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Ashley Cooper, a petite, dishwater blonde student in Berkeley, California, walked out of her dorm.  She turned left once out the door, intending to get her car in the parking lot behind the building.  At the corner, she again turned left.  She took two steps before the man hiding in the shadows jumped her from behind, one hand covering her mouth.  Even as she struggled, he pushed her to the ground face-first.  He fell on top of her as he did so, but still managed to reach into his jacket pocket to take out a syringe.  He quickly pulled the cap off with his mouth before he jabbed the needle into her shoulder.  In seconds, she laid still.  

As the attacker got up off her, he kicked her small purse, along with the two books she had carried, off toward the side of the building.  Taking a deep breath, he picked her up, then walked to the back of the building.  He glanced around and saw no one, so moved as fast as he could to his pick-up, with camper.  On reaching the camper, he opened the door, tossed Ashley in, and climbed in right behind her. 

With the back of his hand he wiped the sweat from his brow, as he opened the seat on one side of the camper with the other hand.  The camper had a table in the middle, with two length-of-the-camper cushioned seats.  The seats both opened to expose storage space.  However, in this case, both were lined with a comforter.  Each also had a pillow.  The other feature was air holes drilled into the sides of the seats.  These features had been added in preparation for the two young women the kidnapper had planned to obtain.  His plans had been partially foiled, as the other young lady had left campus for the summer before he could nab her. 

Had he been just a bit slower, he would have missed Ashley, also.  With classes out at the university, for the summer, Ashley wanted to make a fast visit to the campus library before heading home until the fall semester.  She had two books to return, before she packed for the trip home.  Her desire to return the two books led to her present situation.  If she had been just a bit quicker to return the books, the kidnapper would not have gotten her, because she had two friends (male friends) coming to her dorm to help her carry her things to her car. 

While the kidnapper carefully secured Ashley before putting her in the seat storage section, the two friends were at Ashley’s room, wondering where she was.  It would be another half an hour before their concern led them to see if her car was gone.  If so, they planned to head to the library to see what was holding her up.

In time they would contact the campus police about their concerns.  By then, however, the kidnapper was long gone from the area.  After securing Ashley, he drove to a secluded area to place a call.  The other man answered, “Your report, please.

“I have only been able to secure half the bait I planned on.”

“Not satisfactory—but since I have obtained my full quota of bait, I suggest you head for our meeting place.  I have been on the road for nearly twenty-four hours already, so should be there about the same time as you.”

“Fine...I’m leaving for there now.  I’ll see you then.”

“Good.  Have a safe trip.”

After ending the call, the man from Columbia, Missouri—on his way to the area of Washington where the two would meet—wondered, not for the first time, if his friend was up to their planned operation.  He was driving an extra-long van-like panel truck.  In the rear it was organized much like the camper of his friend.  It also had a table with two, long, cushioned seats.  Inside his seats, were two young women.  Their names were Katy Tisdale and Lindsey West.  Both had been an aggravation to him, so he was quite happy to use them as Bigfoot bait.  He and his friend had been to the area of Washington State they were going to on two other occasions...looking for Bigfoot.  

They had tried various items to lure Bigfoot to locations where they had set up their sophisticated cameras, both still and video.  All their efforts had failed.  In desperation, they hatched their plan to use young females staked out as bait.  Both had carefully looked over their surroundings on their way back to Berkeley, California and Columbia, Missouri, respectively.  Both had made note of several places that they could use without much fear of being discovered, as they made stops along the way to allow the young women captives to stretch their legs and answer calls of nature.

Since leaving Columbia, the kidnapper from there had only stopped for one rest period of two hours during the early morning after his departure.  He decided he would drive on for another two hours or so, until he reached the next “safe haven” he’d selected on his way home the previous year. 

The kidnapper from Berkeley, meanwhile, was on his way north.  He knew it would be nearly three in the morning before he reached the stopover place he’d selected the previous year. 

***
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Even before Ashley Cooper had been abducted, a full-scale search was underway at the campus in Columbia where the two kidnapped young women from there had suddenly disappeared.  They had been on their way back to their respective dorms, also to pack up for the summer.  They had been to a Young Republicans meeting, the last of the school year. 

Wilbur Holder, the Chief of the Columbia Campus Police, knew with each passing minute the chances of finding the two unharmed was diminishing.

Katy Tisdale’s mother, Mary Ann Tisdale, had been contacted early in the morning at her St. Louis home.  After being told of the situation, she drove to Columbia, arriving before noon.  Wilbur had spent nearly an hour with her, even as his search teams kept at their work.  During their conversation, Keith and Beverly West, the parents of Lindsey, came into his office.  After Wilbur introduced Mrs. Tisdale to them, Wilbur glanced at Keith West.  “I’ve just been telling Mrs. Tisdale, who arrived from St. Louis a short time ago, the situation—along with what we’re attempting to do—as far as our search and investigation.”

