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      At three o’clock in the afternoon, on the eighth day after her arrival in England, Miss Millicent Ashton made up her mind.

      She wanted to go home.

      The snide remarks had begun the moment she and her mother entered Lady Elmore’s spacious drawing room.

      ‘So that’s what an Indian elephant looks like,’ whispered a blonde miss by the window. She leaned in close to another girl, who giggled.

      ‘I wonder if she gives free rides.’

      Millie knew the cruel taunts were aimed directly at her.

      In the other homes they had so far visited, she had managed to perfect the art of removing her coat and sitting down in one motion. With luck, she was usually able to seat herself in the corner of a couch and hide partially behind the skirts of her mother.

      Unfortunately, this time Lady Elmore had greeted them at the drawing room door and Millie had suffered the humiliation of being presented by her mother in the middle of the room, where of course everyone could take in Millie’s ample frame.

      While the two older women remarked on how cold the weather was in England compared with India, the first of the whispers began.

      The giggling misses’ barely concealed mirth earned them both a steely stare from Millie’s mother, who ushered her daughter to a couch to be seated next to their hostess.

      Millie’s heart sank. Now everyone in the room could see her. As Violet took the seat beside her, Millie gave her mother a half-smile, silently regretting her mother’s need to make a statement.

      For the rest of the two-hour visit, she sat quietly between the two women, taking the occasional sip of her black tea and politely refusing to partake of the delicious array of cakes Lady Elmore’s servants had laid out on the low table before them.

      With her hands folded in her lap, she focused on the pain of her thumbnail boring deep into her palm. She would poke her own eyes out before she would show any kind of response to the cruel taunts.

      She retreated into the comfort of her own private thoughts, slowly and methodically naming the fjords of the Norwegian coastline, and when she was done, she started on Finland. Nothing soothed her mind more quickly than attempting to tackle mental tongue twisters.

      When her mother finally began making her farewells, Millie was lost somewhere in the far frozen north of Scandinavia.

      A whispered ‘Millie, we are leaving,’ roused her.

      With a well-practised curtsy, she politely thanked Lady Elmore and followed her mother to the front door. Hands clasped tightly in front, she kept her gaze firmly fixed on her gloves.

      After attending several of these events since their arrival in London, she had learnt the painful lesson of what would happen if she risked one last glance around the room of vipers. At Mrs Wallace’s house earlier in the week she had caught several of the girls puffing their cheeks out at her as she left. One had even managed to poke out her tongue before smothering the action with a well-timed cough.
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      As soon as the carriage door closed behind them, she turned on her mother.

      ‘That is the last of those horrid things you drag me to; next time you can go on your own,’ she snapped, stamping her foot for good measure.

      Violet Ashton let out a sigh. ‘And what am I to tell the ladies of London society when my highly eligible daughter does not accompany me on these outings?’ she replied.

      ‘Tell them you have locked me in my room for swearing, or better still tell them that I went mad and you had me put me away in Bedlam.’

      She crossed her arms, glared out of the window and continued.

      ‘If they want to see me they can pay the keeper a coin. I barely know these people and yet they choose to judge me purely by sight. Not one of those simpering misses has attempted to speak to me. No, they would rather just make fun of a newcomer; well, it’s the last straw.’

      ‘Don’t say it,’ her mother replied.

      ‘Say what?’

      “I want to go home to India, I hate this place, all the people are horrid and it’s cold.” If I hear those words from your lips one more time today, I swear I shall get on a boat myself and go back to India just to get away from you.’

      Violet pulled her coat tightly around herself and let out a tired sigh.

      ‘Honestly, Millie, my ears cannot take many more of your complaints. Don’t think I don’t know how unkind those girls are, but you have to remember you pose a threat to them and they don’t like it. They are trying to bring you down to their level. You just have to rise above them.’

      Millie sat staring at her mother, too stunned to speak. For the first time since their arrival, she was lost for words. How could she possibly be a threat to anyone?

      Finally, she shook her head. ‘How am I a threat to those girls, Mama?’

      Violet gave a knowing smile and nodded her head.

      ‘You are from a good family; your father and uncle are powerful men and you come with a sizeable dowry. A lot of those girls have only their passing beauty to catch a potential husband and most men want more than that,’ she explained.

      Millie scowled. ‘Yes, but most men want a slender, elegant wife who stays out of their way,’ she replied, knowing she would never be that sort of woman.

      Her mother laughed. ‘Where on earth did you get such a silly notion from? Have you ever seen me shy away from your father? And believe me, I have never been thin in my life.’ She leaned forward on the leather bench and brushed her hand gently over Millie’s cheek.

      ‘Darling, you will find that different men are attracted to different things. Some will find you a little unusual because of your foreign upbringing and not to their taste, but I assure you there will be someone who finds you the most enchanting creature he has ever laid eyes upon. And when he discovers the witty, intelligent girl that you are, he will give thanks you have come into his life.’

      She tucked a wayward lock of Millie’s chestnut-brown hair behind her daughter’s ear before adding, ‘Of course, you will have to stop complaining about England for him to have a chance to appreciate your finer qualities, but I am sure you will soon overcome your aversion to the place; everyone does eventually.’

