

  

     

  




Author’s Note


The traffic in women and children from England to the Continent grew and it was not until the passing of the Criminal Law Amendment Bill that young virgins ceased to be smuggled across to the Continent to be sold like cattle.


William Thomas Stead, editor of The Pall Mall Gazette, started in 1880 to try and free the child slaves of England by arousing public indignation to the point where the Criminal Amendment Bill, which had time and time again been dropped by Parliament, should be made law.


Accordingly Stead bought a girl of thirteen, whose mother agreed to sell her for one pound. He had the girl certified as a virgin by a doctor and, taking her to France, lodged her in a Salvation Army hostel.


He reported what he had done in his newspaper and aroused instantaneous interest.


What followed is history. 


Stead was prosecuted and sentenced to three months’ imprisonment. But on April 14th, 1885 the Act was passed by 179 votes to 71 to make further provision for the protection of women and children and future suppression of brothels.


The traffic in women still flourishes in many parts of the world today, especially the Middle East.




  Chapter One ~ 1819


“But, Sophie, you cannot do this!”


“I can do what I like,” Sophie replied.


It was hard to imagine that anyone could be more beautiful!


With her golden curls, pink and white skin and perfect features, Sophie Studley had sprung to fame the moment the bucks and dandies of St. James’s had set eyes on her.


After one month in London she was proclaimed an ‘Incomparable’ and after two months she was engaged to be married to Julius Verton, who, on his uncle’s death, would become the Duke of Yelverton.


The engagement had been announced in The Gazette and Wedding presents had already begun to arrive at the house in Mayfair that Lady Studley had taken for the London Season.


But now, two weeks before her marriage, Sophie had declared that she intended running away with Lord Rothwyn.


“It will cause a tremendous scandal!” Lalitha protested. “Why must you do such a thing?”


The difference between the two girls, who were nearly the same age, was startling.


While Sophie was every man’s ideal of beauty and looked like an English rose, Lalitha was pathetic.


An illness during the winter had left her looking, as the servants described it, ‘all skin and bone’.


Because of long hours spent sewing for her stepmother with an inadequate supply of candles, her eyes were inflamed and swollen.


Her hair was so lank and lifeless that it appeared almost grey. It was swept back in an unbecoming fashion from her forehead, which seemed to be perpetually lined with an expression of anxiety.


The two girls were almost the same height, but while Sophie was the embodiment of health and the joy of living, Lalitha seemed only an insubstantial shadow and on the point of collapse.


“I should have thought,” Sophie said in a hard voice in answer to Lalitha’s protest, “that even to anyone as half-witted as you the reason is obvious.”


Lalitha did not speak and she went on,


“Julius will, it is true, become a Duke. I would not have contemplated marrying him otherwise, but the question is, when?”


She made an expressive gesture with both hands.


“The Duke of Yelverton is not more than sixty,” she went on. “He may last for another ten or fifteen years. By that time I shall be too old to enjoy my position as a Duchess.”


“You will still be beautiful,” Lalitha ventured.


Sophie turned to look at herself in the mirror.


There was a smile on her face as she contemplated her reflection.


There was no doubt that her expensive gown of pale blue crêpe with its fashionable boat-shaped neckline and deep bertha of real lace was extremely becoming.


What was more, tight lacing had returned to fashion. The new corsets from Paris made her waist seem tiny and this was accentuated by her full skirts elaborately ornamented with bunches of flowers and ruching of tulle.


“Yes,” she said slowly, “I shall still be beautiful, but I would wish above all things to be a Duchess at once so that I could go to the Opening of Parliament wearing a coronet and play my part in the Coronation when it comes.”


She paused to add,


“That tiresome, mad old King must die soon!”


“Perhaps the Duke will not keep you waiting too long,” Lalitha suggested in her soft musical voice.


“I don’t intend to wait for either a long or a short time,” Sophie retorted. “I am running away with Lord Rothwyn tonight! It is all arranged,”


“Do you really think that is wise?” Lalitha asked her.


“He is very wealthy,” Sophie replied, “one of the richest men in England and he has a friendship with the Prince Regent, which is something that poor Julius could never aspire to,”


 ”He is older than Mr. Verton,” Lalitha said, “and, of course, I have never seen him, but I imagine he is somewhat awe-inspiring,”


“You are right there,” Sophie agreed. “He is dark, rather sinister and very cynical. It makes him immensely attractive!”


“Does he love you?” Lalitha asked in a low voice.


