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Cassie wanted to give this guy a swift-kick. “God, Mr. Negative, who died and made you the expert? Do you work vice?”

“No, drug task force, and I know these streets. Your girl is probably in Bangkok by now.”

“You don’t know shit. She was seen here just last Friday. Get your stick out of your ass and tell me what you know about Sally Skinner.” Cassie felt ready to pull her Glock out and shoot him in the foot. She knew he tried to intimidate her with his height. It wouldn’t work. She was tall, too and didn’t have to look up at him much.

“Sally Skinner works for Fred and Rick Powell, two of the biggest drug traffickers in the Northwest. A lot of people have died because of them. Fred’s hobby is prostitution—the younger the better. The guy’s sick.”

When Cassie heard the name ‘Fred’, she knew she was on the right track. “One of this kid’s friends said she was being watched by some guy named Fred. I’ve heard of the Powells. I worked drugs down in Arizona...”

“Yeah, if those pansy-asses down in Arizona and Texas kept the doors closed to Juarez and Nogales, we wouldn’t have this situation up here.”
“Focus, please. Where can I find Sally Skinner?”
He leaned against the dumpster and stared, again. She wanted to slap him across the cheek just to wake him up
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Cassie Holmes drove her beat-up 2010 Jeep Wrangler across the Evergreen Point Floating Bridge. She’d never driven on a toll road and never on a bridge that floated on a lake. Hoping all the checks and balances were in place, she looked out at the water and swallowed. It was a big damn lake and the last thing she needed this week would be a huge ticket for not paying a toll.

She headed away from Seattle to the east side of Lake Washington to the city of Bellevue where she’d been hired to find a fourteen-year-old girl who’d disappeared. It was her first job out as a private investigator and she wasn’t sure which direction to go first.

Having just relocated from Prescott, Arizona to Seattle, Washington turned into a huge shock to her system. She’d come to Seattle for a vacation with three friends and the weather pulled the wool over their eyes. During their visit, the days were warm and sunny and the nights cool. Now it rained for ten days straight and she felt a little like the zombie apocalypse might start at any moment. She knew her tan suffered and she’d have to break down and find a tanning salon.

On top of that, she’d come from employment as a drug task force detective run by the State of Arizona, to partner in Miss Demeanors Private Detective Agency. She felt fifty-fifty on her decision to make this change, but also knew she wouldn’t miss the politics at the Prescott cop house. She’d worked as a patrol officer for her first five years and then passed her detective boards and worked another five years. At thirty-one years of age, after bashing her head against the promotion brick wall, she’d been frustrated and angry. Everything with the opening of the Miss Demeanor Agency went so smooth, it felt like a dream.

She followed her GPS directions and found the apartment building of the woman that came to her group’s office last night. The poor woman spent an hour and a half on the Metro bus to get to their office in Pioneer Square. Cassie felt bad about that, but the woman’s story could have made blood from her heart run out of her eyes.

Emily Cane married a jerk who beat her up routinely. He’d injured her so bad she’d needed to have back surgery. She’d gotten hooked on painkillers and after being in la-la land for three years, she’d checked herself into detox and gotten clean. When she got home, she learned her jerk husband abused her fourteen-year-old daughter, Cami Reynolds. The daughter started to hang out with older kids and one day disappeared. Emily Cane left the jerk husband, moved to low-income housing and searched for her daughter since.

Cassie hated being a sap and did her best to hide it, but the woman’s story killed her. She believed Emily told her the truth and made it her duty to find Cami. 

She parked in a guest spot outside the apartments and walked toward the section with the correct number. Emily contacted some of Cami’s friends and now Cassie planned to question them. She knocked on the apartment door.  

Her client answered her knock with, “Hi, Miss Holmes. Thank you so much for coming.”

Cassie walked into the small apartment and scoped out the situation. To the left was a

one-butt kitchen and a tiny dining room with a small two-seat table in the corner, and to the right a living room with a loveseat, TV and two chairs. The carpet looked old and Cassie thought she smelled mold, but couldn’t be sure. They didn’t have a lot of mold in Prescott.

Emily handed her an envelope. “These are some pictures of Cami. I should have brought them yesterday, but forgot. Her school picture from last year is in there. It’s the most recent.”

“Thank you, these will help. Did you persuade her friends to come over?”

“Yes, they’re waiting out on the deck in back. Come this way.” Emily walked to a door Cassie didn’t notice at first and opened it onto an outside porch. 

She walked past Emily and introduced herself to the kids. There were two boys—Jimmy and Kit— with current haircuts and a lot of tattoos. The one girl—Patrice—wore enough makeup for three models and a lot of piercings. They all wore what Cassie guessed was current clothing. She didn’t realize combat boots were still in fashion.

“Please call me Cassie.” She smiled at the kids. “How long have you been friends with Cami?” she asked first. It was imperative to make the kids feel relaxed enough to talk.

They spoke for a half-hour about how they’d met in elementary school, but didn’t start to hang around each other until last year. Things changed though a couple of months ago when she started to go out with the older kids. All three of Cami’s friends looked at Emily and Cassie felt they were holding back and probably didn’t want to upset Cami's mother. They either knew something important or felt they shouldn’t say anything at all.

Cassie stood up and put her notepad and pen into her jacket pocket. “I’m hungry. Why don’t we walk up to the McDonalds at the corner? My treat.”

“Are you through?” Emily asked.

“No, we’re going to go for a walk. Is it okay for me to leave my Jeep parked in a guest spot?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Do you want me to come along?”

“No, I’ll check back with you before I leave.”

She and the kids walked silently down the street to McDonalds. She bought them sodas and French fries and they sat in a booth. Cassie pulled the notebook back out.

“Okay, so what aren’t you telling me?”

The boy Jimmy looked at the others and played with a straw. “Cam started hanging around some really bad kids.”

“Yeah, she’d do just about anything to get out of her mom’s house. Ben wasn’t treating her right,” Patrice said with big soulful brown eyes lined like an Egyptian. 

“Some nights they’d go into Seattle and party. She started to miss classes,” Jimmy continued. “She changed a lot.”

“When was the last time you saw her?” Cassie asked.

“It’s been about two months, maybe longer for me.” 

Patrice looked at the two boys. Jimmy nodded, but the other boy who spoke very little seemed uncomfortable.

“Please, Kit, I just want to make sure Cami is safe.”

“I saw her last Friday under the freeway at the waterfront.”

“What part?”

“Just up from the ferry terminal. It’s called Slut Alley. She said she’d been taken in by some woman named Sally, but it turned into a nightmare. The woman isn’t the real boss, but she didn’t tell me who was running things. She wants to leave, but someone won’t let her.”

“You mean she couldn’t come back with you?”

“She said she was being watched by some guy named Fred. I guess she tried to run away, but he found her and beat her up pretty good.”

Cassie pulled her new business cards out of her bag and handed them to the kids. “If you hear from
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