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CHAPTER 1
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It was summertime. Mabel determinedly avoided the leather jacket that she usually wore whenever she went out. The day being sweltering hot, she settled for a pair of jeans and a thin cotton shirt, and as an afterthought, she tied a black silk scarf around her slender neck. Her friends too had followed her example, having no other choice, considering the heat.

They were standing by on a corner of the road, gazing at the sky and letting out a sigh of exasperation. 

“I wonder why the sky up there is sweating so much today,” mused Sara, whistling softly.

“Maybe the work up there is pretty exhausting,” returned Mabel sarcastically.

“Then why is it that we too must suffer the heat along with it?” complained Rita, wrinkling her pert nose.

“I sincerely wish I could answer that question of yours,” answered Mabel irritably. She walked down the road, followed by her friends, who were talking among themselves. She turned halfway and watched them with a curious expression on her young, beautiful face.

“Do you realize there is still a lot of work pending?” 

They were police recruits, which was their temporary assignment, until such a time when they would be well equipped for the duties of a policewoman. They had started to accept the tasks given to them by the local superintendent at their own risk, despite knowing that it was a big gamble with their lives. However, they believed that a bit of general practice would prove extremely remunerative in the long run.  

This particular summer morning, they were to begin on a new assignment. Mabel waited for some response from the girls and when nothing seemed to have registered, and upon noting their blank expressions, she began to explain, “Today our job is to follow Mrs Natterson’s car from a distance and see that no possible harm should come to her. She is a politician’s wife. I hope the implication is clear.” She paused for a light of understanding in their eyes, and when seeing their puzzled expressions, she continued in a rather abrupt manner, “Mr Rudolf has hired us for this job. It is, therefore, our duty to see that he derives complete satisfaction from the job he has entrusted to us. '' Once more she waited for some comment. When none was to come, she said in a soft yet authoritative voice, “Am I to understand that you all have got the message?”

“Yes,” they chorused cheerfully. 

“Well, then I see no need to tell you we had better get going.”

A block away from where they were stationed, they had left their bikes. Each of them walked up to their vehicle and were soon on their way. They traveled at the permitted speed, although they would have preferred exceeding their speed limit, a temptation they usually found hard to resist. 

Upon reaching their destination, they suddenly caught sight of Mrs. Natterson about to be seated in her car, a shining black Mercedes. The door was then closed quietly after her. Soon after, the vehicle started moving. Mabel gave the signal, and curtailing unnecessary delay, the girls began following the car, alert to any danger that might have been lurking in the vicinity.

Mrs. Natterson was on her way to attend a social meeting that took place twice a week. Being the committee’s most prominent member, her presence there was undoubtedly necessary. She was not aware that her car was being followed. The car stopped at the Ambassador Club, and just as Mrs. Natterson, with studied grace, bent to emerge from the car, a resounding shot rang out from the opposite direction, piercing the silence of that particular morning. But fortunately for her, the bullet did not quite hit its target, Mrs. Natterson. Taken by surprise, the lady crumpled gracefully on the side road and fainted. 

Wasting little time, Mabel hurriedly gave orders that her girls carried out unquestioningly, with efficiency. Leaving three girls in charge of the unconscious lady, she proceeded to go after the man who had aimed the shot at the gentle lady. With the kind of professional touch that she possessed, it did not take her long to stop the culprit.

Planting her bike right in front of the desperate man, and blocking his escape route, she descended from the vehicle, and in a swift, agile movement raised her right leg to throw him off balance, and at the same time, sprang on him with the swiftness of a jungle cat. He struggled frantically but when held at gun’s point, he soon stopped fighting. His gun had fallen on the ground during the short struggle and was now in Mabel’s possession. She beckoned her colleagues to join her, and with their surprising strength, they overpowered the man in seconds. One karate chop professionally engineered by Mabel, and the man was rendered helpless, much to his embarrassment and dismay, as the fairer sex had manipulated him. There were now spectators mockingly viewing the whole scene, taking great delight in it.

Mabel on her part could never endure cowardice in a man, so she wasn’t very displeased when her karate chop had brought the man down on his knees, his face and clothes covered with dirt and sweat.

People who had gathered around, watching the ongoing activity interestingly, hastily dispersed once a police car approached the scene. The officers dragged them away. The inspector present there came forward and expressed his deep appreciation, warmly congratulating the girls for ministering such quick action.