“He adores me!” Sophie declared. “They both do, but quite frankly, Lalitha, I think, weighing the two men side by side. Lord Rothwyn is a better bet,”


There was a moment’s silence and then Lalitha said,


“I think what you should really consider, Sophie, is who would you be the happier with. That is what is really – important in marriage,”


“You have been reading again and Mama will be furious if she catches you at it!” Sophie retorted. “Love is for books and for dairy maids, not for Ladies of Quality!”


“Can you really contemplate marriage without love?” Lalitha asked.


“I can contemplate marriage with whoever gives me the best advantages as a woman,” Sophie replied, “and I am convinced that Lord Rothwyn can do that. He is rich! So very very rich!”


She turned from the mirror to walk across the room to where the doors of the wardrobe stood open.


It was filled with a delectable array of gowns for which none of the bills, Lalitha knew, had been met.


But they had been essential weapons that Sophie must use to attract the attention of the Beau Monde, an attention that had brought her to date three proposals of marriage.


One was from Julius Verton, the future Duke of Yelverton, the second unexpectedly and in the last week from Lord Rothwyn.


The third, which Sophie had discounted immediately, was from Sir Thomas Whernside, an elderly, dissolute, hard-gambling Knight, who against all expectations of his friends, who considered him a confirmed bachelor, had been bowled over at the first sight of Sophie’s beauty.


There had of course been other beaux, but either they had not come up to scratch or else they were far too impecunious for Sophie to consider any one of them of the least consequence.


When Julius Verton had proposed marriage it had seemed for the moment as if all her dreams had come true.


It had exceeded Sophie’s wildest ambitions that she should become a Duchess and yet, while she had accepted Julius almost rapturously, there were various disadvantages to be considered. The worst was that Julius Verton had little money.


He was given an allowance by his uncle as heir presumptive to the Dukedom.


It was not a vast sum and it would mean that he and Sophie could live no more than quietly and in comparative comfort until he inherited the Yelverton estates, which were some distance from London.


But it would be impossible to keep up with the fast wildly extravagant London Society that Sophie enjoyed and envied.


There was, however, no question of her refusing such an advantageous social alliance.


Lady Studley had hurried the announcement to The Gazette and the Wedding was planned to take place at St. George’s, Hanover Square, before the Prince Regent departed for Brighton.


Sophie’s days were filled with fittings at the dressmakers, with acknowledging the presents that arrived daily at the house in Hill Street and with receiving with complacency the congratulations and good wishes of their acquaintances.


Sophie and her mother had not been long enough in London to have acquired any friends.


Their home, as they explained to all who wished to listen, was in Norfolk where the late Sir John Studley’s ancestors had lived since Cromwellian times.


Studley might be a respected name in the County, but it was unknown to the Beau Monde. Sophie’s personal success was therefore all the more gratifying, because she had nothing to recommend her apart from her lovely face.


Everything had appeared to run smoothly until, quite unexpectedly, Lord Rothwyn had appeared on the scene


Sophie had encountered him at one of the many balls that she and Julius Verton were invited to night after night.


He had been away from London and had therefore not been already astonished or bemused by the first impact of Sophie’s beauty.


Standing under a glittering chandelier, the candlelight picking out the golden lights in her hair and revealing the milky whiteness of her skin, Sophie was able to make the strongest of men’s heads swim as she smiled beguilingly at those around her.


“Who the devil is that?” she heard a voice exclaim and she had looked across the room to see a man, dark and sardonic, staring in her direction.


She had not been surprised for she was used to men staggering when they saw her and being at first tongue-tied and then over-voluble with their compliments.


Adroitly she managed to turn and speak to a man on her left, thereby revealing her perfect profile.


“Who is the gentleman who has just come into the room?” she asked in a low voice.


The buck she spoke to replied,


“That is Lord Rothwyn. Have you not met him?”


“I have never seen him before,” Sophie answered.


“He is a strange unpredictable fellow with a devil of a temper but rich as Croesus and the Prince Regent consults him on all his crazy building schemes,”


“Well, if he approved the Pavilion at Brighton, he must be mad!” Sophie exclaimed. “I heard somebody yesterday describe it as a Hindu nightmare!”


“That is certainly a good description!” the buck replied. “But I see that Rothwyn is determined to make your acquaintance,”


It was obvious that Lord Rothwyn had asked to be introduced to Sophie and now a mutual acquaintance brought him across the room.