      ‘Apart from the French,’ Millie muttered, knowing she was testing her mother’s patience to the limit.

      Violet sat back in her seat and rubbed her temple. She had complained of a throbbing behind her left eye before they’d arrived at Lady Elmore’s and Millie knew from the pale colour of her mother’s cheeks that one of her serious headaches was imminent. As soon as they reached home she would retire to her room and have a long afternoon sleep, leaving Millie once more alone to amuse herself.

      Her mother’s words of advice still hung in the air. Violet was right, of course; Millie would have to make peace with her new home but, as for the other matter, her mind was wracked with doubt.

      No one in London would think her wonderful or stunning. It would take a special man to look beyond the obvious and see the real Millie Ashton. From what she had seen of London society so far, she doubted that such a man existed anywhere in England.

      As the carriage made the short journey to their new home in Mill Street, Millie continued to look out the window. The cobbled streets of London were a stark contrast to the dusty streets of Calcutta, the city where she had been born.

      Instead of the hot windy streets full of people, animals and hand carts all attempting to make progress through the oncoming traffic, London was the picture of ordered civility. The few people walking on the streets of St James made their way on stone pavements, not in the middle of the road. And there were no cows wandering lazily in and out of the street stalls and markets.

      Millie sat back in her seat and, closing her eyes, tried to recall the cries of the khonchavala, as they walked the streets of her home city peddling their many wares.

      Once they’d reached home and were inside, Millie quickly handed her bonnet and coat to her maid. The house call had been long and trying, her temper was frayed and she knew if she stayed near her mother for a minute longer, harsh words would be exchanged and the whole day would be a complete shambles.

      She brushed a kiss on her mother’s cheek, wished her a speedy recovery and with purpose headed downstairs in search of the kitchens.
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      Millie was sitting in the big wooden cook’s chair with a mug of hot sweet tea, slowly chewing on one of Mrs Knowles’ mawa cakes when she saw her brother Charles’ head appear around the kitchen door.

      Stepping into the kitchen, he was greeted by the Indian born Mrs Knowles with a respectful ‘Namaste’. He bowed in return, before turning to his sister.

      ‘Thought I might find you in here. How was the visit to Lady Elmore’s?’ Charles asked, as he stopped near the kitchen table.

      His gaze drifted to the plate sitting next to Millie at the end of the table. A single cake sat alone among the scattered crumbs.

      ‘Oh dear, that bad?’ he replied, running a hand through his sandy blond hair.

      Millie wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin and slurped down the last of her tea. Small tears formed in her eyes and she bravely blinked them away. Rising from the chair, she managed to maintain her composure for the seconds it took for her to fall into her older brother’s embrace.

      He wrapped his comforting arms around her and held her close.

      ‘They called me an elephant,’ she said as the tears found their way to her cheeks. ‘None of them wanted to talk to me; they just sat and giggled behind their hands. They were simply horrid.’

      Charles stroked her hair and planted a kiss on the top of her long brown locks.

      ‘Millie, you just have to give them time, let them get to know you, and I promise things will get better. Not everyone here is horrible. You will have lots of friends in no time. We’ve only been here a week, you cannot dismiss all of London just yet,’ he said with a sigh.

      Millie sniffled back the tears and took the handkerchief he offered.

      ‘I know, I know; Mama says exactly the same thing, but⁠—’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘London isn’t what I was promised. Where is the sophistication, the elegance? So far all I have seen are drawing rooms full of small-minded harpies,’ Millie replied, pulling out of his embrace.

      Charles shook his head.

      ‘I hope you are not setting your mind against our new home?’

      She shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’s just that I had hoped London might be a bit more cosmopolitan. I know many of the English in Calcutta tended to be indifferent to the rest of the country, but I suppose I expected a little more from all that I had heard of England. It is harder to find my feet here than I had expected.’

      ‘But, you have to admit, it’s not all been bad. You cannot tell me you have not enjoyed shopping for new clothes, Millie. I have twice tripped over piles of boxes in the front hallway,’ Charles replied.

      ‘No, the shops are simply wonderful. I have never seen anything like them. I am sure one could shop for days and not venture into the same store twice,’ she replied, grateful for the change in topic.

      ‘Good and what about the museums? I know you have a long list of galleries, gardens and castles you wish to visit.’

      Her spirits rallied at the idea as she looked at her brother and nodded. They were both going to have to find their way through the maze of London society in the oncoming months.

      ‘Thank you, Charles. You are possessed of the happy knack of finding the good in every situation. I can always rely upon you to pull me out of a miserable mood. And you are right; I shall ask Papa if he will take me to see Lord Elgin’s Greek marbles when he next has some spare time. I hear they have moved them to a new display room.’

      ‘Good. You could ask him on the way to the party tonight,’ he replied.

      A wave of nausea came over her. Whether it was as a result of the large number of spiced cakes she had eaten, or from the realisation that tonight her family were to be guests of honour at a ‘Welcome home’ ball, Millie couldn’t tell.

