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Rod stood deathly still, his heart pounding wildly, hand on the laboratory door, mustering up the courage for what he would do inside that room before dawn. He shook his shoulders and moved forward. A low groan slipped across his lips as he argued with himself. Man up, Rod, you can do this. Keep moving. He knew his daughter, Opal, had planned to commit treason, and he would not allow it. But he also knew that if she ever discovered what he was about to do, she would hate and despise him for the rest of her life. 

In the room, he looked right, then to his left, and he spotted bright rays of light shining on the polished oak floor from under the closed bathroom door. He could hear her singing over the sound of the shower water. She was up early, mentally preparing herself for her visitors, who were to arrive that evening at 6 P.M. 

He paused long enough to recall the discussion he'd had with his obnoxious daughter, trying to open her eyes to the fact that the contractor work she was engaged in would put her life in danger if she persisted in dealing with questionable characters.

Okay, Rod, you've delayed long enough. Just do it.

Stepping through the doorway, his mind was a jumble of fear, remorse, love, and sorrow all at once, as he tried to stop the unrelenting pulse echoing through his brain by rubbing his temple.

He inched along toward the old wall safe. Suddenly, a blast of thunder vibrated through his body and shook everything under the predawn sky, followed by a bolt of lightning that lit up the room. Clutching his chest, he snapped his head left toward the half-opened window on the other side of the room, where the lightning illuminated Henry's fat, furry body, stretched across the windowsill. He could see the cat was tracking him. Sagging against the wall in relief, he tried to calm his racing heart as he locked eyes with the cat, knowing it would keep his confidence. 

Standing motionless, he couldn't stop thinking about supper last night and his argument with Opal. 

Opal was going to get them fired. She thought that the money she made in her outside contract work justified her involvement, and what the CIA thought about it, she couldn’t care less. 

He could still see that rueful smile forming on her lips; she hoped it would discourage him from asking more questions as she gave him that dismissive wave.

Another bolt of lightning and a clap of thunder brought his mind back to business. He stood face-to-face with the wall safe. He clicked on the pencil flashlight and slid it between his front teeth. Maneuvering the thin beam just enough to light up the tumbler in front of him. He swallowed hard, forcing down the lump that formed in his throat while controlling his shaky fingers, struggling to turn the safe knob right ten, left five, and right fifteen. He was almost to the point of no return.

Rod swiped the sleeve of his jacket across the beads of sweat that ran down his face, and then he heard the sound. Clank, bang, the heavy door slid open. Frozen in time, he held his breath and glanced toward the bathroom door. He let out a long sigh. The shower water was still running. 

He looked in the safe. 

The only thing in the safe was the envelope. Sliding it from the shelf, he examined the front. Darn! A metal tab sealed the top of it; If it would break off, Opal would know he had messed with it. He pushed the tab up without breaking it, and a quick look inside the envelope. There they are.

He slid the contents out and replaced them with the copies he had made, which were just inside his pocket; as he pulled them out, his arms felt like steel weights. He struggled and then managed to retrieve them. After he switched the contents, he carefully tucked the envelope with the real weapons inside his jacket pocket. Then, placed the other envelope on the shelf inside the safe, closed the safe door, and gave the tumbler a quick spin. Patting his pocket, thinking he needed to find the perfect hiding place for them.

The shower water stopped; that was his cue to leave. 

Quiet as a shadow, he withdrew toward the door that led into the hall while keeping a wary eye on the bathroom. He paused long enough to glance in Henry's direction as a crisp fall breeze ruffled his fur, then, quiet as an apparition, made his retreat; having finished the deed, there was no turning back. His fate was now sealed forever.

A shiver shook his whole body as he stepped into the hallway, shaking his head in doubt at what he had done while knowing in his heart that he had done the right thing.

He scampered down the hallway, paused at the front door, and forced his mind to think of business as usual. He opened it and went out.