“Miss Studley,” he said, “may I present Lord Rothwyn? I feel that two such distinguished ornaments of Society should get to know each other.”


Sophie’s eyes were very blue and her smile very beguiling.


Lord Rothwyn bowed with an elegance she had somehow not expected of him and she curtseyed gracefully conscious that her eyes were held by his.


“I have been away from London, Miss Studley,” Lord Rothwyn said in a deep voice, “and returned to find that it has been struck by a meteor so imbued with divine power that everything appears to be changed overnight!”


It was the beginning of a whirlwind courtship so ardent, so impetuous and in a way so violent that Sophie was intrigued.


Flowers, letters and presents arrived it seemed almost every hour of the day.


Lord Rothwyn called to take Sophie driving in his phaeton, to invite her and her mother to his box at the opera and to arrange a party at Rothwyn House.


This, Lalitha was told afterwards, exceeded in grandeur, luxury and amusement any other party that Sophie had been invited to.


“His Royal Highness was there!” Sophie said in an elated tone, “and while he congratulated me on my engagement to Julius, I could see he realised that Lord Rothwyn was also at my feet!”


“I imagine it would be difficult for anyone not to realise it!” Lalitha answered.


“He adores me!” Sophie said complacently. “If he had asked for my hand before Julius, I would have accepted him!”


And now suddenly, at what seemed to Lalitha the eleventh hour, Sophie had decided to run away with Lord Rothwyn.


“It will mean sacrificing my big Wedding. I shall have no bridesmaids, no Reception and I will not be able to wear my beautiful Wedding gown,” she said wistfully, “but his Lordship has promised me a huge Reception as soon as we return from our honeymoon.”


“Perhaps people will be – shocked that you have – jilted Mr. Verton in such a cruel manner,” Lalitha said hesitantly.


“That will not prevent them accepting an invitation to Rothwyn House,” Sophie assured her. “They will realise quite well that the number of parties that Julius will be able to give before he becomes the Duke will be infinitesimal.”


“I still think that you should marry the man to whom you have given your word,” Lalitha said in a low voice.


“I am glad to say I have no conscience in such matters,” Sophie replied. “At the same time I shall make his Lordship realise what a sacrifice I am making on his account.”


“Does he think that you love him?” Lalitha asked.


“Of course he thinks so,” Sophie replied. “I have naturally told his Lordship that I am running away with him only because I am head over heels in love and cannot live without him!”


Sophie laughed and it was not a pretty sound.


“I could love anyone as rich as Rothwyn,” she said, “but I do regret the Ducal strawberry leaves, which would have been so becoming to my gold hair.”


She gave a little sigh. 


Then she said,


“Oh, well, perhaps his Lordship will not live long. Then I shall be a rich widow and will be able to marry Julius when he is the Duke of Yelverton after all!”


“Sophie!” Lalitha exclaimed. “That is a most wicked and improper thing to say!”


“Why?” Sophie enquired. “After all Elizabeth Gunning was no more beautiful than I am and she married two Dukes. They used to call her the ‘Double Duchess’!”


Lalitha did not answer as if she realised that nothing would change Sophie’s mind.


She had sat down at the dressing table, once again absorbed in the contemplation of her own reflection.


“I am not quite sure that this is the right gown for me to elope in,” she remarked. “But it is still a little chilly at night, I shall wear over it my blue velvet cloak trimmed with ermine.”


“Is his Lordship calling here for you?” Lalitha asked.


“No, of course not!” Sophie answered. “He believes that Mama knows nothing of our plans and would be annoyed and would put obstacles in our way.”


She laughed.


“He does not know Mama!”


“Where are you meeting him?” Lalitha wanted to know.


“Outside the church of St. Alphage, which is just to the North of Grosvenor Square. It is small, dark and rather poky, but appeals to his Lordship in that he thinks it a right setting for an elopement.”


Sophie smiled scornfully and added,


“What is more important is that the Vicar can be bribed to keep his mouth shut, which is more than one can say of the more fashionable incumbents who are in league with the newspapers.”


“And where are you going after you are married?”


Sophie shrugged her shoulders.


“Does it matter, as long as it is somewhere comfortable? I shall have the ring on my finger and I shall be Lady Rothwyn.”


Again there was silence and then Lalitha asked hesitatingly,


“And what about – Mr. Verton?”


“I have written him a note and Mama has arranged that a groom shall deliver it to him just before I arrive at the Church. We thought that it would look better and be more considerate if he was told before the Ceremony actually takes place.”


Sophie smiled.