“Mr. Rudolf will no doubt be delighted to hear of your success in carrying out your duties so efficiently,” he sketched a faint salute. At the same time, his merry blue eyes slowly ran over the girls interestedly, inwardly pleased with their charming persona. They returned his salutation, lips smiling and eyes filled with laughter.

The officers dragged the culprit inside the car and roughly shut the door after him.

The inspector then sketched a final wave of farewell before the vehicle sped away. The girls, with some curiosity, saw the vehicle disappearing down the wide road.

A little distance away, a total stranger was silently observing the scene before him. His steel-grey eyes rested for a long time upon Mabel before his gaze moved, distracted by the soft purr of a gleaming white Cadillac. He climbed inside the waiting car and shut the door after him, his eyes once more resting on Mabel before the Cadillac returned to life and smoothly covered the entire length of the road within a short span of time.

Mabel walked to where Mrs Natterson’s car was parked. She observed with some relief that the lady had recovered from her first shock and faintness.

“I hope, Mrs. Natterson, that you feel considerably better now. If you should so wish, I will then ask my girls to escort you to the club, and that they should stay with you until the matter in hand has been completely taken care of by the law,” she offered charmingly.

After an interval, however, the lady nodded in agreement and was safely dropped to her club. It was not very long before she was surrounded by her friends, piling her with questions that she was in no position to answer. She excused herself with some hint of diplomacy, succeeding in avoiding her curious friends for a while. At the same time, she daintily walked to where Sheila, Rita, and Wendy were standing, patiently waiting for permission to go.

“You all three have been truly wonderful. I do not know in what words to describe how grateful I am to you all for what you have done for me, though, I will allow myself to say this much, that whatever your mission entails, it certainly requires a great deal of fortitude and daring. My sincere wish is that you meet with constant success. Good day, young ladies. Er... you may leave now,’’ she smiled awkwardly. “I’ll be quite safe here amid friends,” she smiled yet again, but more benignantly.

Some friends, Sheila thought with a sneer, like overgrown vultures feeding on people’s misfortunes. The girls turned to go when Mrs Natterson suddenly asked with some curiosity, “But I still don’t understand why the police authorities remained out of the scene.” The strangeness of young girls taking over such a vast responsibility seemed to have suddenly occurred to her from out of the blue. 

The girls, for a whole minute, glanced at each other, each wondering what they could possibly say in response to such an inquiry.

“We are training to be policewomen, Mrs. Natterson,” Wendy explained on behalf of the entire group, the other two still groping for words to give a satisfying answer in reply to the direct question.

“With due permission from the authorities, I hope,” she ended with, sounding a trifle stand-offish, much to Sheila's annoyance who was then quick to retort, “Most assuredly,” although not unkindly, as their plans were likely to be disarrayed should they display a lack of etiquette.

Mrs. Natterson nodded approvingly. Recognizing dismissal, they hurriedly made for the staircase, and breathing a sigh of relief, proceeded down the remaining stairs, making extra haste to ride off homewards, and on the way, each assessing the other with grins rich with meaning.

“I say,” laughed Wendy, “wasn’t that a rather long speech?”

“It certainly was,” Rita agreed with a breezy smile.

“For a moment, I thought she was a parrot incarnated instead of a diplomat’s wife. I wish she would have shut her trap. To think we went to her rescue only to bear up with her tedious sermons later,” that was Sheila speaking with her customary rancor.

“You’ll have to admit that she was rather grateful to us for what we did,” Rita put it mildly, and at the same time slowed down to keep pace with her friends who had also slowed down.

“Hah! If I had to be rescued from the jaws of death by someone, I wouldn’t be standing there demanding to know whether his action was authorized. Instead, I would be busy showing him in more ways than one, just how thankful I was to him. He could be a leper for all I care. You know how effusive I can be when I want to show my appreciation for someone,” the particularly bright Sheila pointed out, shrugging her shoulders delicately.

“I hope you have no intention of giving us a demonstration right here,” Rita put in with mock horror.

“I’m not prone to accidents, and besides, if that day should ever come, I will make sure you won’t be my rescuer, for, pardon me, all you will get from me by way of gratitude is a kick on the hind and horse’s dung for breakfast.” Sheila smiled ever so sweetly, succeeding in achieving the desired results. 