Rod paused. "Whew. What is that acrid scent?" Waving his hand in front of his face while bounding down the stone steps, he quickly found safety inside his car. Slipping the key into the ignition, the motor roared to life. With his foot on the brake, he waited patiently, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel while staring out the windshield. The headlights spotlighted a black and white critter, followed by three little ones waddling across the cobblestone driveway, and disappeared into the shrubs and bushes at the side. While watching them, he fought back feelings of remorse for the dastardly deed he had just completed. Shaking his head, thinking about the job he was going to. What's done is done. 

He quickly pulled down the visor to shield his eyes from the blinding white light splintering through the treetops, announcing a new day. He eased the car down the street, and turned right onto Broad Street, for a client meeting in his surveillance business. 

Driving slowly, he glanced from one side of the street to another, admiring the rustic, beautifully decorated, well-kept brick and stone dwellings that lined both sides of the road. The leaders of Whispering Pines had worked tirelessly year after year, advertising this quaint place as a year-round Christmas Village. It was working: the hotels were booked solid all year, with tourists wanting an old-fashioned Christmas every year. 

He pondered the envelope in his pocket and where to hide it. 

He slowed the car to turn left through the opened chain-link gates protecting the post office parking lot. Steering the car into a space between two postal trucks in front of the loading docks. Lingering in the car, he took out his notebook, pulled a paper from it, and began writing. After finishing, he folded the paper, slid the envelope from his pocket, tucked the note inside, and put the envelope back in his pocket. He lingered a few seconds while studying the orange gurneys overflowing with parcels on the jam-packed dock. Two postal clerks stood together on the pier and were in deep conversation. When they saw Rod, they stopped talking, and Marcy waved at him as he opened the car door and exited. 

“Hi Rod, how are you? You’re up and about early today.”

“Hi Marcy, I’m doing great. Just a little business to take care of today. How are you?”

“I could be better, but there’s no sense in complaining.” Marcy frowned, and then she and Joy, the other clerk, went back to sorting parcels.

With quick footfalls, he scurried around the front of the vehicle. Walked briskly toward the steps, ascending them two at a time. He zig-zagged around the gurney, blocking his path to the door. As he approached the clerks with a smile, he said, "Glad I'm not the one who has to sort and deliver all those packages."

Joy smiled, "You should be glad you're not." She picked up a parcel and tossed it into an empty gurney beside Rod.

Rod dashed through the employees’ only door. He stopped just inside for a minute; a familiar mixture of freshly brewed coffee and sugar-laden donuts pulled his head to the left. "Hm...I could use a cup of that coffee about now."  

His attention was drawn to the center of the room, where it sounded like a fight was taking place. With his hands on his hips, he chuckled, watching the postmaster fight with a ladder, trying to position it into an opening in the ceiling. Rod raised his hand, “Hello Ethan, how are you? Who's winning, you or the ladder?"

Startled, Ethan looked up, "Oh...good morning, Rod, well, I think I am." The tall, well-built thirty-something man stopped and placed his foot on the ladder's bottom rung, "Glad you made it. I’m anxious to get this project finished.” 

Frustration in his friend’s voice echoed in Rod's ears. "Well, in that case, show me what needs to be done so I can start finishing this project for you."

Ethan pointed across the room, “I set a ladder up for you over there.” We need to see what happens at all the mail cases and supervisors' desks—basically, the whole floor. That won't be an easy task."

"Oh...don't worry, Ethan; this should be an easy setup with the cameras. My guys would have it finished in a couple of hours."

Rod walked to the ladder and scurried up until his shoulders were about the rafters, "I'm anxious to take a look to see what needs to be done." Rod said.

Ethan climbed his ladder and stopped when his shoulders were above the ceiling tile; in the dim light he looked across the rafters in Rod's direction. Ethan started to chuckle as he leaned his elbow on a rafter and watched Rod waving his hands around. "What are you doing over there?" 