Keith nodded, “Mrs. Tisdale, Chief Holder has been doing everything he can.  But I’ve gotta tell you, it doesn’t look good right now.  Do you have a place to stay?”

“No...I didn’t even think about it yet.  Maybe I can find a motel somewhere near, if someone can direct me to one.”

Beverly West shook her head.  “No need.  You can stay with us...for however long it takes to get our girls back.”

“I don’t know what to say, except thank you.  Your offer is more than kind, but are you sure?  I really don’t want to impose.”

Keith West grumbled, “Balderdash.  If you stay with us, it will save Chief Holder some time to be able to contact all of us, with one call or visit.”

Chief Holder looked at Keith.  “Mr. West, have the FBI fellas I called contacted you yet?”

“Yes.  They’re set up in our home, in case a ransom call comes in.  My home number is set up to forward any calls to my cell phone.  If such a call comes in, I’ve been told to keep the caller on the line as long as I can.  The FBI will monitor from my home, no matter where I am, if a call does come.  I think we’re all agreed if one was to come, it would have by now, however.  One more thing Chief, ‘Keith’ is fine for me, while ‘Beverly’ or ‘Bev’ for my wife is good, too.”

Chief Holder nodded, “Okay, fair enough...I’m Wilbur.”

A still badly shaken Mary Ann Tisdale smiled weakly, “‘Mary Ann’ is fine for me, if you folks don’t mind.  I mean, I’m not being too forward, am I?”

Beverly—who was now sitting in a chair in front of Wilbur’s desk, next to Mary Ann—reached over and put her arm around her, “Certainly not.  We’re all in the same boat here...well, at least us three on this side of the desk.” 

Wilbur nearly sighed aloud, yet was very thankful the three parents seemed to be getting on so well.  “Back to a few things we’ve discussed earlier, Keith.  You told me to get all the help in I could...which I’ve done.  But I have a suggestion.  You can hire anyone you want to assist, or work independently of my investigation.  If you are so inclined, I have someone who I’d recommend highly...name’s Bob Becker.  He has a small investigation and protection agency in St. Charles...and now has a satellite office in Wentzville, too.  I’ve worked with him before, so would be happy to again.  On my budget, I can’t hire him—but you can.”

Keith nodded.  “I’ve heard of him...good things.  Give me his number.”

“I’ll go you one better.  I’ll call him, then hand you the phone.”

“Do it.”

Wilbur nodded as he reached for his desk phone, then thought better of it, before he took out his cell phone.  When his cell phone rang, Bob Becker looked at the display panel, and answered, “Hi, Wilbur.  Guess you’re going nuts there, looking for those two girls.”

“Yeah, we are...would like your help.  The father of one of the girls, Lindsey West, is sitting across from me, here in my office.  At my suggestion, he would like to retain your services.  While I can’t afford you, he can.”

As Keith smiled, and nodded at Wilbur, Bob answered, “Sure, be glad to do what I can.  You want to brief me on where you’re at with your investigation?”

Wilbur did so.  When he finished, he passed his phone to Keith, after Bob agreed it was time to do so.  

“Keith here, Mr. Becker.”

“Hold on...Wilbur mentioned all of you there are on a first name basis, so ‘Bob’ will do.”

“Good—thanks, Bob.  What kind of a retainer do you want to get right on this, if you have the time?”

“None.  As to time, I’ll make it.  Give me about twenty minutes, and I’ll be on the road.  I know where Wilbur’s office, is so you may as well wait there.  If he needs to get on with his investigation, tell him I’ll catch up with him when I arrive.”

“Great.  You sure about no retainer?”

“Yeah.  Keith, I’m sure you know with no ransom call yet, every hour this carries on diminishes the chances of this ending well.  So for now, let’s forget money.  Things work out well, you can pay me what you want.  If not, I’d just as soon not receive a dime from you.”

“Very generous, Bob.  Thanks.  Looking forward to meeting you.”

As he ended the call, Bob looked at Michelle Austin, who was in his kitchen, along with Bill Hedden.  He quickly explained the portions of the conversation they had not heard.  

Michelle was Bob’s live-in lover.  While they had agreed they would be married at some point, it hadn’t arrived yet...though both were willing.  Michelle was an attorney.  She had two offices—one in St. Charles, and one in Wentzville.  The Wentzville office was next door to Bob’s Wentzville office.  She had come home for a late lunch, while Bob had been working out of their home, a few miles from Wentzville.  He and his friend, William (Bill) Hedden, were constructing a home security system for one of Bob’s customers.  She just shook her head as she grinned.  “Wilbur needs help, sounds like to me.”

In spite of a good deal of teasing from Michelle, those two had parts of the system spread all over Bob’s large living room, with additional pieces in the kitchen.  Despite the mess, both Bill and Michelle were in the kitchen eating with Bob when the call came in.  As soon as Michelle spoke, Bill chimed in, “Oh, boy—I’m stuck putting this stuff together, I can see it now.”