“That, of course, is really rather a cheat, since Julius is staying with his grandmother in Wimbledon and he will not receive my letter until long after I am married.”


She added after a pause,


“But he will imagine that I have done the right thing and it will be too late for him to arrive offering to fight a duel with his Lordship, which would be embarrassing to say the very least of it!”


“I am sorry for Mr. Verton,” Lalitha said in a low voice. “He is deeply in love with you, Sophie.”


“So he should be!” Sophie retorted. “But quite frankly, Lalitha, I have always found him unfledged and a bore!” 


Lalitha was not surprised at Sophie’s words.


She had known from the very beginning of the engagement that Sophie was not in the least interested in Julius Verton as a man.


The notes of passion and adoration that he wrote her were left unopened.


Sophie would hardly glance at his flowers and she invariably complained that his presents were either not good enough or not what she required.


And yet, Lalitha asked herself now, was Sophie really any fonder of Lord Rothwyn?


“What is the time?” Sophie enquired from the dressing table.


“Half after seven,” Lalitha replied.


“Why have you not brought me something to eat?” Sophie asked. “You might realise that I would be hungry by now.”


“I will go and fetch you a meal at once!”


“Mind it is something palatable,” Sophie admonished. “I shall need something sustaining for what I have to do this evening.”


“At what time are you meeting his Lordship?” Lalitha asked as she moved towards the door.


“He will be at the Church at nine-thirty,” Sophie replied, “and I intend to keep him waiting. It will be good for him to be a little apprehensive in case I cry off at the last moment.”


She laughed and Lalitha went from the room.


As she closed the door, Sophie called her back.


“You might as well send the groom now,” she said. “It will take well over an hour to get to Wimbledon. The note is on my desk.”


“I will find it,” Lalitha answered.


Again she closed the door and went down the stairs.


She found the note addressed in Sophie’s untidy scrawling writing and stood looking at it for a moment.


She had the feeling that Sophie was doing something irrevocable that she might regret. Then she told herself that it was none of her business.


With the note in her hand she walked down the dark narrow stairs that led to the basement.


There were few servants in the house and those there were were badly trained and often neglectful of their duties, for every penny that Lady Studley had, and a great deal she had not, had been expended on the rent of the house and on Sophie’s clothes.


It had all been a deliberately baited trap to lure rich or influential young gentlemen into marriage and it had succeeded.


The person who had suffered had been Lalitha.


While they were in the country, even after her father’s death, there had been a number of old servants who had continued to work in the house because they had done so for years.


In London she had found herself being alternately cook, housemaid, lady’s maid and errand boy from first thing in the morning until last thing at night.


Her stepmother had always hated her and after her father’s death had made no pretence of treating her with anything except contempt.


In her own home and amongst the servants who had known Lalitha since she was a baby, Lady Studley had to a certain extent tempered her dislike with discretion.


In London these restrictions disappeared.


Lalitha became the slave, someone who could be forced to perform the most menial tasks and punished viciously if she protested.


Sometimes Lalitha thought that her stepmother was pushing her so hard that she hoped it would kill her and faced the fact that it was not unlikely.


Only she knew the truth, only she knew the secrets on which Lady Studley had built a new life for herself and her daughter, and her death would be a relief to them.


Then Lalitha told herself that such ideas were morbid and came to her mind merely because she had felt so weak since her illness.


She had been forced out of bed long before she knew that it was wise for her to rise simply because, while she was in her bedroom, she received no food.


On Lady Studley’s instructions what servants there were in the house made no attempt to wait on her.


After days of growing weaker because she had literally nothing to eat, Lalitha had forced herself downstairs in order to avoid dying of starvation. 


“If you are well enough to eat, you are well enough to work!” her stepmother had told her and she found herself back into the familiar routine of doing everything in the house that no one else would do.


Walking along the cold stone-flagged passage to the kitchen, Lalitha perceived automatically that it was dirty and needed scrubbing.


But there was no one who could be ordered to clean it except herself and she hoped that her stepmother would not notice.


She opened the door of the kitchen which was a cheerless room, badly in need of decoration with little light coming from the window high up in the wall, but below pavement level.


The groom, who was also a Jack-of-all-trades, was sitting at the table drinking a glass of ale.


A slatternly woman with grey hair straggling from under a mob cap was cooking something that smelt unpleasant over the stove.


She was an incompetent Irish immigrant who had been engaged only three days previously as there was no one else on the Employment Agency books who would accept the meagre wages offered by Lady Studley.