"Darn things, they're on all the rafters." Rod swung his arms wildly, swatting at the cobwebs now clinging to his face and clothes. His fingers were getting sticky. "Yuck." He said, and in one quick movement, he brushed the white silk from his hands onto his pants legs. Then he started to fish around in his jacket pocket for the flashlight, and his fingers touched the envelope. Oh, yeah, perfect. He glanced across the rafters to see if Ethan was still watching him. 

Ethan seemed distracted by movement below as the clerks pushed full gurneys of parcels around the room. One more glance in Ethan's direction before he placed the sealed envelope under a piece of insulation between the rafters. There, that should take care of that.

He pulled out the light, flipped it on, and waved it around in the dark area as a pointer. "That's much better. Ethan, you'll need at least three cameras to cover the entire floor area." He paused, then swatted at a spider crawling on his sleeve. "Darn things."

"I wasn't planning on three, but the new district manager wants the cameras, so I'm sure he'll pay for them."

Shifting his position before looking at Ethan, Rod gave him a questioning stare. "Do you know why they are putting cameras in here when all they do in this building is sort and case mail?"

"You know, Rod, I wish I knew.” Ethan paused, putting his hand on his hip. "But I get paid to do what I'm told." Raising his eyebrow with a half-smile, "Don't know why."

“Ethan, I'll send my techs out tomorrow morning to do the job.” They climbed down their ladders. “It should only take a couple of hours. Do you want me to help you put the ladders away?”

“Thanks, but I can take care of it. I should have everything ready for your people by five tomorrow morning.” Ethan brushed insulation and cobwebs from his shirt and pulled the sticky ones from his hair as he continued talking. "Well, Rod, putting this job behind me will be nice, so I don't have to think about it anymore. Pointing toward the far wall, "Rod, help yourself to a cup of coffee and a donut on the table over there.”

"Thanks. I think I will; it's been a long morning." Turning, they walked together to the table. 

"This is quite a spread," Rod said while pouring a cup of coffee and looking over the assortment of donuts. “I think I'll have a chocolate cream stick; they're my favorite." Licking his lips, Rod took a bite. "They are so good with coffee." Then he took a couple more drinks from the cup as he finished the donut. He threw his cup in the trash can and wiped his sticky fingers on a napkin before shaking Ethan's hand. "Thanks again, Ethan, for the chance to do this job; my little company appreciates the work. Thanks to friends like you, it will keep growing and give me a secure retirement in a couple of years."

“That’s what friends are for, Rod; glad I could help you."

“I hate to rush off, Ethan, but I'm anxious to spend the rest of my day off with my sweet Jackie.” Rod hurried out the door.
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That evening, tall and slender Lulu Lamb was slipping and sliding in the icy field, struggling to avoid a nasty fall on the corn stubble that stood up like knives waiting for a victim. “Wait up, for heaven’s sake, Fisher, don’t walk so fast!”

Fisher stopped in his tracks, whirled around, and whispered through gritted teeth with forced restraint and clenched fists, "Lulu, you’re always complaining? You said you could keep up, give me your hand.” He grabbed her hand with a hard jerk. 

“Ouch, thank you, Fisher, I think.” 

"I'll steady you... hang onto me and stop your rants." 

Eighteen-year-old Fisher tried to ignore her whining and used the power of his muscular six-foot-three-inch body to help Lulu navigate the treacherous field. Together, they advanced up the steep, slippery hillside toward the back of the Fentwood mansion, which loomed large twenty feet in front of them. An eerie glow from the full moon's brightness surrounded the stately structure. 

When a premonition shook Fisher to his core, he halted in his tracks and glanced in all directions, simultaneously squeezing Lulu's hand so hard that it stunned her for a second.

“Ouch, Fisher, you’re hurting my hand. Why did you stop like that?” Lulu said as she glanced back at Cassie, who was walking behind them, and had to grab the back of Lulu’s jacket to keep from falling

He loosened his grip on her hand. “Sorry, Lulu. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I don’t know. I can’t shake this sudden feeling that something terrible is about to happen.” He shuddered all over, wanting desperately to shake whatever it was out of his mind and body.