Rita threw her a look so furious, that distracted, she swerved her vehicle in the wrong direction with astounding speed, and by doing so, missed her balance and fell right into the center of the road on her back, with curses choked up in her throat. At the same time, with some effort, she rose to her feet once again, taking control of the vehicle, and sensing Sheila laughing to herself while Wendy wisely kept her counsel, deep down concerned about Rita’s unexpected plight.

Finally, they were home. But expecting Mabel and the rest home, they found their rooms empty.

“I wonder where they must be right now. Do you not think it’s high time for a cup of tea?” said Wendy to no one in particular in a lifeless voice, symptoms of fatigue very much in evidence on her face.

“In this heat! You have to be crazy,” Sheila remarked scoffingly. “If it's stimulation that you desire, then I have a far better suggestion in mind.”

Wendy clicked her tongue. “If you have sex in mind, then forget it.”

“The way I’m feeling right now, I wouldn’t even enjoy what you indirectly suggested,” Rita, still in a black mood wholeheartedly agreed with Wendy.

“Ah, yes, and whom do you suggest we have sex with?” pointed out Rita with some disdain.

“Why, with your steady of course. I wasn’t going to suggest that we turn into lesbians,” Sheila said sarcastically.

“Sheila!” Wendy reproved, “Must you say such things?”

“Why, what’s wrong with that? Few would admit it, but such a form of sexual outlet is being practiced all over the world, er, my mistake. I should also say, that it is  not the latest news in the market. It is as stale as the story of Adam and Eve, and what-have-you, and just as ancient a practice, but few people would care to admit facing such abominable facts, as you and your snobbish likes would like to call it. Anyway, as I was saying,” she crossed her legs and looked impudently at her shocked friends with a deceptively charming smile, “this form of a sexual outlet has been practiced by even people from whom you’d least expect such behaviour. They are, or rather most of them are even permanent victims of what you would call, in other words, an ignominious practice. Correct me if I am wrong,” she stated in a matter-of-fact tone and smiled a shade more wider when she took in her friend’s look of censure.

Lighting a cigarette, Wendy said calmly, “Well, coming back to the main point. I would any day settle for a cup of tea for stimulation of mind and body.”

“Yeah, that’s because your steady is probably wanting in stamina.... reason enough for you to prefer a mild cup of tea to stimulate you to inexperienced lovemaking and the proximity of a callow youth. I understand your problem, girl,” she said nonchalantly and smiled at her friend’s furious glance aimed in her direction.

“Bob is not a callow youth,” Wendy put in quietly, though she didn’t feel any better for it.

“And you had better not say anything about John. As it is, I’ve had enough of you for the day. You’re more than what one can digest. I’ve had my fill. Any more of your wisecracks, and you’ll find me at your throat. Take it or leave it. The choice is yours,” Rita put in fiercely, determinedly turning her back to a grinning Sheila, who was enjoying the repartee, although, it was a repartee of a strange kind, she had to admit with a touch of dry humor. 

Suddenly Sheila laughed, the tone of it at once mocking and insulting. “Now that you come to think of it, I just can’t let go of the subject. I for one promise you that squirrel will put you fast asleep on your first wedding night,” she taunted, aware of the glowering look that Rita was subjecting her to. She continued teasingly, “So, you’re in doubts? Well, if you don’t believe me, I suggest you try him out before dragging him to the altar. You might, who knows, even begin to feel grateful to me for judging your lover-boy correctly,” her laughter held open mockery.

Rita could barely control her anger. She was positively shaking with fury and part embarrassment. But when she spoke, her voice was controlled, “I don’t know what has made you this way that you would go to any lengths to hurt and humiliate someone, especially your friends. What in the world has turned you so bitter against the world?”

Before Sheila could answer, Mabel and the rest of the girls entered the room. Mabel’s presence was enough to quieten everyone down. Way before Mabel entered the room, Sheila had succeeded in annoying the girls and had produced in them a feeling of inadequacy and dissatisfaction, as their choice of male friends had been scoffed at so callously.

Mabel had noticed the change in the atmosphere, and she also knew who was the cause of it. Sooner or later, she knew something was to be done about it or soon trouble would spread, and things would get even more complicated, resulting in causing chaos everywhere.

But for that moment, she wisely kept her counsel, and instead threw them all a friendly smile. The other two who had come along with her, paused just behind her delicate frame.