“Would you please take this note to the Dowager Duchess of Yelverton’s house?” Lalitha asked the groom. “It is, I believe, at the far end of Wimbledon Common.”


“I’ll go when I’ve a-finished me ale,” the groom answered in a surly tone.


He made no effort to rise and Lalitha realised that the servants always learnt very quickly that she was of no importance in the household and warranted less consideration than they received themselves.


“Thank you,” she answered quietly.


Turning to the cook she said,


“Miss Studley would like something to eat.”


“There ain’t much,” the cook replied. “I’ve got a stew ’ere for us, but it ain’t ready yet,”


“Then perhaps there are some eggs and she can have an omelette,” Lalitha suggested.


 ”I can’t stop what I’m a-doin’,” the woman replied.


“I will make it,” Lalitha said.


She had expected to have to do so anyway.


After finding a pan, but having to clean it first, she cooked Sophie a mushroom omelette.


She put some pieces of toast in a rack, added a dish of butter to the tray and finally a pot of hot coffee before she carried it upstairs.


The groom left grudgingly a few minutes before Lalitha went from the kitchen.


“It be too late for goin’ all the way to Wimbledon,” he grumbled. “Can’t it wait till tomorrow mornin’?”


“You know the answer to that!” Lalitha replied.


“Yeah, I knows,” he replied, “but I don’t fancy bein’ outside London after dark with them footpads and ’ighwaymen about.”


“It’s little enough they’ll get out of the likes of you!” the cook said with a shriek of laughter. “Get on with you and, when you gets back, I’ll have some supper waitin’ for you.”


“You’d better!” he replied, “or I’ll drag you out of bed to cook it for me!”


As Lalitha went up the stairs from the basement carrying Sophie’s tray, she wondered what her mother would have said if she had heard the servants talking in such a manner in her presence.


Even to think of her mother brought tears to her eyes and resolutely she told herself to concentrate on what she was doing.


She was feeling very tired. There had been so much to do all day.


Besides cleaning most of the house and making the beds, there had been innumerable commands from Sophie to fetch this and to do that.


Her legs ached and she longed just for a moment to be able to sit down and rest.


This was a privilege seldom accorded to her until after every one had retired for the night.


She opened the door of Sophie’s bedroom and carried in the tray.


 “You have been a long time!” Sophie commented disagreeably.


“I am sorry,” Lalitha replied, “but there was nothing ready and the stew that is being prepared does not smell very appetising.”


“What have you brought me?” Sophie asked.


“I made you an omelette,” Lalitha replied. “There was nothing else.”


“I cannot think why you cannot order enough food so that there is some there when we want it,” Sophie said. “You really are hopelessly incompetent!”


“The butcher we have been patronising will leave nothing more until we have paid his bill,” Lalitha pointed out apologetically, “and when the fish man called this morning your mother was out and he would not even give us credit on a piece of cod.”


“You always have a lot of glib excuses,” Sophie said crossly. “Give me the omelette.”


She ate it and Lalitha had the impression that she was longing to find fault, but actually found it delicious.


“Pour me out some coffee,” she said sharply, but Lalitha was listening to noises outside the house.


“I think there is someone at the front door,” she said, “I heard the knocker. Jim has gone to Yelverton House with your note and I am sure that the cook will not answer it.”


“Then you had better condescend to do so,” Sophie said in a sarcastic tone.


Lalitha went from the room and down the stairs again.


She opened the front door.


Outside was a liveried groom who handed her a note.


“For Miss Sophie Studley, ma’am!”


“Thank you!” Lalitha nodded.


The groom, raising his hat, turned away and she closed the door.


Looking at the note Lalitha thought that it must be another love letter. They arrived for Sophie at all hours of the day.


Lifting the hem of her dress she started up the stairs.


As she reached the landing, there was a cry from the back room.


Lady Studley slept in a small bedchamber on the first floor because she disliked stairs.


Sophie’s bedroom was on the second floor, as were all the other bedrooms.


Lalitha put the note on a table on the landing and went along the short passage that led to her stepmother’s room.


Lady Studley was standing by the bed dressed for a Reception that she was attending in half an hour’s time.


She was a large woman, who had been good-looking in her youth, but her features had coarsened with middle age and her figure had expanded.


It was hard to realise that she could be the mother of the lovely Sophie and yet she could look attractive if she wished.


For social occasions she also had an ingratiating manner that made many people find her quite a pleasant companion.