Cassie's eyes narrowed as she put her hand on her hip and shook her finger at Fisher. "The only terrible thing about to happen is if you stop like that again, I'm going to smack you one. We could have gotten hurt if we had slipped on this icy snow and fallen on one of these corn stubble."

"Wow, Fisher, that's not good." Lulu gave him a stern look.

"I know. Sorry about that; I'll try to watch it from now on. I wouldn't want Cassie to smack me." Fisher whispered with a sly grin. 

Patting his arm, Lulu gave him a gentle hug. “It’s going to be okay. It’s probably just the excitement of learning what Opal is up to.” Lulu glanced back at Cassie and winked.

No amount of preparation would be enough to prepare any of them for what awaited a few feet away in the shadows of time.  

"Let's get moving, ladies. Chad and Sherry are going to wonder what we’re doing.” As they started up through the field again, Fisher tried to shake off the heavy dread and glanced back toward Chad and Sherry, who were a few feet behind them.

Chad held Sherry's hand, helping her weave around the corn stubble. He looked in front of him at Fisher and the girls and raised his voice. "Hey, Fisher, slow down. What's your hurry anyway?"

Fisher, Lulu, and Cassie stopped again, turned toward Chad, and Fisher scowled at him, with a hard grin through clenched teeth, “What’s wrong with you people? I don’t want to miss whoever it is coming to see Opal tonight. I know that my sister is up to no good!”

Chad halted, "Fisher! Can't you see the girls are struggling to walk in this icy field? Show them a little consideration. Your house is just up ahead. We won't miss anything."

Fisher jerked off his wool knit hat, gripped it tight, squeezed it with his fingers, shook his head, lowered his voice, and said, "Okay! Ladies, okay, just keep up if you can." Grumbling, he turned and jammed his hat back on his head, pulled it down over his ears, and started up the hill again, as he mumbled to himself with each step.

Chad tossed a wink in Sherry's direction, accompanied by a grin. Chad was the senior class flirt, who winked at all the girls and told them how pretty they were. The girls all knew it was a line: that his heart belonged to Sherry. They didn't care. They liked the attention of a good-looking guy, the star of the basketball team, and the National Honor Society president.

Sherry mouthed the words’ thank you’ with a smile. 

Then Chad leaned in toward her and slipped his arm around Sherry's thin waist and swept her up against his tall, muscular frame. He stared at her with his deep blue eyes and unruly brown hair that blew in the wind, "I'll carry you up the hill if you want me to, Sherry."

Put me down, she said. “I’m pretty sure that won’t be necessary, but thanks for the offer.” She touched his arm and smiled.

A sly grin filled his handsome face as he reluctantly placed her back on the ground and released his grip. "Sherry, the offer is always there."

"Thank you, Chad. I'll try to remember that."

Lanky and slender, Sherry's alluring good looks complemented her magnetic personality. No matter where she happened to be, she filled the area with her sweet-natured chatter, which was always a part of her charm. However, she was meticulous about details.

Chad and Sherry looked up at Fisher, Cassie, and Lulu. At the same time, Cassie and Lulu turned their heads toward Chad and mouthed, "Thank you." 

He gave them a quick salute.

Cassie smiled and patted Lulu's arm. Cassie and Sherry had been Lulu's best friends since grade school. They established the Bow Street Runners, their exclusive super sleuthing club, and brought Fisher and Chad into it, feeling the need for manly brawn and input. 

Fisher dreamed of working for the government like his dad and sister, Opal. Spending most of his free time in the library studying and the rest with his four best friends, Lulu, Cassie, Chad, and Sherry. Together they would spend many evenings at Muzzeys, the oldest restaurant and coffee shop in town, on the corner of Broad and High, across the street from the old theater building. 

The five amateur detectives of Whispering Pines spent their free time solving local mysteries at the school and around the neighborhood. At times, they annoyed the police, and at other times, they assisted the police in solving a crime. 