“Ah, I do believe a cup of tea would do us all a lot of good. One of you would be good enough to prepare some tea, hmm?” she confidently looked all around her again, her smile never leaving her face. Her amused eyes strayed to where Sheila was, on the floor, squatting with her legs crossed and her eyes closed. Apparently, she was practicing some sort of meditation. 

“My, my, do look at the ‘Great Buddha’ and just a minute ago ‘The Great one’ undoubtedly had sex in mind.” 

So, Sheila thought, Mabel had heard her taunting remarks. At the light jibe, everyone started to laugh, and it was then that Sheila's eyes flew open to confront her friends with a blaze in them. She was the kind who appeared more beautiful when furious.

“I’d be highly obliged if you all would stop laughing. I’d like to know what’s wrong in talking of sex, and I wish the whole lot of you would stop behaving like strait-laced kids. You know damn well you are not!” she haughtily rose from her sitting position, meaning to leave the room. 

“I apologize. I didn’t mean to be rude.” By apologizing to Sheila, Mabel had indirectly implied that she too needed to do the same to Wendy and Rita, who were deeply offended. Sheila caught the hint and quietly apologized, and the two girls accepted it silently with a faint nod of their heads.

Soon after that, the atmosphere miraculously brightened up. “Sheila, today you must prepare tea for all of us,” Mabel said with a friendly smile.

To which, Sheila willingly obliged, disappearing into the kitchen, but not before she had had the last word, “Mabel, if you took it upon yourself to exert your charm, there would be chances you would win and break many a masculine heart,” her grin crooked, as she cheerfully scrambled out of the room, but not before adding, “and women too,” and with that parting shot, she finally rushed into the kitchen. 

Smiling humorously, Mabel turned to confront her friends.

“Girls, today you all were just wonderful and needless to say that you all carried out my orders beautifully. Sometimes answering questions can be pretty exhausting,” she said, her lovely green eyes revealing her feelings of criticism for any kind of contradictions and childish behavior, particularly during emergencies.

“Your karate chop was superb!” said Rita appreciatively with a loving note in her husky voice.

“Was it?” Mabel mused, then addressing Sheila, Rita, and Wendy in a more serious tone, “We had been to Mr Rudolf’s office since he had called for us. Tomorrow we are going to be honored with a legal document which will then make our work legal and directly related to law.”

Sheila sipped her tea quietly, but managed to utter one word, “Well!”

“The tea is indeed very stimulating, Sheila. You ought to prepare it more often,” Mabel remarked sincerely.

“You are particularly nice to me today. I wonder why.”

“Maybe it’s because you did a fine job today without asking impudent questions the way you normally do,” Mabel returned with a calm smile.

“Is this assignment completed then?” Sara asked.

“Once they get the information out of the hired killer, our job will then be completed,” Mabel told them in a quiet voice.

“What about Lord Tennyson?” asked the slightly confused Nancy.

“That chapter is closed. Lord Tennyson has been evicted, and the rest has been taken care of by the law. That is no longer a concern of ours,” Mabel said briefly, definitely in no mood to discuss a man who had been indirectly responsible for her great uncle’s demise.

“These aristocrats are never to be trusted,” Sheila stated emphatically and then continued excitedly, “Speaking of aristocrats, has anyone heard of the well-known Lord of Leicestershire? He has quite a reputation, and those who know him say that he looks like some Greek God, tall, bronzed, and as fascinating as they come. It's known that he has a tremendous penchant for an Arab steed. Oh, how I wish I had a horse of my very own,” she sounded dreamy, much to her friend’s amusement.

“Horses of good breeding cost a fortune, my lady,” teased Rita. “I can’t think where you will get all the money from,” her brown eyes twinkled, and her words sounded precariously provocative.

“It wouldn’t be much of a problem should I marry a rich man,” Sheila stated with an air of supreme confidence, which made her look arrogantly lovely. 

“That’s some hoping,” Rita interjected with some bitterness. Her smile gave out a hint of mockery.

All Sheila did at that moment was to regally turn her back to her friend’s impudence, disregarding it altogether.

“You are a very beautiful girl, Sheila. Therefore, it is hardly inconceivable that you enjoy the attention of many an eligible bachelor,” countered Mabel in a quiet tone.