Only those who lived with her knew how hard, how parsimonious and how cruel she could be.


She had a temper, she made no attempt to control unless it suited her and Lalitha saw now with a little tremor of fear that she was in a rage.


“Come here, Lalitha!” she ordered as her stepdaughter entered the room.


Timidly she did as she was told and Lady Studley held out towards her a lace dress on which the bottom flounce had been torn.


“I told you,” she said, “the day before yesterday to mend this.”


“I know,” Lalitha answered, “but honestly, I have not had time and I cannot do it at night. My eyes hurt and it’s impossible to see the delicate lace except in the daylight.”


“You are making excuses for incompetence and laziness as you always do!” Lady Studley said scathingly.


She looked at Lalitha and, as if the girl’s appearance made her lose her temper, she suddenly stormed at her.


“You lazy little slut! You waste your time and my money when you should be working. I have told you not once but a thousand times I will not put up with it and when I tell you to do a thing you will do it at once!”


She threw the lace dress on the floor at Lalitha’s feet.


“Pick it up!” she shouted. “And, in case you forget what I am telling you, I will teach you a lesson you will not forget in a hurry!”


She walked across the room as she spoke to pick up a cane that was standing in one corner.


She came back with it in her hand and Lalitha, who had bent down to pick up the dress, realised what she was about to do.


She tried to avoid the blow, but it was too late. 


It caught her across the shoulders and as she gave a piteous cry her stepmother hit her again and again, forcing her down on her knees, raining blow upon blow upon her.


Lalitha was wearing a dress that had once belonged to Sophie.


It was far too big for her and, when she had tried to alter it, the only thing she could do was to lift it in the front so that it was decent but it still remained low at the back.


It had become even lower in the last week or so when she had lost even more weight.


Now the cane was cutting into her bare flesh, drawing blood and re-opening wounds that remained from other beatings.


“Damn you!” Lady Studley cursed. “I will teach you your rightful place in this household! I will teach you to obey me!”


After her first cry Lalitha said nothing.


The pain was so intense and the horror of what was happening, as it had done before, left her feeling as if she could not breathe.


She was almost fainting and yet the agony she was enduring prevented her from reaching unconsciousness.


Still the blows fell until, as Lalitha felt a darkness seeping over her mind, a darkness that seemed interspersed with red fire as each blow tortured her body, the door was suddenly flung open.


“Mama! Mama!”


Sophie’s voice was so imperative and so shrill that Lady Studley’s arm was checked in mid-air.


“What do you think has happened?” Sophie asked.


“What’s the matter? What have you heard?” Lady Studley asked.


Ignoring Lalitha’s body sprawling on the floor, Sophie held out to her mother the note that Lalitha had left on the landing.


“The Duke of Yelverton is dying!” she exclaimed.


“Dying?” Lady Studley echoed. “How do you know?”


“Someone has written for Julius to explain that he has had to leave immediately for Hampshire and had no time to see me himself.”


“Let me look,” Lady Studley said snatching the paper from her daughter’s hand.


She walked across the room to hold it near to one of the candles on the dressing table.


She read aloud,





“Mr. Julius Verton has asked me to convey to you, madam, his most sincere regrets that he cannot present himself as he intended at your house this evening.


He has been called to the bedside of his uncle, His Grace the Duke of Yelverton, and has proceeded with all speed to Hampshire. It is regretfully expected that His Grace will not last the night.


I remain, Madam, yours most respectfully,


Christopher Dewar.”





“You see what it says, Mama? You see?” Sophie asked in a voice of triumph.


“Was there ever such a coil?” Lady Studley exclaimed, “and Lord Rothwyn will be waiting for you.”


“Yes, I know,” Sophie replied, “but, Mama, I must be a Duchess!”


There was a cry in the words and Lady Studley answered soothingly,


“But, of course, you must! There is no question of your giving him up now.”


“I shall have to tell Lord Rothwyn that I cannot marry him,” Sophie said uncertainly, “and I know he will be angry.”


 “It’s his own fault!” Lady Studley snapped. “He should not have persuaded you to run away with him in the first place.”


“I cannot leave him waiting there,” Sophie remarked.


Then she gave a sudden shrill cry.


“Mama!”


“What is it?” Lady Studley asked.


“My letter to Julius! I told Lalitha to send the groom with it!”


They both turned to look at Lalitha, who was raising herself painfully from the floor.


Her hair had come undone and was sprawling untidily over her bruised and bleeding shoulders.
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