” asks Kassi.  “You mean like . . . slavery or something?”

“When you got all the goddamned money in this shit-hole of a world,” Bethany says, “you can do whatever the fuck you want and fuck whatever the fuck you want.”

God, her voice sounds familiar.  But if it’s . . . shit, I never did know her name.  She was always going on about how when one has all the money in the world they can do this and that and the other thing.  It has to be her.  But she went missing like . . . a month.  Maybe more.

“But do like what?” asks Kassi.

“Anything.  Fucking.  Whatever.  It’s all we’re good for anyway.  Then afterwards it’s right back in here.”

“But some leave and don’t come back,” Zoe says.

“Those are probably the ones that are sold,” Bethany says.

“Sold for where?  For what?”

“Who knows—shh, here they come.”

There’s a series of metallic scrapes and clanks, then the entire wall opens outward.  The sunlight blinds them.

“Here are our precious sluts,” a short, stocky man says, a lit cigar in his fist.  “Got a new one in last night.  She’s a real beauty.”

Behind the cigar man is a line of five or so men.

Kassi looks back at the other girls.  There are four others in here instead of three.  One is huddled in the corner, a pregnant black girl.  She recognizes the one named Bethany.

Yeah, she’s been gone a while.

“What’s up with preggo?” a deep voice with a rich Mexican accent asks.

“We cater to all types and pleasures,” cigar man says, taking a puff.  “Still got a few months to go.  Don’t worry, she’s clean.  Didn’t happen in here.”

A lanky man steps into the metal shed.  “The new one?”

Cigar man motions towards Kassi.

The lanky man grins, rubbing his chin.  A gold watch on his wrist flashes, casting a sparkling shower along the dark walls.  “She’ll do.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Mom or Dad?

Kolin scrolls through the contact list on the discarded phone again, this time with the ones paying the bill.  Dave and Mel Young.  DOBs put them in their early forties.  They have three registered vehicles, none with their child’s name attached to it.

Should I call?  Or have a face-to-face chat?

He also has a location where the infamous 9-1-1 call came in.  Sure enough, it was near his house.

Forensics also included a general map of the area where the phone had been over the past thirty days.  Most of the time, it had been in the vicinity of The Twilight Zone, a seedy section of west Minneapolis.  Nowhere near where Dave and Mel Young live.

A thick file awaits Kolin’s inbox, containing the entire text history stored on the cell.  The amount of calling activity is sporadic.  It doesn’t take a genius to figure out the “Help me” girl communicates mostly via texting.  And the bulk of the texting is between two people: Pink and Lemon.  None are to either Mom or Dad.

Forensics found two clean prints along the back of the cell, inside and along the front of the battery.  Their conclusion is that someone deliberately put them there.  The girl’s, maybe?  The results of the fingerprint scan are still pending.

Kolin dials Mom.

After the fifth ring, a frantic voice answers, “Kassi?  H-how are you?  It’s s-so nice to hear from you.”

He clears his throat, scribbling down the name Kassi.  “Is this . . . Mrs. Young?  Mel Young?”

“Yes.  Who is this?”

“Ma’am, my name is Kolin Raynes.  I’m an investigator with the Minneapolis PD’s Violent Crime Unit.”

“Oh, God!  Violent Crime . . . Dave!”  Mel says the last part with the phone away from her mouth.  “Dave!  It’s the police!  They have Kassi’s phone!  Oh, God, do you think . . . what’s happened to her?” she asks Kolin.

Kolin taps a pen against their printed driver’s license record.  He confirms the address is current.  “Can we meet in about a half-hour?”

“What happened to Kassi?” she asks.

He doesn’t recall any Kassi’s or Kassandra’s in the missing persons reports over the past week.  There was a Candice, but she returned home within two days.

“It’s best if we speak in person,” says Kolin.  “Hopefully nothing has happened to your daughter, but she called 9-1-1 last night and we’re trying to locate her.”

When Kolin pulls into the driveway, leaving Simon back at the office to wrap up the airport assault case, he takes in the modest surroundings.  The homes are high middle-class, with roughly a third of them with FOR SALE signs in the front yards.  Lots of Fords, Chevys, and Hondas are in the driveways.

The Young residence is a two-story home with a double-stall garage.  Next to the garage is a fifth-wheel trailer with slide-outs along both sides.

He doesn’t even ring the doorbell when the front door flies open and a short, heavy-set woman stands there, her long blond hair in disarray.

“Where’s Kassi?” she asks.

Kolin flashes his VCU badge.  “Can I step inside?”

“So you don’t know where our daughter Kassi is?”

He shakes his head.

A tall man eases next to her, his arm around her shoulder.  “See?  If they would’ve found her . . . dead or something . . . well, they would’ve said.  Right?”

“The only thing I can tell you is that we don’t know where she is.”  Kolin holds up the discarded Motorola cell.  He turns it over, showing them the Hello Kitty sticker on the back.  “Does this look familiar?”

“That’s . . . Kassi’s,” Dave Young says, nodding.  He shuffles back.  “Please, come in.  Sorry, don’t mind the mess.  We’re organizing the basement and we have everything in totes and baskets.  Want any coffee?”

“No thanks.  I had enough back at the office.”

They lead him through the living room, which has enough seating area for eight or nine people across the two couches and two recliners, but with all the clutter—baskets upon baskets full of clothes and papers—there’s barely enough space for Mel and Dave to sit and watch TV.

Not that it would make any difference.  Kolin walks through the narrow pathway of baskets and totes towards the kitchen.  There are six chairs around the table, and all but one has a pile of clothes draped over it
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