They finally decided on a game of tennis, and soon after, they got ready for dinner, which was served in the dining room by Mrs. Plummel, although she was rarely seen around. She was their housekeeper, a plump woman with a pair of twinkling eyes and smiling lips.

––––––––
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ONCE THEY HAD HAD THEIR dinner, they moved into the library where light drinks were served to them by Mrs Plummel.

The evening was quiet, and the atmosphere cosy and tolerably pleasant.

“Say, why do we not go for a walk? It is good for digestion and an excellent exercise too,” Nancy suggested with a cheeky smile.

“Oh, shut up, Nan,” Sheila retorted sharply and immediately earned a dark look from Mabel.

But the others agreed without hesitation, as it was considerably cold outside, and besides, they had nothing in particular to discuss. Soon they gathered outside the house and began walking out into the cool of the night, the soft breeze caressing their flushed cheeks, and the stars emerging from behind the clouds one after the other like a thousand lit bulbs, even as they covered the sky with their brightness.

They walked at a slow pace, each deep in their thoughts when suddenly a loud, furious bark of a dog chasing a frustrated cat broke the silence of the night. Although the atmosphere was pleasant, they somehow felt more morose than usual. But because of the incessant barking of the dog and watching him chasing the frustrated cat determinedly, laughter arose from their throats.

“Since how long have these two creatures been sworn enemies? I wonder sometimes,” Rita said absently to no one in particular.

“Maybe if they had the power of speech, they would have been able to tell you themselves,” Sheila obliged sarcastically.

“Sometimes, you can be pretty exasperating,” Rita burst out angrily.  “Whoever has heard of cats and dogs speaking?”

“You both will please stop this at once! This verbal fencing is beginning to get on my nerves,” Mabel interrupted sharply. “I think it is high time we returned to our chambers,” her voice sounded cold and distant.

With a shrug, the girls turned back, but on the way no one spoke.  This time all their laughter was wiped away from their faces. It was clear that they were all suddenly put off by something. It was always this way: a brief admonition from Mabel, and it served to create an altogether negative effect on them all, when it was in reality just one of them who was subjected to it mostly. Maybe it was the result of too deep an affection for each other.

Upon returning home, each of them prepared for bed. Sheila rushed up to her room which she shared with one of the girls, soon followed by Rita. She then went straight into the bathroom that was adjoined to both their rooms. Rita walked up and down her room, impatient for her turn. Mabel, ready for bed, bid them all goodnight and slipped back into her room. 

Wendy and Sara were frantically searching for their pajamas that had probably been misplaced somewhere. Finally, they borrowed Rita’s, for which they were grateful.

After having settled for the night, the girls felt considerably relaxed, and as was apparent on their faces, a little drowsy too, except for Nancy, who was already fast asleep.

Climbing out of her bed, Rita went to Sheila's room and gingerly bent down to kiss the startled girl with some affection, a gesture that had provided Sheila with adequate food for thought, a little before she retired for the night.

Sheila had indeed been startled and slightly nonplussed by such a display of affection, not that she too had not responded with equal ardor. She had been touched and had shyly kissed Rita in return, as being effusive did not come to her naturally, although, her beautiful eyes had revealed her love for Rita, and by doing so, proving one essential factor, that between loved ones there would always be a deep understanding of each other’s shortcomings.

Soon the darkness of the night encompassed their every thought, and the cool flowing breeze soon lulled them to sleep.
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The following day, the girls woke up earlier than was their custom and started getting ready for their meeting with Mr. Rudolf. Being extremely particular about punctuality, he strongly resented those who kept him waiting. Hence, the girls needed to arrive on time, contriving to look their best in a most business-like manner. 

They arrived at his office ten minutes before the appointed time. The place where Mr Rudolf’s office was located, was merely a walking distance from their residence, so it had not taken them long to reach the twenty-storied building, where upon arrival, the chief welcomed them with a warm smile. He came forward and elegantly offered his hand to Mabel for a handshake, and at the same time congratulated her on her tremendous success. 

After a brief discussion, however, two officers entered the premises and handed over the documents to Mr Rudolf, who once having studied it, handed it over to Mabel with a warm smile lighting up his stern features. Without the slightest hint of trepidation, Mabel signed upon the document, soon followed by the signatures of the remaining girls. 