Robert (Bob) Becker was a retired Marine Master Sergeant and Navy SEAL.  He grinned, “You got it pal.  You’ll do a better job without me, I have no doubt...E-8, E-9.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Bill joked, “you finally got me back with the E-8, E-9 business...nice going.”

Bill was a retired Air Force Chief Master Sergeant, which was an E-9 in the Air Force pay scale.  Bob was an E-8 in the Marine Corps pay scale.  Normally Bill never let Bob forget who the senior non-com was.  

Michelle was smiling at those two, and their joking around, as she got up to start cleaning the lunch dishes.  Bob got up to help her, as Bill asked, “You want me to start installing this crap, if I manage to get it all together, Bob?”

“If you don’t mind, old friend.”

While Bill went back to work, Bob and Michelle finished the dishes.  When they were finished, Michelle kissed Bob before she grabbed her purse.  “See you two guys later.  Speaking of which, do I expect you back any time soon, Bob?”

“I doubt it...unless we get lucky, and find the girls right away.”

Bill nodded, “You better, or you may not get them at all.  Sorry to be a gloomy Gus, but you know the odds, Bob.  The longer...et cetera.”

“I know.  Okay, you take care of the system.  You run into any problems, call me.  But you shouldn’t have any...this one is exactly the same as the last one we put in.  I’m gonna get my war bag and head to Columbia.”

“Yeah, so long.”

In his garage, Bob loaded up a pre-packed bag he normally carried with him, when heading into situations offering the possibility of hostilities.  With it, he packed a case containing his sniper rifle, hoping he would have no need for either item.  As an afterthought, he went back into the house, up to his second floor bedroom, and packed an overnight bag.  When he came downstairs with the bag, Bill looked at it.  “I’ll tell Michelle not to wait up.”

“Thanks, pal...hopefully she’ll understand.”

“You’re probably right.  Your gal has her shit together.”

Bob was still smiling over the exchange with Bill, when he backed out of the garage, at the start of his short—hour plus—drive to Columbia.  On the way, he wondered what, if anything, he would be able to add to Wilbur’s investigation.  In short order, he decided to consider the weather, or something else, besides the pending case he was getting involved in.  His hope was to enter the case with an open mind, while not pre-supposing anything. 

When he arrived at the university, he went directly to Wilbur’s office.  There he found Wilbur and Keith West.  Beverly West and Mary Ann Tisdale had left for the West home, to get Mary Ann settled in.

After being introduced to Keith, Bob asked, “Okay, Wilbur—is there anything, other than what you’ve already told me?”  

“No, sorry to say.  Where would you like to start, Bob?”

“How about you taking me to the building their meeting was in, then showing me their likely path back to their dorms?”

“Okay.  Keith, you want to tag along?”

“No, thanks, Wilbur.  I’ll leave this to people who know what they’re doing.  I’m going home.  Good to meet you, Bob.  Thanks again for your help...the way you agreed to help right away.  Also, your fee structure.”

“You’re welcome.  On a deal like this, I don’t have the stomach to ask for money unless we accomplish a happy ending.”

Without further conversation, the three men left the building together, but parted outside, with Wilbur driving Bob to the building where the Young Republicans had met.  From there, they walked toward Lindsey’s dorm.  On the way, Wilbur explained that the dorms of the two young ladies were next door to each other.  He had been told they had left the meeting together, headed in the direction the two men were now walking.  

When he finished telling Bob what he knew of the route the young women should have taken, Wilbur—who noticed Bob looking the terrain over carefully—said, “Bob, my men and I have been over this route carefully.”

“No doubt—would have expected nothing else from you, Wilbur.  Just want to see for myself.  This building coming up, the one we’re headed for?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, let’s go back to your office.  I guess you’ve already figured out there are two or three prime locations along the way we’ve just walked where the kidnapper could have been lurking?”

“Yeah.  We’ve looked those over with a fine-tooth comb—nothing.”

“Figured you’d have told me if you’d found anything.”

Wilbur just nodded, as the two men fell silent while walking back to Wilbur’s car, then drove back to his office.  Once there, Bob asked, “What about their class schedules, classmates, professors, grades, et cetera?”

“Oh, hell, Bob...like trying to pull teeth.  Especially with so many kids and staff off to the hinterlands for the summer.”

“Back to that in a minute.  For now, I got another question.  How many students and faculty still on campus?”

“Got one of my men and two FBI agents working at getting a fix on it.  Gonna be a bitch, though.  Speaking of the FBI, told them about you coming aboard.  They are less than pleased.”

“Tough shit.  Back to the records deal...why so tough?”

“Privacy concerns.”

“Crap.”
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As Wilbur chuckled at Bob’s disdain for such concerns when the lives of two young women were at stake, Bob got out his cell phone.  He called Dan Orf.  He and Dan had been Navy SEALs together.  Dan now ran a small detective agency in Los Angeles.  From past experience, Bob knew Dan had a friend who had some sort of super computer.  He had a hunch the friend could get what Bob wanted in short order.  