      Millie thanked Mrs Knowles for the cakes and headed for the door. As he passed the table, Charles snatched up the last remaining mawa cake, stuffed it into his mouth and followed his sister from the room.
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      Millie peered through the window of her family’s carriage as it drew up outside her uncle’s brightly lit house later that evening. Ashton House might not have been the largest house on Green Street, but it certainly was the most elegant.

      Four huge stone columns rose high above the street, forming an arched portico. Black iron gates on both the side arches meant entry to the house could only be gained from the arch facing toward the front of the street. Those foolish enough to choose this side of the street on which to walk were forced to negotiate a narrow path between the columns and the road.

      Millie thought it rather outrageous that one of her father’s ancestors had been able to steal the public footpath from the front of Ashton House.

      ‘They widened the street after the house was built,’ her father noted.

      Millie glared at him. James Ashton had an uncanny ability to know exactly what his only daughter was thinking at any moment. When she was young, she had thought it a fun game when he told her what she wished to eat for supper.

      Now, as she grew older, Millie found herself having to maintain a distance from her ever-observant father. Though she knew it didn’t take any special insight to see how unhappy she had been from the moment they had docked in damp, grey England.

      Her parents had talked about returning home for so many years, London had taken on an almost mythical status. Then one night her father cheerfully announced that he had accepted a senior post there with the East India Company and they would all be leaving Calcutta in six months. Her shock at the sudden news contrasted sharply with the light she saw shining in her mother’s eyes as her father made the announcement.

      Later, when she passed the door of her parents’ room on her way to bed, she witnessed them sharing a passionate kiss. As they drew apart, she saw a huge smile on her father’s face. When her mother whispered to him ‘Thank you darling; this is the greatest gift you have ever given me,’ Millie knew her life in India was at an end.

      In the weeks that followed, she realised she had never seen her mother and father so happy. After seeing her parents’ loving embrace and the giddy excitement her mother had displayed when the first of the packing crates arrived, Millie had vowed not to tell either parent how devastated she was about the impending change in their family address.

      It was now almost a year later and she still found it hard to believe she had seen the monsoon rains for the last time.

      ‘Kindly stop reading my mind, Papa; it’s not polite,’ she replied, her mind returning to the present.

      ‘Well, stop thinking so loudly and I won’t be able to,’ her father chuckled.

      The carriage came to a halt in front of Ashton House and James Ashton stepped out and on to the pavement. He helped Violet and Millie down, leaving Charles to follow behind them.

      Inside Ashton House, James’ older brother and his wife warmly greeted them. Married for fifteen years, the Viscount and Viscountess had sadly not been blessed with children.

      ‘Violet, Millie,’ Lady Ashton said brightly. ‘I am so pleased to see you; I have been waiting for this night for such a long time.’

      She placed a warm kiss on Millie’s cheek and gave her a hug. ‘I love your silk gown; it matches your nose ring. You will make quite an impression in London society, my dear,’ her aunt remarked.

      Millie raised a hand and touched the tiny sapphire-studded ring which she wore in her right nostril.

      ‘Thank you, Aunt Beatrice, you don’t think it makes me look too foreign? Mama has been trying to get me to take it out since the day we left Calcutta,’ she replied. Her pale blue gown with gold edging on the skirt had arrived earlier that morning from the modiste; it matched the colour of the sapphire to perfection.

      Lady Ashton nodded her head. ‘I love it, but you may want to listen to your mother’s advice; the ton can be a rather close-minded lot when it suits them. Not everyone will see you as interesting and exotic.’

      ‘I am beginning to understand what you mean,’ Millie replied.

      Lord Ashton slapped Charles heartily on the back.

      ‘My boy,’ he laughed. With an empty nursery in Ashton House, his nephew would be the eventual heir to the Ashton family title.

      ‘Remind me to send you the bill for his schooling,’ replied James, with a grin.

      The two brothers shared a playful wrestle while the rest of their respective family members watched. Violet seemed to be the only one who did not find the whole brotherly exchange the least bit odd.

      ‘Nothing changes,’ she sighed. ‘From the first time I met James, I noticed the two of them could not keep their hands off one another. Always slapping, hugging and wrestling.’

      ‘Yes, well, we do have a bit of catching up to do, my dear,’ replied her husband, his head tucked firmly under his older brother’s armpit. The two men both grinned like naughty schoolboys. The joy of being reunited with his younger sibling shone brightly in Lord Ashton’s eyes.

      Millie had a sudden vision of two little boys running wild through the fields of Kent, laughing as they went. Her father had related many stories of his joy-filled childhood at Ashton Park to Millie and Charles as they grew up.

      Years later, when they were grown and the Ashton estate was facing financial ruin, her father had gone to restore the family fortunes across the other side of the world, leaving both Oscar and England behind.

      Lord Ashton released James from his brotherly embrace and turned his attention to Violet. Pulling her into his arms, he gave her a tender kiss on the forehead. ‘I am so glad to have you home, my lovely sister; you spent too many years away from us, too many.’

      Hot tears stung in Millie’s eyes as she watched her uncle hold her mother as if he would never let her go.