This formality now made their work legitimate. Chances were many that within a short period, they would be summoned to give vows to serve the country as conscientious policewomen. Mabel thanked the Chief profusely on behalf of her colleagues. 

“From now on, you will all have to be more cautious, but I don’t doubt that you know that already,” the Chief smiled amicably. “Your job demands circumspection. If a uniform can produce fear in the hearts of criminals, so also can it instigate them to destroy all that you stand for - the good and the just. There is every likelihood that you might even have to suffer in their hands, should they get desperate.”

“We are grateful to you, Mr. Rudolf, for parting with such a well-intended warning, but we knew of this long before we decided to become policewomen,” Mabel countered with a gently curved smile. 

Mr Rudolf was privately proud of his niece. His blue eyes settled for a while on Mabel before they swept them all in one appreciative glance. But he was exceptionally proud of Mabel’s admirable calm and her air of assurance. His eyes rested on them all once again. 

“You are all brave girls, I must confess, and that is a rare quality that deserves high praise.”

The girls were overwhelmed by such a display of praise and compliments, especially when it was handed out by someone of Mr Rudolf’s caliber, who was also undeniably a great personality in his own right, liked and as well as feared by the masses. Such was his pronounced standing in society. 

The girls, in the meanwhile, awkwardly moved to the window side, and it was then in that precise moment when their eyes were suddenly glued to the man standing below, leaning against a white Cadillac, nonchalantly viewing the traffic moving past him. 

On the other side of the room, Mabel was contemplating over some matter. When she hazily turned around, expecting her friends to be gathered around her, covering her with questions, only to discover that she was quite alone in her chosen corner. 

Her eyes took in their figures huddled near the open window, gazing down at something that had caught their interest. Their keen interest in what they were looking at soon triggered her curiosity. Besides, their silence proved a bit too strange. As Mabel knew from experience that they usually found it difficult to maintain reticence for so much as even a minute. 

A little amused, though she made sure that the Chief was completely taken up by the work loaded on the desk. She then walked across to where they were standing, poking one of them on her ribs. The girl startled, turned around, and Mabel found herself staring into a pair of irritated blue eyes, but their expression soon turned gentle and apologetic when the owner of those inquiring eyes, Nancy saw who her tormentor was. 

“Mabel, you mustn’t miss this. Guess who is standing there, down there just across the road.”

“Who?” Mabel appeared quite unimpressed. In reply, Nancy pulled her towards the window and wordlessly asked her to take a look. Mabel did as she was told, but she certainly had not expected the sight that met her eyes.

The Lord of Leicestershire himself in person, but the question persisted: was that really him? She had her doubts. If it was indeed him, then who could he be possibly waiting for, for he certainly appeared as though he was waiting for someone. But who? Slowly and with the slightest hint of hesitation, she moved away from the window to approach the Chief, and just then he looked up from the documents he had been studying. He was quick to take in the puzzled expression on Mabel’s face, and almost hesitated before asking casually, “Who are you frowning at?” 

Mabel was aware the Chief was addressing her, so she gathered sufficient composure before she asked him in a softly modulated voice, “Could you please er, come over and tell me if you can identify the gentleman here?” 

For that one minute, he looked at her fondly before he averted his face to stare out of the window. He thought to himself that, had she asked of him anything at all, he would have gladly offered it to her, his beloved niece, and Mabel was perhaps never to know of this, because if the fact would be revealed to her, so also would she discover that he was her long-forgotten uncle whom she despised, as he had been initially responsible for the wreckage of her parent’s marriage. He was for this reason the family’s bitterest enemy. It was through him that Mabel’s invalid father had learned of his wife’s presumable infidelity, the cause that had so unexpectedly broken up their thirty years of marriage. And ever since, he had been denounced from their midst. The couple, though still bound legally, had now drifted apart. It was only much later that Carl alias Jimmy Rudolf had come to discover that he had received wrong information about his sister-in-law and that, all this while he had harbored a false impression about the lady.

He was now too guilt-stricken to return to his hometown, Derbyshire, where his brother still resided, and come out clean with the confession that all along he had been misinformed and that his sister-in-law had never been unfaithful to his brother. 