They were looking forward to graduating from high school in the spring and pursuing their dream jobs after four years of college.

Fisher stopped and put his hand in the air and asked, "Listen, guys, do you hear that?" They all stopped and could hear the voices of women up ahead. Fisher started to move slowly toward the open laboratory window, and the others followed him. 

They paused in front of the window, listening as they stared inside, shielded from Opal's view by Henry's fat angora body stretched across the wide sill. The cats' ears perked up; he didn't give them away, knowing it was Fisher and his friends. But the cat’s steady gaze followed them, tracking their every move as they continued to spy.

"Yep, it’s Opal and Elena, the maid," Fisher whispered. "They sound like they're arguing about something." He put his finger to his lips, and in unison, they ducked down as they moved closer to the window to watch and listen.

"Hurry up, Elena. We don't have  all night. They'll be here in a couple of minutes." Opal turned, sweeping her arm. "Set the tray down here." She pointed to the table in the center of the room, her hand on her hip, impatiently waiting, wanting Elena to finish.

"Yes, Miss. I'm moving as fast as I can." She huffed as she slid the tray, holding a coffee pot and cups, onto the table.

“May I leave now?” Wringing her hands, Elena glanced up at Opal.

Opal gave her a dismissive wave. "Yes, please do leave; go home to your family."

"Good night then, Miss." She hurried toward the door. 

"Oh...Elena, one more thing." 

Elena stopped and turned, staring into Opal's dark eyes.

“Elena, was Mother still in the library shelving her new books? What was Father doing?”

"Yes, they were in the library, but I don't know what they were doing. I'm interested in going home. Oh, Miss, would you like me to close that window before I go? There's a lot of cold air coming in?"

"I'll close it later. Henry likes to spread out on the sill, purr, and gaze up at the moon. Go figure, he's a crazy cat." She shrugged. 

“You may go now.” Opal pointed to the door.

“Thank you, Miss.” Elena turned and swaggered out the door.

Standing outside, Lulu giggled. With a gentle nudge, Fisher placed his hand over her mouth, then looked sternly at Cassie and Sherry, who were trying to contain their laughter. At the same time, Chad looked at Fisher with a big, silly grin and a shrug. 

Fisher cringed and whispered, "Stop it; if Opal hears us, we will be in big trouble."

Wide-eyed, Chad threw a snappy salute at Fisher. 

Sherry looked at Fisher with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Then Fisher and the other teens turned, pressed their backs hard against the stone wall, warming their bodies from the heat oozing through the cracks in the old stones. They stood silently, staring at the lights twinkling from the small town below. The young detectives grew quiet, watching while waiting for something to happen.     

Opal and her father invented gadgets for agents to use in the world of spies. Opal's newest weapon was the invention of microchip invisibility. She once told her dad, this will put the Secret Service light-years ahead in the spy world. 

Opal turned and hurried to the safe, where she retrieved an envelope and walked back to her desk, placing it in the top drawer. She strolled around the room, inspecting everything to ensure she left no traces of the weapons, so her father wouldn't know what she was about to do. "If he ever found out. Well, I don't want to think about that now." She whispered as she looked at Henry. 

Twenty-eight-year-old Opal sidled across the room to the window overlooking the fields behind the house. She was taller than her mother, with short dark hair and a beautifully chiseled face. She stood stroking Henry's full coat as she ran her fingers along his fluffy tail. A gentle purr oozed from Henry with each stroke. Opal spoke softly to her reflection, captured in the window. "I have the beautiful face of my mom and my dad's eyes." She glanced down at her watch. "Oh dear, my buyers should be arriving any minute now," she said, moving to her desk and sitting down.