      Until recently, Oscar Ashton had been merely a name on a treasured letter from a far-off land, but here and now, he was all too real. All flesh and human emotion, wrapped up in the spitting image of her father.

      She felt the gentle pressure of her aunt’s hand on her upper arm and turned to see Lady Ashton gulping down air as she vainly attempted to stifle her own tears.

      During the blissful, ignorant years of her young life, Millie had never understood that her parents had been painfully separated from their families. Although India was her home, for James and Violet the stay on the subcontinent had been twenty years of sacrifice and longing.

      Now, with her father’s endeavours and skilful management, the family had made enough capital to return to England and re-establish themselves and their children at the pinnacle of London society.

      Millie drew a handkerchief from within her gown and dabbed at her tears.

      ‘To think I wailed over leaving my horse behind. What a dreadful, selfish daughter I am. I should be happy that my parents have finally come home, yet all I can think of is my own miserable self.’

      Her aunt put a comforting arm around her.

      ‘My dear girl, you have nothing to be ashamed of, so don’t be too hasty to punish yourself. Your mother tells me your first week has been a bit of a trial. We all have to remember that England is a foreign country to you, Millie, so none of us should expect you to settle in here straight away. Your parents might have returned home, but now you are the one who has left her homeland behind and begun a life abroad.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Millie replied, finding a smile for her aunt. ‘You are kind.’

      Lady Ashton’s failure to provide her husband with an heir must have been a painful humiliation for her. Yet, from the moment James and Violet had arrived back in England, she had done everything to make them and their children feel welcome.

      She gave Millie a hug. ‘Nonsense; that is what family is for, my dear. If you need an ear to bend with your problems, I would be more than happy to lend you mine. It’s hard to be an outsider in the ton if you are not born into it. Now, dry your eyes; I want to show you and your mother how beautiful the ballroom looks before the rest of the guests arrive.’
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      An hour or so later, Millie stood alone to one side of the crowded ballroom reflecting upon her aunt’s words. As the other guests huddled in small, friendly groups, she felt the sting of being a true outsider.

      Earlier, she had made several turns of the elegant ballroom with Charles, both smiling with pride as the other guests admired the beautiful silk wall hangings their father had brought back from India. The four large multi-coloured panels were hung on the walls in pairs on either side of the French doors at the rear of the ballroom, affording new arrivals a full view of them from the top of the staircase.

      ‘They will serve as a constant reminder of where the Ashton family’s salvation came from, when it came so very close to the edge of ruin,’ her father had said when he commissioned the works from the local weavers in Calcutta. Now, as she stood looking at her favourite panel, which depicted a view of the Hooghly River from Fort William, it occurred to her that the silks were a visual representation of all that her parents had sacrificed.

      When their uncle came and dragged Charles off to meet his friends, Millie declined the invitation to join them, preferring to spend some time on her own. Considering that apart from the Ashton family she knew no one else in the whole of London, this was an easy feat.

      ‘What a crush; I didn’t think there were that many families in town at this time of the year,’ observed a young, fair-haired woman who stopped at her side. ‘Though I ought not to complain; at least it keeps me from Lord Ashton’s supper table. My mother says if she sees me near it once more this evening she will have my lips sewn together.’

      Millie turned and after taking in the petite pink roses on the bodice of the slender girl’s muslin gown, gave her a wan smile. After the miserable day she had endured, another figure-obsessed miss was last on the list of things she needed.

      A spark of mischief glinted in the other girl’s eye.

      ‘Of course, if you and I just happen to be deep in conversation and stroll slowly by the said table of delights and I lose one of my slippers and...’

      ‘Your hand reaches out to the table to steady yourself,’ replied Millie, quick on the uptake.

      ‘At which point, my hand accidentally touches one of those delicious apple and cinnamon tarts…’

      ‘Then you could only be held to acclaim for your good manners. Since you had touched the food, you could hardly leave it on the table for another guest to eat.’

      The other girl giggled, before painting a determined, serious look on her face. She took hold of Millie’s hand, and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      ‘You know you are right, absolutely right,’ she replied. A grin threatened at the corner of her mouth, but to Millie’s delight, her new acquaintance managed to keep it valiantly at bay.

      ‘It would be saving my family from the most outrageous of scandals. Why, I should receive a standing ovation the moment that tart touches my lips.’

      Millie closed her eyes and sagely nodded.

      ‘I should think a medal would be struck in your honour; my uncle would see to it. For eating that one tart, whilst saving your good self from falling, was truly a feat of wonder, and it should not go unrewarded.’

      A snicker escaped the other girl’s lips, followed by the most unladylike of snorts.

      Both girls bent their heads and tried to capture their laughter in their hands.

      Millie let out a sigh of relief.

      Real girls did exist in London society.

      ‘Lucy Radley,’ said her new friend, her pale green eyes sparkling with tears of mirth. She extended her hand with all the elegance of a queen.

      ‘Millie Ashton,’ Millie replied, dropping into a curtsy.

      As she rose, she saw the smile had disappeared from Lucy’s face.

      ‘Ashton, as in Lord Ashton’s niece?’

      Millie nodded.