Dan answered his phone, “Hi, Bob...how are things?”

“Need some help, pal.  Did you hear about the two young women who have gone missing from school back here?”

“Yeah.  Anything I can do to help, you got—you know that.”

“Why I’m callin’.  School procedure, et cetera, makes it difficult to get the records I want to look over.  Figured your friend with the high-flying computer might be able to bust into the university’s computer, and get it for me.  What I’d like is all the classes of both girls, everyone who attended the same classes, the professors, grades on all the kids, and backgrounds on students and professors alike.”

“Wow, sort of a broad stroke, Bob.  I take there’s nothing else to go on at this point.”

“You take it correctly.  You remember Wilbur Hedden, I’m sure.  If you remember, he’s now the Chief of Campus Police here.  He’s sharp as hell, but he’s got nothing.  Not a damned thing.  Right off the top of my head, this seems the likely place to start.  You think your guy can do it?”

“Oh, hell, yes...no problem.  He’ll do it without anyone even knowing who did it.  Knowing him, he’ll run it through some Senator’s computer—one he doesn’t much care for.”

Bob laughed, “Okay, have him send it to my home computer.  There’s not a damned thing for me to do here for now.  I’ll be home before he gets the stuff I want.  It’s just a short drive.”

“Done.  Good luck.  You need any more help, give me a call.  Janet and I will be happy to fly back to help in any way we can.”

“Thanks for the offer.  I’ll let you know.”

Finished with the call to Dan, Bob looked at Wilbur.  “Okay, I’m outta here.  Be back tomorrow.”

“I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Bob.  Anyone finds out you’re behind getting these records, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“Well, let’s just keep it between us for now.  We both know you’ve got squat right now.  I just don’t see any other way to proceed.”

“You got me there.  I agree.  Truth be told, I’ve been tryin’ to figure out how to get at least part of what you’re gonna get.  Gotta tell you, these academics give me a pain in the ass.  Good luck—hope you get every damned thing you ask your guy for.  I heard you mention ‘Dan.’  The Dan I met at your place a while back?”

“Yeah.  But forget you heard his name mentioned.”

“Dan?  Dan, who?  I never heard of a Dan.”

“Thanks.  Tell Keith what I’m working on...without particulars that might come home to roost on you.”

“He’s cool, Bob.  I’ll tell him everything...he’ll keep his mouth shut.  He’s already madder than a wet hen, about it being so difficult to get the stuff you’re gonna get.  He had ideas along the same line as you.” 

“Good.  Before I go, you mentioned when you called earlier something about interviewing nearly everyone who attended their meeting last night.  Can you give me a copy of those interviews?”

“Sure.  Figured you might want them.  Got ‘em on a disc for you.”

As he spoke, Wilbur reached over to the corner of his desk, picked up the disc, and handed it to Bob.  Bob was soon on his way home.

***
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By then, Dan was on the phone with his friend.  The friend was Stanley James Scott, called ‘Jim’ by everyone he knew, or who knew of him.  Jim was a retired Marine Major who had spent some time as a CIA field agent.  He had also led a super-secret team that did off-the-books (black bag) jobs for the President, from right after his Inauguration, thru the 9/11 Islamist attack on America, then for another seven years.  After the team was disbanded, he had bankrolled a CIA-led team of part-CIA agents, part-military personnel, after the change in Presidents.

It was Jim Scott’s computer Bob asked Dan to use, to retrieve the information he wanted.  When the call came in, Jim and his wife Holly were in the computer center in a complex on their ranch in Montana.  They often had a friend help in the computer complex, but she and her family were on a well-deserved vacation...in the West Indies, on a boat owned by Jim.

After Dan told Jim what Bob wanted—as well as why he wanted the information—Jim agreed.  “We’ll get right on it, Dan.  Shouldn’t take too long.  College security systems normally aren’t too difficult to hack into.  The background stuff he wants will take a bit of time, but as we finish with each part of what he wants, we’ll forward it to him.  I’ll send along a short message to that effect, when we send the first batch of what we come up with.  Give me his email address.  Um, this Becker guy is the guy who pulled your chestnuts outta the fire, isn’t he?”

“Sure is.  Thanks, Jim.  I’ll get off the horn, so you can get to it.  Just for good measure, send me copies.  I may as well go over the stuff, to see if I can be of any help.”

***
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By the time Bob got home—an hour plus after he’d left Columbia—there was quite a bit of what he’d asked for waiting for him.  Michelle was home by then.  After they kissed, she said, “Bill is gone, with all the stuff you guys were working on.  Oh, also—you’ve got a ton of information on the computer.  It doesn’t have an email address, but says it’s from Jim, Dan’s friend.  Have no idea how he emailed the stuff without an email address showing, but he did.  