One day soon, he decided, he would set about to win over his niece’s affection, and confidence, who he was aware disliked the uncle who had done such an injustice to her mother, though how was she to know that the accusation had not been deliberate. And what was more, Mr Rudolf had changed a lot in those few years. He also looked different, so even those closest to him would have failed to recognize him. No one knew the well-known, respected, and feared Chief of the police force to be anyone other than Jimmy Rudolf. Not a soul in that side of the country knew him by his first name. Not even once had it occurred to Mabel that this could be her uncle, as her father and he shared the same surname. She on her part had attached her mother’s surname to her own and had firmly refused to allow herself the privilege of using her father’s name. An aspect, Mr Rudolf believed was quite understandable under the circumstances.

A quiet, feminine voice interrupted his recollection, a soundly bitter recollection indeed, he agreed to himself resignedly.

“I presume you have not recognized the gentleman, sir?”

He quickly bent over the windowpane, and it did not take him long to recognize the man. The girls, along with Mabel, looked at him with mild expectations. He turned sideways and smiled amusedly at Mabel. 

“I should have thought you would have known that he is Lord of Leicestershire. The great man in person.” He looked down once again, his eyebrows arched speculatively, “Hmm, a very attractive and impressive-looking man,” he remarked in a teasing note. “I’m not surprised that you think it fit to inquire about him. He is the most eligible bachelor in the whole of the county,” and after a brief pause, “besides being a man of incredible wealth, also having estates and vineyards in the United States. As for the intellectual aspect, the man is singularly outstanding and....”

“Spare me the details, sir, concerning this particular gentleman,” Mabel interrupted with a scowl, for once forgetting discretion.  

“No one has the right to possess such wealth. It creates trouble for others then, who are less fortunate in this respect,” her tone was bitter.

Mr Rudolf could very well understand her sentiments. He knew by now that she was pretty well acquainted with the sights of poverty-stricken people to feel anything but contempt for the very affluent who had very little to worry about, once having deprived the ordinary people of their privileges and general comforts, stealing their pillows from right under their heads.

“I’m curious to know, then why did you ask about him?”

“I thought I knew him from somewhere,” Mabel explained vaguely.

“Maybe it was in your dreams that you had seen him,” Mr Rudolf suggested with a faint twinkle in his merry blue eyes, which could also turn hard when the situation demanded the attention of his severity.

She ignored the remark. She had a distant look in her eyes. “I have a feeling that he is the head of some secret agency or was perhaps. I’m not certain, though.”

Mr Rudolf immediately set about to confirm her doubts.

“He was, as you say, the head of the Secret Agency State Department. The last time I had a talk with him at some social gathering we had both attended, he had expressed his deep regret for being unable to resume his practice as a Government agent since his estates and family business needed looking after. His father had expired a month ago, and the family business required to be dealt with by a capable person. Considering that he is now the head of the family, naturally, the responsibility is to be shouldered by him. Hence, he was compelled to give in his resignation and is now apparently taken up by family responsibilities. He is a man of few words, Mabel. Perhaps he omitted the essential facts about his future plans during the period when we were engaged in a conversation,” he ended with a slight shrug, throwing her a puzzled glance, for hadn’t she stated that the details about the man least interested her, and hereupon, being furnished with the details about him, she was already lost in retrospection?

“Thanks. The details are necessary, I guess, in helping to clear certain doubts. If I may ask but one question, though what I’m about to ask you may sound a bit presumptuous,” she stated politely.

“Go ahead. Ask,” his voice held a tinge of humor. 

“Is ... Lord of Leicestershire your senior, sir?” Mabel inquired hesitantly, but Mr Rudolf, it appeared, did not seem to mind the probing question.

“In years I’m undoubtedly his senior, but... in all other respects he is far above me, my child,” he said, not without regret, his whispered words reaching Mabel and no other. And he had meant those words. In his opinion, the Lord of Leicestershire would never have made such a blunder, such as he had made years ago.

Mabel had a strange look on her face. “Sir, you are talking as if you happen to know him intimately.”

“Shall we put it this way, that I don’t know him better than myself? Will that suffice?” his smile was rather amused but tinged with remorse.

The girls, for quite some time, had settled themselves in another corner of the room, discreetly leaving the Chief and Mabel alone.

“Thank you, sir. May I have your permission to leave?”

“By all means,” he threw her a charming smile.

The girls quietly stood up to follow Mabel out of the room once having said their piece to the Chief, who had accepted it in the same spirit.