      ‘Oh, no. How embarrassing. You are one of the guests of honour and here I am telling you how to steal food from your uncle’s table. You must think me the height of rudeness; I am so terribly sorry,’ Lucy said, as a patch of red appeared on both cheeks.

      Millie took the opportunity to make a thorough study of her evening gloves. If she was ever going to see what sort of girl Lucy truly was, now was the time.

      ‘I am sorry, but your apology is simply not good enough, you shall have to be punished for such a grave transgression,’ she replied haughtily.

      ‘Yes?’

      Millie raised her eyes and with a look of gravity worthy of an Old Bailey judge, she passed sentence.

      ‘I am afraid there is nothing else for it, the sentence must match the severity of the crime. Lucy, you shall have to become my new best friend.’

      A look of relief crossed Lucy’s face, followed swiftly by a well-executed expression of feigned horror.

      ‘It was only a tart, I had no idea the punishment would be so harsh. Couldn’t you just transport me to the colonies?’ she replied.

      Millie laughed; her instincts about Lucy had been spot on.

      They were meant for each other.

      ‘Now, let us visit that supper table,’ commanded Millie, rubbing her hands together with glee. She had just made her first friend in England and it was time to celebrate.

      Lucy gave her a short bow and waved toward the table. ‘Lead on.’

      Later, after polishing off several of the delicacies gracing Lord Ashton’s table, including two of the apple and cinnamon tarts, Millie and Lucy retreated to a far corner of the ballroom.

      Fortunately, they managed to find an empty space near some open doors and immediately found relief from the heated crush. Millie had expected a few people to be interested in meeting her family due to her father’s position at the East India Company, but the three hundred or so guests crowded into the ballroom left her stunned. The room itself was lost in a sea of bodies and humming conversations.

      ‘I have never seen so many people in one room,’ she said. Then turning, she pointed her face toward the doorway and allowed a gentle cold breeze to ruffle her hair. She shivered. After a lifetime of the heat of the subcontinent, the English winter would forever be a novelty to her.

      ‘The weather was always too hot and steamy to have this sort of number at a social gathering in India. Without room to fan themselves in the heat, ladies would simply have fainted dead away.’

      ‘Now, that would make for an interesting evening, though it might stop your aunt and uncle’s guests from ever returning to Ashton House,’ Lucy replied.

      Millie nodded her head. ‘Yes, well, from my short time in London, there are few people I would like to meet for a second time. Present company excluded, of course.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Lucy replied with a smile.

      Millie watched as Lucy’s gaze now drifted from her and tracked slowly across the room. Lucy then rose up on her toes and attempted to peer over the heads of the other guests.

      ‘Who?’ Millie enquired.

      ‘Who, what?’ Lucy replied, as her gaze continued to roam the room.

      ‘Who or what are you looking for?’

      The thought that her newly found friend might have already tired of her company crossed Millie’s mind. Perhaps her instincts about Lucy had been wrong. After a week of bitter disappointment in the land of her heritage, the thought of being unceremoniously abandoned in the middle of a party was close to all she could bear.

      ‘If you have someone else with whom you have made a prior arrangement, I shall understand. I did attach myself to you without notice,’ she added.

      Lucy turned, and with a reassuring smile on her face, shook her head.

      ‘I’m not going anywhere without you, sweet Millie, so there is no need for you to be alarmed. I am simply looking for my brothers. They’re supposed to be attending this evening’s festivities and as usual they are late. I am eager to introduce you to them. David is wickedly amusing, and Alex is just...’

      ‘Just what?’ Millie replied.

      Lucy screwed up her nose.

      ‘Well, let me put it this way: all the girls are in love with him, and all the boys wish they were him. If he weren’t my brother I am certain my father would have him at the top of his list of suitable husbands for me.’ She screwed up her nose once more. Alex’s magical spell clearly had little effect on his sister.

      Millie wondered how long it would be before her own parents started talking to her about finding a husband. Charles had to marry soon; it was expected of the future Viscount, but she prayed she would be allowed a little time before the question of marriage was raised for her.

      She hoped that before then she would have found a way to return to India.

      She was still having an almost daily argument with her mother as to whether she was too old to have a debutante season. That at least kept the subject of marriage at bay. With any luck she would be able to convince her mother that the notion of a twenty-year-old debutante was ridiculous and she would be spared that particular form of public humiliation. The idea of being presented to London society alongside a group of rake-thin, younger debutantes made her feel ill. With her curvaceous figure, she could not possibly compete with any of them for the eye of an eligible bachelor.

      No matter what her mother said, Millie held grave doubts about her chances of making a love match. How many times this week had she heard that English gentlemen only liked slim-figured girls: no curves, no breasts? Of course, once the ton discovered that thanks to her father’s efforts abroad, she now came with a sizeable dowry, her stakes in the marriage market would lift significantly.

      Every fortune-hunter in the country would find her a delight. They would overlook her many faults until she finally relented and selected one of them as her husband. She would then be free to spend the rest of her life regretting her decision while her spouse frittered away her fortune and shared his nights with someone else.