“I also don’t know how he got the info, but he says more is coming.  For God’s sake, Bob, you gotta see everything there.  You have a list of every class both girls took, their grades, everyone in the class, with grades for same, the professors (with short bios) and all school activities—not only the ones the girls were involved with, but every damned one of their classmates.  I’m sure there’s some kind of law against you even having this stuff, but it sure might help.  What’d you find out in Columbia today?”

When Michelle finished, Bob was laughing.  He stopped long enough to say, “Nuttin’.  Well, almost nothing.  Brought back the interviews Wilbur, and his folks did with all the kids who were at the Young Republicans meeting with the girls.  Was gonna start going over them while I waited for the stuff you just told me about to come in.  This Jim guy sure must have one hell of a computer.”

“Boy, I’ll say.  By the way, he’s got the stuff put together in a way that makes it easy to find things.  I went over some of it.  Both girls just finished their junior years.  Both have straight 4.0’s all three years, except this year.  They took an Anthropology class together, with both getting 3.0’s in it.  Everything else, as I said, is 4.0.  Must be real sharp cookies, these two.  My days in school, I could count my 4.0’s on one hand.”

“Like hell.  I saw your transcripts when I helped you move in here.  In case you forgot, I had to do most of your filing of personal papers, since you were busy with other stuff.  Seems to me I remember you carried an undergraduate 3.8 average.”

Michelle smiled, and nodded.  “Thanks for noticing—thanks for the help with my filing, too.”

Bob grabbed hold of her, gave her a big kiss, then sighed, before plunging into the information Jim had sent to him.  He was still at it over an hour later when more came in.  There was a message attached that read:  “This guy Biden is a nutcase.  After noticing the only low grade either of these two gals got came from him, I did a little investigation on his grading.  To save you the time of worrying about it, be advised every single below-average grade he’s given out has been to students with either conservative or GOP leanings, or both, in most cases.  Guy is well and truly part of the lunatic left.  As you’ll note in the background information on him, he’s involved in several idiotic liberal causes.  You’ll also further note he has some kind of Bigfoot fetish.  Last two summers, he’s spent almost all of it looking for said Bigfoot.  Got some prof. from California working with him on the deal.  They’ve published two papers on their efforts.  They’re both loons, if you ask me.  Have fun with this stuff.  Let me know if you need any help.  Jim.” 

Bob grunted after reading the note, then had Michelle read it too.  When she finished, Bob smiled.  “I think I like this guy.”

“Hell, you oughta love him.  Not only has he dug all this stuff out for you, but he’s a right thinking fella on top of it.”

“There’s more.  If I don’t miss my guess, he’s probably why I’m so well off financially.  From time to time, Dan gives me some stock suggestions.  Every damned one of them has been right on.  I’ve made a killing.  Piecing together what Dan’s told me, Jim has to be his source of information on the stock front.  But all this blather ain’t getting this stuff read...back to work.”

Michelle, in addition to helping Bob go through the material, had been taking time to print it out.  They had both been sorting the printouts into various stacks.  While Bob started going over another stack, Michelle started printing out the newly arrived material.

After Bob had finished reading—or, in some case scanning—all the material, he glanced at his watch.  It was after seven.  “You feel like a steak?  I need fuel to go over some of this stuff in more detail.  Also, still gotta go over the interview stuff I got from Wilbur.”

“Yes, I feel like a steak.  I’ll take care of throwing something together—you just keep on working.”

After they finished their steaks, with salad, it was back to work.  By then Bob was halfway through the interviews conducted by Wilbur and his men.  As he picked up another, Bill came through the back door with his live-in girlfriend, Brandi Horn.  Bob, still at the overlarge kitchen table with some of the paperwork he’d brought from his den.  “Hi, you two.  How’s tricks?”

Bill nodded.  “Good.  Got the stuff all installed.  Seems to be working well.  What’s up with you?  Expected you’d still be in Columbia.”

“Got a bunch of info to pour through.  Thanks for taking care of today for me.  Appreciate it.  How was work today, Brandi?”

“Oh, just fine.  Bill told me about your new case.  Those poor girls.  Since you’re here working away, I guess they haven’t been found yet?”

“Nah.  What I’m doing, really, is grasping at straws.  There isn’t a blasted thing to go on yet.  Nary a clue as to what happened, other than they disappeared someplace between a building they were known to be in and their dorms.” 

Bill asked, “Anything we can do to help?”

“Yeah—go pour me a drink.”

Michelle walked in with still more of the printed material.  She and Bob had decided they probably had more room to work on the overlarge kitchen table than on or around their desk.  Actually, the den was now used more by Michelle than Bob since she had moved in.  They had solved territorial matters as related to the desk, by calling it ‘their’ desk, rather than hers or his.  She put down what she had brought with her.  “Yes...wonderful idea, dear.  You need to get sloshed while you work.  Hi, guys.”