There were two elevators, but they preferred to walk down the stairs, delaying the moment when they would have to come face to face with the formidable Lord of Leicestershire.

They reached the basement from where they continued walking and stopped by the steel gate that was barred. Mabel stepped forward to wrench it open but found her path blocked by the man who had been in her thoughts continuously for the past few minutes. For the first time, she was seeing him at a close range. She met the icy look in his grey eyes that were deep-set, watching her coolly almost indifferently.

He was tall, and his physique, strong and lithe, made him seem imposing and domineering with that hard jaw only adding to his strong personality. His chin, Mabel noticed, was fearless and angular, his nose very straight and longish could only be described as aristocratic. His mouth was now smiling faintly. On the whole, the man exuded power and authority. He did not appear to be in the least disturbed by her stare, but Mabel found herself getting disturbed, a new experience to her, so she tried to move away, but he was determined to keep her by his side, his hand firmly settling on her arm, though only for a second. While on the other hand, the girls looked on silently, not daring to interfere.

“Do I satisfy your curiosity?” his voice was deep and cultured, although, it was slightly edged with dry humor.

She flushed from embarrassment and just as quickly endeavored to make amends.

“I’m sorry if... if I w... was staring,” she stammered. To her utter disgust, she found herself stammering uncertainly, feeling thoroughly uncomfortable under that enigmatic scrutiny.

“Let me introduce myself. I’m Lord Brodwell, although, people know me as Lord of Leicestershire, and I presume you are Miss... Tanden.” 

She wondered why he had paused before he had added Tanden. His next words that soon followed, interrupted her thoughts.

“I have made certain inquiries about you. It wasn’t easy, though,” he added as an afterthought.

“B...But why? What have I done to deserve this inquisition?” her tone was desperate.

“I wouldn’t consider this aspect humiliating,” he corrected her, his voice sounding aloof and withdrawn.

“I’m sorry if I appear to be dim, but of what possible help could I be to you?” she tried to calm her nerves, but her heart was racing much too fast, and her legs felt absurdly weak, and she could not think straight. He was standing so close to her, which had a disturbing effect on her. She had never met a man who could make her feel ill at ease and disturb her as this man was doing on their first meeting, and without realizing what his presence was doing to her, or was he aware of his strong magnetism? At least it wasn’t apparent on his strikingly handsome face.

“Miss Tanden, I suggest you meet me at my mansion. I have some business to discuss with you. It is highly confidential, so the prospect of speaking my thoughts out in the presence of your colleagues does not seem wise to me. Tomorrow my chauffeur shall pick you up from your quarters. Please see that you do not keep me waiting.”

“Please... What if I do not find the prospect to my taste? What then?” Mabel asked him quietly, but even she could not control the tremor in her voice, slight though it was. 

“I have not put any proposition before you yet. It is, therefore, irrational and childish to assume something without having any concrete knowledge about it. I am a busy man, Miss Tanden. I have no time to get involved in a verbal conflict with you. I shall be expecting you tomorrow morning at ten.” He did not wait for her answer. Instead, he walked away in his long, firm strides toward the direction of his car. He took the driver’s seat and set the car in motion. The car smoothly glided down the road, soon disappearing out of sight after negotiating a left turn. 

The girls looked at each other for a long time. They were not only shocked but flabbergasted. Why should someone like him approach Mabel for help? What sort of help did he require? And question after question crowded in their curious minds. 

They finally turned towards Mabel, who was deep in her thoughts, still hardly able to believe that all this was actually happening to her. She found the encounter strange and somewhat incomprehensible. Looking at her friends, she knew they too were curious, but the fact that they refrained from asking questions pleased her, and she was secretly proud of their understanding of her need to think in the midst of complete silence.

Very calmly, Mabel began to think, as her legs took her toward the direction of her home. If Lord Brodwell (for that had to be his family name, she thought rather vaguely) wished to discuss business with her, it was all right with her, but what sort of business he had in mind was what was troubling her. 

On the other hand, it was no crime to communicate with strangers, particularly when it was someone well-known, respected, and loved by the masses, also feared no doubt, judging by his behavior, she mused. She finally decided to keep her appointment with Lord Brodwell. 

“Girls,” Mabel finally spoke, her expression cheerful. “I bet your minds are swimming with questions. Maybe I have the answers to your questions.”

“You bet we have questions to ask you,” Sheila
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