      She knew the same fate might well await her back in India, but at least she would be home, and far away from England.

      Leaving her brother behind would be the hardest break of all, but she had come to realise that she did not belong and never would. It would be best if she went home and did not remain to embarrass him.

      A recent visit to the tailor on Bond Street had resulted in a daily display of Charles’ new, well-cut wardrobe. While the new clothes made him look more handsome than ever, she worried that the change would go deeper than just his attire.

      It would be a terrible pity if the influence of his new friends and expected future title took away the very things that made him uniquely Charles Ashton.

      ‘Stay true to yourself,’ she murmured.

      ‘Pardon?’ Lucy replied. But before Millie could respond, something caught Lucy’s attention and she shot up her arm and began waving madly toward the staircase at the top of the ballroom.

      ‘Hello! We are over here,’ she called out.

      Millie smiled; Lucy really was a breath of fresh air.

      She looked and saw two young men standing on the landing at the top of the stairs. They were peering out over the crowd in the direction of Lucy, who continued to wave at them. Upon seeing the girls, the man nearest to them raised his hand and gave a friendly wave.

      ‘The one with the black hair is my oldest brother, David. The fair-haired one next to him is Alex, known to all and sundry as Alexander the Great,’ Lucy explained.

      As the two men made their way down the stairs and into the ballroom, Millie saw the immediate impact that the arrival of the Radley brothers had on the gathering. For every step they took, someone hailed them. Handshakes flew out from the crowd; their backs were slapped by everyone and a chorus of cheery greetings rose ever higher in pitch.

      She wondered which of them had been wielding the sword when the dragon had been slain, so rousing was the reception these two young men received. They seemed more like all-conquering heroes returning from a dangerous quest, enjoying the spoils of victory, rather than a couple of ton lads arriving at a private party. Any moment now, she expected the crowd to hoist them high on its shoulders for the whole world to laud.

      How intoxicating it must be to be so popular, to wield such power.

      Lucy’s brothers slowly made their way through the thronging mass. Finally, Millie got her first real look at the Radley brothers and her heart stopped.

      David had been leading the way through the crowd, but as they drew closer to the girls, the crowd thinned a little and Alex was able to walk beside his brother.

      As he appeared from behind David, Millie thought she must be imagining things. No mortal man could be that good looking.

      Not merely handsome, but breathtakingly beautiful.

      A pile of blond hair sat ruffled atop his head. At first glance it appeared not to have seen a comb or brush for many a day and yet it was perfect.

      He looked as if he had recently rolled out of bed, thrown on his evening clothes and headed out to the Ashton party.

      His cravat, against all fashion dictates, was tied loosely around his neck, but in such an elegant way that was clearly by design. His red and gold striped double-breasted waistcoat fitted tightly to his long, lean muscular body. As Millie’s gaze took in the magnificence of Alex’s evening clothes it was obvious that every piece of clothing on his body was of the finest cut and fabric, the touch of a master tailor evident in this pinnacle of casual elegance.

      Her eyes drifted lower to the highly polished black Hussar boots which clung to his calf muscles. She took a deep breath and tried to turn her head away, but found herself unable to.

      Or was it unwilling?

      The instant she saw the deep green of Alex’s eyes, she knew he was dangerous. When his soul-piercing gaze landed upon her, she felt a cold shiver of premonition run down her spine.

      Millie gave a quick glance over her left shoulder to see who had caught his eye, but found herself facing a dark green velvet curtain.

      There was no one behind her.

      When she looked back at the approaching Adonis, she realised his gaze was locked firmly on her, a look of puzzlement etched upon his face.

      She looked toward Lucy, but could not catch her eye. Her friend was busily attempting to paint a look of annoyance on her own face, whilst glaring at her approaching brothers.

      ‘Oh no, I can see this is not going to end well,’ Millie muttered, feeling her face turning red. She took two steps backward, but found herself hard up against the ballroom curtain.

      ‘I need to get away from here’, she said under her breath, beginning to panic.

      Horrid girls were bad enough, but disapproving brothers were another matter entirely. With his eyes trained upon her like a hunter stalking his prey, she knew she would not be fortunate enough to escape unscathed.

      From the look on his face, Millie deduced Alex was not happy to see her standing beside Lucy. Was it that the perfect brother did not like his sister associating with those who were less than godlike? It would not be the first time since arriving that she had been judged by others because of her looks.

      Lucy shook her head. ‘You can’t leave yet; you haven’t met my brothers.  They will be delighted to meet you, I am sure of it,’ she replied. ‘Once I have finished boxing their ears, that is.’

      Millie grabbed a handful of the heavy green curtain. For an instant, she toyed with the idea of hiding behind the voluminous fabric screen and making herself invisible, but she knew that would be ridiculous. Escape was impossible.

      With every step, he drew closer to her, his gaze never leaving her face. Trapped by his stare and unable to flee, she steeled herself for the humiliation she knew she was about to endure.

      ‘I was beginning to wonder when you two miscreants would finally arrive,’ Lucy said, letting out a huff of displeasure. ‘Where have you been?’

      The two men exchanged a knowing grin.