Opal’s mother was fussing in the library, “Rod, I'm so glad you could spend the day with me. It was a lovely time. Going out to eat at my favorite breakfast spot. Then, the long walk in the park. Yes, it was a perfect day. And now to spend the evening together. What more could I ask for?" A smile of satisfaction lit up her face. It accentuated her petite and regal figure and brightened her feline, honey-colored eyes. Yet, she was always quiet, discreet, and soft-spoken. She met Rod while working as a core intelligence collection analyst for the government. Rod, a tall, good-looking man, caught Jackie's eye the first time she passed him in the hallway of their workplace; it was love at first sight. He nodded and smiled as they passed each other, and he elbowed the man with him, "Who is that beautiful woman?" After they married, Rod asked her if she would quit her job and stay home to keep the house. She was delighted to do so because she didn't like working the long hours her career required. Staying home to keep house and raise children sounded like a piece of cake to her. Opal came first, and then ten years later, Fisher surprised them. 

From his leather chair in front of the oversized stone fireplace, Rod glanced up, closing the book he was reading. He stared at the mesmerizing flames as they crackled and hissed, dancing around, consuming the logs, pushing heat into all the nooks and crannies of their extensive library, and chasing away the dampness of a frigid day. Then a pleasant smile brightened his eyes; he pulled the pipe from his lips and held it in his hand. "Ah...Jackie, just as you said, it was a fun day, relaxing for a change." 

Strolling around the floor-to-ceiling, thirty-year collection of her first edition books that filled the oak shelves of their spacious reading room, as Jackie called it. She paused and closed her eyes, breathed deep, filling her lungs with the smell of cherry tobacco from Rod’s meerschaum pipe. The two of them relished their alone time because it was so rare, quietly appreciating the presence of each other in the same room. 

At the fireplace, she paused to reposition the intricately carved ivory box, which occupied the center spot on the wide mantle. Glancing at Rod. “Does Fisher use this anymore?” 

He looked up to see what she was referring to, chuckling, "Once in a while, when he thinks no one is looking, I'll see him put stamps and papers in it." He put his pipe back in his mouth and returned to his book.

"Good. I'm glad Fisher uses it." She moved to the window overlooking the winding driveway and stared at the stars, which were starting to light up the night sky. 

“Jackie, why don't you pull a good book off one of those shelves, and I'll slide a chair next to mine so we can enjoy the fire together while reading?" He stood to retrieve a chair from across the room. 

In a pleasant, dismissive voice, “Rod, I would love to, but I promised Opal I would watch for Harvey and Preston to come, then bring them back to the laboratory when they arrive.” Her raised eyebrows said it all to Rod.

He flashed her a dark scowl and started to pace in front of the fireplace, then suddenly plunged into his chair, wringing his hands, "If only she weren't dealing with those two, they're dangerous men. They would sell their souls for the right amount of money and wouldn't care who they put in danger doing it."

A sweet confidence filled Jackie’s voice, “Rod, Opal has put in hundreds of hours to finish this project, and for her, the reward has been a long time coming. Now she is anxious to be paid real money for all her hard work."

Dismayed that Jackie hid that piece of information from him. "Oh...and how do you know that? She didn't tell me about a private plan or project she was working on. It's hard to believe she would jeopardize her job that way." 

Jackie and Opal were unaware that last week, Rod had accidentally overheard Opal talking to Harvey on the phone about the project and its details. He hoped she would come to her senses and call it off. But she didn’t, and he never let on that he knew anything about it. 

Jackie quickly looked away, "Oh, dear. I think I've said too much; you must talk to Opal." She turned back to the window.

He started pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace again as he spoke, "You can bet I will. Later tonight, Opal and I will have a serious talk. She has put us both in an untenable situation."

In the sweetest voice she could muster, “Now, Rod, just calm down; it can't be all that bad."

Filled with bitter indignation at Jackie’s comment, he paused and stared at her open-mouthed, "Jackie! You don’t seem to understand the complex situation she has created. Harvey and Preston being involved in this project is a sure sign that trouble is to come. Opal knows our supervisor will fire her if she's caught selling anything she created. Their policy has always been that as long as you’re working for them, everything you invent or create while working for them belongs to them, whether you make it on your own time or on the government’s."