Brandi and Bill greeted Michelle, then Bob asked, “Did you use just one breath?”

“No, dear.  I paused before going with ‘hi, guys.’  But, to tell you the truth...”

“Always nice from an attorney.”

“Hush, Robert.  As I was about to say, before my wonderful bed partner cracked wise, I could use a drink, too.  I’ll pour.  You two in?”

Bill shook his head, “Don’t think so, thanks.  Thought I’d take Brandi out on the town—such as it is—for a while.  Just came over to get Bozo.  When I headed off to do the installation work, I left him out back with Tillie.  They were having a grand old time when I left.”

Bozo was Bill’s German Shepherd:  Tillie was “Matilda,” Bob’s full sister to Bozo.  

Bob joked, “I wondered where she was, but when she didn’t come bounding up to greet me when I got home, figured she was probably out back with Bozo.”

Michelle laughed, “I let ‘em in when I got home.  After they started tearing the joint up, I ran ‘em back outside.”

Bill grunted, “Well, if you’re sure we can’t be any help, Bob, I’ll grab Bozo and split.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I need to go over all this stuff myself, to make sure I don’t miss a piece of info from one pile of stuff with something tying into another bit of it.  Already got Michelle doing the same thing.  We can compare notes when we’re both finished.”

“Okay, we’re gone.  Come on, Brandi.”

After everyone said their goodbyes, Michelle let Tillie in.  She ran to Bob to give and received attention.  When she settled down, Michelle left to get a drink for herself, as well as one for Bob.  Then it was back to the process of going through the material they had from both Jim and Wilbur. 

As they worked, they would point out something they had found of interest, discuss it, then get back to pouring through still more information.  Finally, at midnight, Bob held up his hand.  “Enough.  I need a couple hours of sleep before I get back to it.”

“Honey, you’ve been through all this stuff twice now.  Just give it a rest until morning.”

“We’ll see.”

They walked hand-in-hand up the stairs to the second floor of the home.  There, they went to their bedroom—one of four large bedrooms on the floor, each with its own large bathroom.  After their pre-bed routine, including shower, they settled in.  After a bit, Bob slid over to Michelle, gave her a long kiss, then started stroking her body.

Tillie—knowing what was coming from past experience—got off the end of the bed to plop down on a throw rug.  When their love-making grew more intense, Tillie got up, in all her dignity, to leave the room headed to her bedroom. 

When they lay spent, Michelle kissed Bob.  “Wow, you’re something, that was wonderful.  But I’d have thought you were too tired.  Guess you needed to relieve your stress a bit.”

“No—just hungry for your bod, darling.”

“Glad you were.”

***

[image: ]


While those two had been making love, the kidnapper from Columbia had reached his planned second rest stop.  After getting out of his well-concealed panel truck, to look around to make sure he was alone in the wooded area, he opened the rear doors.  Inside, he raised the seat covering Katy.  Besides his rest stop, he had made two other brief stops, to get the girls out to stretch their legs and to relieve themselves.  

On the second of those two brief stops, he discovered Katy had been unable to hold her urge to urinate.  The kidnapper had been angry at first, but decided the odor might attract Bigfoot, so had done nothing to clean her up.  However, he had placed large diapers he’d brought along on both girls, realizing he should have done so earlier.  Both girls had hoods over their heads to keep them from seeing him, even though he had a feeling they might have to be killed anyhow—even if Bigfoot didn’t snatch them.  He had no intention of running the risk of being recognized.

After he got Katy out, he walked her to a spot away from the truck.  There he loosened the shorts she was wearing, then removed the diaper.  By then knowing what to do, she squatted to do what she needed to do...a bowel movement, as well as urinating.  The kidnapper didn’t bother cleaning her up, as he simply put the diaper back in place before pulling up her shorts.  When he walked her back to his vehicle, he put on a robe-like garment and a hood, like the one Katy had on.  The difference was his had eye holes.  

Satisfied, he pulled Katy’s hood off before he helped her take a long drink of water from a bottle he grabbed from a large box of bottled water.  With her hands immobile due to the handcuffs the kidnapper had placed on her, it was difficult to hold the bottle to take the drink, so the kidnapper helped her.  

Next, he gave her a snack bar.  When she finished eating it, he helped her with another drink, then put her back in her prison, as she was thinking of the seat storage cavity.  After he put her back, he followed the same routine with Lindsey.  

Lindsey had already figured out who her captor was, but had sense enough to keep it to herself, figuring correctly that the hoods were to keep her from finding out who he was.  She also figured out, again correctly, if he knew she knew, her life expectancy was likely to be shorter than it otherwise might be.  She only hoped Katy would have sense enough to keep quiet on the subject if she too figured out who he was.  She did, however, think to herself, “Okay, bastard...have your fun.  But when my Dad finds you, he’ll more than kick your ass.”
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While the Columbia kidnapper settled down on the now-closed seat above Lindsey, the Berkeley kidnapper had reached his rest stop area.  He followed much the same routine as his Columbia cohort had, before he too stretched out for a nap.  Both men had set small alarm clocks to wake them.  The Columbia kidnapper planned on a four-hour stop, while the one from Berkeley settled on a two-hour rest stop. 