      ‘See, I told you she would be cross with us,’ David replied and nodded to his brother.

      ‘I don’t know why. We are only late because Mama asked us to call in at home and pay our respects to Great Aunt Maude.  You can hardly blame us for that, Lu,’ Alex replied, never moving his gaze from Millie.

      Millie blinked hard and with great effort tore her eyes away from his magnetic stare. She looked at Lucy, who gave Millie a pained look of embarrassment in return. Millie’s heart went out to her.

      ‘Sorry,’ Lucy muttered as her hands fell to her sides. ‘How is Aunt Maude? Mother has been so worried. She only came out tonight because Maude finally agreed to the doctor visiting.’

      David reached out and pulled his sister into a forgiving hug. She wrapped her arms around him, and hid her burning face in the front of his evening jacket.

      ‘It’s all right, Lucy, Maude is fine. The doctor was leaving as we arrived, and he said it was just exhaustion from the long trip south. A few days’ bed rest and she will be gadding about town before we know it.’

      He placed a gentle peck on his sister’s cheek, before his hand went slyly to her hair in a well-practised move. Lucy flinched and struggled to break free of his embrace. She took a step back before reaching out and giving him a solid punch on the arm.

      ‘Oooh, you are a bad one, David Radley, and don’t think for one minute I won’t tell Mama it was you who fussed with my hair,’ she laughed, wagging her finger at him. David stood rubbing his poor offended arm.

      ‘Sharp right, Lucy; ever considered bare-knuckled boxing?’

      Millie stifled a laugh. With an older brother herself, she knew the price of a brotherly hug was always a well-timed ruffling of the hair. David Radley, it would appear, was another exponent of the art.

      Another spark of hope flared; warmth did exist in the cold heart of London society. She immediately liked David; he was just like her own brother Charles.

      Her gaze returned to the other Radley brother, Alex, who was slowly looking her up and down, and appeared to be taking stock. She gave him a smile and prayed that her social death would be a mercifully quick one.

      He gave a short bow and held out his hand.

      She had not anticipated that move. It took a moment for her to unclench her right hand and offer it to him. He captured her hand and held it firmly.

      She looked down and saw that her fingers had disappeared under his palm. She sucked in a shallow breath and bit her bottom lip. The sooner this was over the better.

      ‘Alex,’ he barely whispered. He bent and placed a kiss on her glove.

      She felt his hot breath through the glove’s fine cotton and a second shiver went down her spine.

      He lifted his head and stared once more into her eyes. If death had come at that moment, she would have welcomed it. For if Helen of Troy’s face had launched a thousand ships, Alex Radley’s eyes could have burned them all, such was their power.

      They stood silently staring at one another, until David cleared his throat in a none-too-subtle manner.

      Alex waved a hand in his brother’s general direction. ‘David,’ he muttered.

      Still held by the smouldering power of Alex’s gaze, Millie gave a small nod of her head.

      She heard a sudden indignant huff and Alex disappeared, then David and Lucy took his place.

      Millie snapped back to reality.

      She realised that, with one arm draped loosely around his sister’s waist, David had used his other hand to give his younger brother a hard shove to one side.

      Out the corner of her eye, Millie could see Alex standing nearby, staring daggers at David.

      Fortunately for David, Alex could not stare at two people at once, and so his silent punishment lasted only momentarily before Alex resumed his keen observation of Millie.

      She looked down at her hand, and was surprised to see it still on the end of her arm. She was certain Alex had taken it with him, so tightly had he held it within his grasp.

      ‘Sorry; he does lack a certain amount of social finesse at times – you would never think he was a duke’s son,’ David said, returning his brother’s filthy look in kind.

      Millie raised her eyebrows and looked at Lucy.

      ‘So, it’s Lady Lucy?’

      Lucy looked surprised. ‘Oh, sorry. I assumed you knew who the Radley family were, but of course since you have only just arrived in England, that was a rather silly presumption on my part. Our father is the Duke of Strathmore. There are the three of us here, as well as Stephen and Emma, who are both still in the schoolroom. I always make a mess when it comes to the formality of introductions.’

      David gave a polite bow.

      ‘Mr David Radley; pleased to make your acquaintance. This blond buffoon here is the Marquess of Brooke, much to the shame of our family.’

      ‘Shut up David; you don’t even know her name,’ Alex snapped.

      Millie saw Lucy and David exchange a look of surprise at this display of temper from their brother.

      Lucy stepped away from David and took hold of Millie’s hand. ‘This is Miss Millicent Ashton, Viscount Ashton’s niece, recently arrived from India. Her family are the guests of honour for tonight,’ she explained.

      David must have seen the anger simmering on Alex’s face and rather than taunt his brother further, he gave Millie a wave and a smile.

      ‘So, you are Charles’ younger sister?’ he asked. ‘We met your brother on Monday at White’s; your father was completing the paperwork for him to become a member.’

      Millie let out the breath she realised she was holding. ‘Yes, Papa plans to have him admitted to all the right clubs as soon as possible. He and my uncle are grooming Charles for the day when he eventually comes into the family title.’

      ‘And you were born in India?’ David asked, as his gaze locked on her nose ring.