Stammering and stuttering, Jackie tried to hide the truth, "What do you mean by trouble? They seem like such nice young men, a little different than most, but they are nice enough."

A thick crease shaped his eyebrows. "Seems is the important word, Jackie. You and I have discussed this too many times. We both know they work for people with criminal backgrounds, foreign governments, and often people who have deep connections in China. Those two are not nice. They would sell their own mothers for a couple of dollars, but I doubt that Preston ever had a mother. I think he was hatched."

"Now, Rod, that's not a nice thing to say; everyone has a mother."

He mumbled as he plopped down into his chair and grabbed his book, "No, it's not nice, but it's true."

With a heavy sigh, Jackie waved him off. Standing at the window like a sentinel, now and again, she cocked her head from side to side like a watchful sparrow. Waiting. Then, when the streetlights started coming on one by one up Broad Street Hill, ending at Windermere Lane, she spotted headlights turning into the driveway. "Oh, dear," she mumbled, dashing down the hall to the laboratory; she opened the door, "Opal, they're coming up the driveway now."

“Thank you, Mother. Will you let them in and bring them back here?”

“Yes, Dear.” As Jackie rushed down the hall, the doorbell chimed. 

Getting up from the desk, Opal walked toward the table in the center of the room, where she rearranged some of the coffee cups.
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The doorbell chimes echo throughout the house, "Heads up, everyone.” Fisher whispered. “Sounds like Opal's visitors have arrived." 

They used the shadows for cover and relied on Henry's enormous body to help hide them. Together, they turned toward the window to watch and listen.

Opal treated Fisher like a kid who was too young to understand the importance of her work. Fisher would hang around Opal, trying her patience, as he hunted for a good mystery for their gang to solve.  When she'd catch him listening in on her phone calls and client meetings, she would wave her arms, shooing him away like a little child.

"In here, gentlemen," Jackie waved the two men through the door where Opal anxiously awaited them.


Fisher and the gang moved into the shadows, just enough to see without being seen as they listened intently. "Thank you, Henry, for your big fat body," Fisher whispered.



Sherry whispered while elbowing Chad. "Get a load of those guys, they look like TV characters."

Fisher whipped his head in their direction and gave them both a loud look.

“Thank you, Mother,” Opal smiled and nodded at her guests.

"You're welcome, Dear. Your father and I will be in the library if you need anything." Jackie pulled the doors half-closed and scurried toward the library. 

She stepped into the room, where her husband was pretending to be reading his book. 

He glanced at her, "I watched them coming down the hall. They're still as creepy as they ever were." He laid the book on the table next to his chair and stood.

"Oh, Rod," She waved him off and returned to shelving her books.

In the laboratory, Harvey gave Opal a questioning look.

Caught off guard, Opal held his stare. "Why the look?" 

Harvey leaned close to Opal, "You told me not to worry. Your father would be out of town. You assured me he would never know we had been here. From the corner of my eye, walking down the hall, I saw him in the chair in front of the fireplace. Then your mom confirmed it when she said, your father and I will be in the library.” His pink eyes held her intense stare as his thick fingers rubbed his face. "Anyway, let's get down to business. We have more important things to discuss." He said with a bitter twist of his lips.

Opal half-smiled, "I'm all for getting down to business." Then she took two steps back. A cold glare filled her eyes as she turned, staring at Preston. "Hello, Preston, I'm glad to see you."

His froggy eyes stared beyond her to the window, "I see you still have that strange, fat cat. Why would you be glad to see me?" He bobbed his head in her direction.

Opal raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms, "Why, Preston, you know the old saying, keep your friends and enemies close. By the way, Henry's not strange. He just senses when certain people aren't to be trusted."

Preston didn't try to hide the leer filling his face as he stared her down. His Adam's apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed hard and grinned at her. "Well, now you know where you stand with me."

Opal turned quickly and opened the desk drawer, took out the envelope, and handed it to Harvey. "Here is what you ordered."
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