While those two were falling into slumber, Dan Orf—who was all tangled up with his wife Janet in bed—was sound asleep when his phone rang.  Janet eased away from him as he stirred before reaching for the phone.  He glanced at the display panel, then with a groan answered, “Hi, Hector.  What’s up?”

“You, if you’ll do a favor for me and a good guy.  Hank Cooper’s little girl, Ashley, has evidently been kidnapped from the university grounds up in Berkeley.  As you know, he’s in no condition to go up there.  He called me to ask for help, after he called Gordon Bergmann.  Gordo suggested he call me.  I can’t go up there because I’ve gotta testify tomorrow.  Will you take care of it?”

“Hell, yes...give me Hank’s home number.  I’ll call him once Janet and I are in the air.  About time for Janet to get up anyhow—she normally pees about now.”

His comment drew a poke in the ribs, as Dan was trying to write down Hank Cooper’s phone number.  Hector gave him home and cell numbers, before he thanked him for his help, knowing no thanks were really needed because Dan knew Hank well.

Gordon Bergmann was the Los Angeles Police Department’s Chief of Detectives.  Detective Sergeant Hank Cooper was one of his leading detectives.  He had been working on a special unit set up to investigate in high-crime areas of Los Angeles.  He had been severely wounded in a recent gun battle with a drug gang, to the point he had already had knee replacement—along with other surgeries.  

Hector had the largest detective/protection agency in California.  He and Dan were long-time friends who had both been with Jim Scott on his super-secret unit.  Dan and Janet—along with Anson Clark, another associate of Jim—had a small detective agency.  They worked out of an office in the same building as Hector.  Their office, in fact, had a connecting door to Hector’s office.   Hector and Anson were both retired Marines, while Dan was retired Navy.  Dan and Anson had both been Navy SEALs, also, and they had been in the same unit for a time with Bob Becker.

Dan headed to the bathroom for a fast shower.  Janet joined him there, to hurry things along as fast as they could.  While Dan dressed, he thought of the case Hector had to testify at.  The defense attorney had asked the wrong question during his interrogation of a witness.  The prosecution was going to call Hector as a rebuttal witness.  The likely outcome of Hector’s testimony was sure to seal the conviction of the defendant.    

As they both showered, et cetera, then dressed, Dan kept a running commentary to Janet going on, in an effort to bring her up-to-speed on the situation.  When they both hurried to their kitchen, Janet asked, “Have you even taken a breath, since I got in the shower with you?” 

Dan laughed, “I don’t think so,” then he let their German Shepherd (a gift from Bob) out for his morning romp around their, now (since his arrival) fenced-in back yard.

Janet started breakfast as he did.  After Dan put out the dog food, he helped Janet with breakfast.  When they had eaten, Janet glanced at her watch.  She groaned, “It’s only ten after one, darling.   Wonder if Jim is involved in this?”

Dan laughed, “Yeah.  We got all the stuff for Bob from him.”

“You don’t think this is somehow related, do you?”

“No...just saying.  Also, you’re right about Jim.  He did cost us a bunch of sleep for a number of years...bless his heart.”

“Yeah, we did do good in those years, didn’t we?”

Dan just nodded, as he put the first mouthful of food where it needed to go.  When they finished eating, they let the dog back in and washed up.  They set their alarm, and gathered the things they thought they might need, Janet asked, “What about overnight bags?”

“Let’s not take the time...let’s just go.  If it turns into a long-term deal, we can buy what we need up there.  Also, on the way to your plane, give Anson a call for dog duty.”

During the short drive to the small airport, where Janet kept her plane (given to her by Jim), Dan thought about Janet’s question regarding the possibility of the two kidnappings being related.  He decided to put it aside, until he had more information, but not to forget the possibility.

Once Janet had the plane up and headed for Berkeley, Dan called Hank Cooper.  When he answered, Dan got right to the point.  “Hi, pal...sorry to hear about your daughter.  Janet and I are in the air, headed up there.  Want to fill me in with what you know?”

“Hector told me he’d ask you to go, since he can’t.  I fully understand his deal.  I also really appreciate you helping me out.  As to what I know, not much.  A couple of her friends, evidently told the locals up there she was headed to the library to return some books.  The books and her purse were found next to her dorm.  Her car was still parked behind the building.  That’s it.  Almost has to be a kidnapping.”

“Sounds like it.  If so, the doer of bad deeds should know better than to approach you for ransom...if he knows squat about you.  Cops in this town may be overpaid, but not enough to make a kidnapping worth the danger.”

In spite of the circumstances, Hank laughed, “Overpaid, my ass.  Anyhow, Dan, thanks again.  Glad you didn’t ask if I wanted to go with you in your plane.  No way.  I can’t even pee by myself.”

“I know, Hank.  You just hang in there...I’ll do my best.”

“Know you will.  By the by, I don’t know anyone up there.”

“I do.  Hector knows the same guy.  We catch a break there, the guy we know is the Campus Police Chief.  Name’s Roy Niehoff.  He’s a retired Army Bird Colonel...worked for Hector for a time.  Hector helped get him the job, along with Red Grassi and your Chief—of Police, not detectives.  I worked with him while he was with Hector a few times.  Good fella.”

“Thank God for friends like you and Hector.”

“I don’t think anyone’s ever said that to me before—thanks.  Okay, Hank, I’m gonna go.  Want to call Roy...maybe someone else.  Take care.  I’ll keep you posted.”

“Thanks.  I really appreciate this.”

“Yeah—well, remember it the next time your pull me over for speeding.”

Hank was laughing as Dan ended the call.  Next, he used his laptop—one of the items he’d brought with him—to find the number he had for Chief Niehoff, as he thought back to when Hector and Red had helped him get the job.  Red Grassi was perhaps the richest man in California, as well as golfing partner and friend of both Hector and the Chief of Police.  Hector had a bit of influence, even as far away from Los Angeles as Berkeley.  When Red and the Chief chimed in, Roy Niehoff was all but sworn in without further ado.  

Roy answered his phone, “Hello, Dan.  Guess you’re interested in the Cooper kidnapping, too.  I already got calls from Hector, Red Grassi, and the Chief.”

“Yes, I’m on my way to see you...coming by plane.  Can you fix me up with a ride when we get there?  Also, tell us which small airport to land at.”

“If the fox you’re married to is with you, sure.”

“I’ll tell her she still has you as an admirer.  Let me hand my phone over to her so you can tell her were to go...make that where to land.”

Both Janet and Roy were chuckling, as Dan handed his phone to Janet.  “Hi, partner.  Remember the thing we did together back in the day?”

“Hell, yeah, Jan.  The outfit you wore to draw attention to yourself while Dan, Hector, and I snuck around back of the guy’s house is unforgettable.  My wife had seen the way I ogled you, I’d be divorced.  Your hair still red—or have you turned gray in your old age?”

“You were on a roll until your last, Chief Niehoff.  Where do I land?”

After he laughed, he told Janet which airport would be best.  When Janet repeated the name of the airport, Roy asked, “When can I expect you?”

Janet gave him her approximate ETA, then the two chatted for a few moments before ending the call.  Janet handed the phone back to Dan.  “He sure is a great guy, love.  I’m glad Hector, et al got him the job up there.  Sure will make our job easier.”

“You ain’t kiddin’, dear.  I’m thinking I better call Jim.”

“Bit early.” 

“He’d be pissed if he found out I didn’t.  Bet you a night of good sex Hector’s already called him.”

“Heck, yeah—I’ll take the bet.  Can’t lose.”

Dan was grinning as he called Jim.  Jim was in the computer complex when the phone rang.  He answered, “Hector called me.  I’m at the computer.  I told him about the stuff I sent to you and Bob Becker.  He told me he doesn’t like coincidences.  After I cussed him for waking me, I agreed.  I’m getting together much of the same type info I got for you and Becker.  I guess it’s occurred to you these two deals may be connected?”

“It has.  Please tell me the guy who the whack job prof. in Columbia goes Bigfoot hunting with is a like-minded sort in Berkeley.  Your stuff said he’d been going Bigfoot hunting with another prof.”

“Good guess.  The guy in Berkeley is named Bentley Clay.  The Cooper girl took an Archeology class from him.  Like the two girls in Columbia, she got her worst grade from him.  She has conservative leanings, too.  Several possibilities about these three suddenly up and missing—along with a Bigfoot hunt—gives me several thoughts...none of which I like.”

“You wanna call Bob, or should I?”

“If we all wind up in Washington looking for Bigfoot hunters, he’ll need a way out there.  I’ll give him a call.”

“He’s got a plane.”

“Yeah, but it’s a prop job.  Hell, Holly and I can get there and back while he’s foolin’ around making a one-way trip.  Plus which, I’d like to meet him.  Also, would like to go over his thinking on this deal face-to-face.  I know you like the guy—I’d bet I will, too...but do want to meet him.”

“See you’ve checked up on him a bit, since you know about what kind of plane he has.  If your research didn’t turn it up, he’s got a landing strip at his place.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Okay, you call him.  Get me what you have.  I’ve got my laptop with me.  We’ll be landing pretty soon.  As soon as I find out anything, I’ll call.  Oh, before I go—did Hector tell you he’s gotta testify tomorrow?”

“He did.  But if you’ve checked your watch recently, he’s testifying today.”

“Glad you’ve still got your sense of humor considering the time.”
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