      She smiled, grateful for his polite questioning; it gave her something to contemplate while Alex stood silently to one side staring at her. For her part, she kept her eyes facing forward, her gaze locked firmly upon a small freckle above David’s right eyebrow. His blue-green eyes reminded her of the colour of the sea.

      ‘Yes, I was born nearly two years after my parents and brother arrived in Calcutta; I have lived all my life on the subcontinent,’ she replied.

      It was the first time since she had arrived in England that anyone had asked her about her own life. The usual queries, more often than not, pertained to Charles’s plans for his future.

      Lucy smiled as the conversation began to smooth over the awkward earlier greeting from Alex. Millie ventured a shy smile in her direction. Her new friend appeared to be as keen as she was for this friendship to survive its first night.

      ‘Miss Ashton finds our weather a bit of a challenge. She is not used to the chill of London in March,’ Lucy offered.

      At that moment, the orchestra began to warm up for a quadrille. Millie glanced over towards the dance floor and saw various couples joining hands and finding their places. She wished she were among them.

      She turned back to continue speaking to David, but instead found Alex once more taking up her whole field of vision. He reached out and grabbed her by the hand.

      ‘Dance with me, Miss Ashton,’ he said, and began to drag her towards the dance floor.

      She whipped her head around and caught a brief glimpse of David and Lucy staring open-mouthed with surprise, before she lost them in the crowd. Alex pulled her swiftly through the throng, which parted for him easily, as it had done on his arrival.

      As he strode hurriedly towards the dance floor, she was compelled to run to keep up with him.

      With all her attention focused on holding up her skirts and running, Millie did not realise Alex had stopped until she ran straight into him.

      ‘Ooof’, she exclaimed, as her wrist twisted painfully out of his grasp.

      He turned and from the expression on his face, he looked as if he had been struck by lightning. She heard him suck in a deep breath and swallow, almost as if he were in pain.

      He closed his eyes, nodded his head and then, reaching out, seized her by the hand once more. ‘Come on, they are nearly ready to strike up the tune,’ he announced.

      He turned his back and continued to forge a path through the party guests, towing Millie behind him and stopping only once they had reached the dance floor, where he quickly let go of her hand.

      He breathed heavily in and out several times and Millie feared he was about to have a convulsion. To her surprise he took an even deeper breath before giving her an abrupt bow, to which she responded with a curtsy. Since they were in a public place, there was little else she could do.

      When the music began, Millie offered him her hand, but Alex stood rooted to the spot.

      A flash of fury sparked its way through her brain. He had rudely stared at her, dragged her through a crowded ballroom and now he was refusing to take her hand for the dance.

      For Millie, things had been bad enough when Alex had her cornered by the door, but now they stood in the middle of the dance floor, where everyone could see. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the other dancers had begun to take notice.

      ‘Lord Brooke, please. I beg of you, take my hand and let us either join the dance or leave the floor. I don’t know what sort of game you think you are playing with me, but your behaviour is boorish and I have had just about enough.’

      She saw his lips begin to move, but no words came out of his mouth.

      She silently counted to ten before letting out a deep sigh of frustration.

      ‘Very well, if that is how you wish to behave I shall leave you here. Good evening, my lord.’

      She turned, and with her head held high, walked away.

      ‘You horrible conceited man,’ she muttered through gritted teeth.

      If she had looked back, she would have seen Alex still standing alone in the middle of the dance floor, staring after her, a pained look on his face.

      At the edge of the crowd, she found Lucy and David.

      Poor Lucy’s eyes were full of unshed tears and her bottom lip was quivering. Millie took hold of Lucy’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      ‘It’s all right, Lucy; I don’t dance that well anyway. You and the rest of the party have been spared that unnatural spectacle at least for this evening. You should be grateful for your brother’s lack of manners,’ she said, giving Lucy a reassuring smile.

      Lucy nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she replied, as the first tears began to roll down her cheek. Millie reached out and wiped one away. The poor girl had stood helpless while her brother humiliated her new friend in front of all the guests at a party.

      ‘Please don’t cry, Lucy, no harm was done,’ Millie said.

      The dance continued and the remaining dancers were compelled to work their way around the inconvenient obstacle that the motionless Lord Brooke presented to them.

      Other guests soon began to take note and comment on the odd human centrepiece which was the Marquess of Brooke. To his credit, Millie felt David Radley held his temper rather well, but finally it was clear he too had endured enough of his brother’s outlandish behaviour.

      ‘Excuse me, ladies, but I need to go and speak to my fool of a brother before he causes the family name any further disgrace,’ David said as he walked away.

      As the girls and a growing number of party guests looked on, David stormed on to the dance floor and took hold of Alex’s arm. The brothers exchanged a few sharp, angry words before David marched Alex across the ballroom and out into the rear garden.

      As they passed by, Millie could see the look on David’s face was one of pure rage.

      Lucy let out a small cry of despair and gripped Millie’s wrist

      ‘Millie, I had better go after them; something must be terribly wrong with Alex. Please believe me when I say he has never behaved like this before in his life. He can be impetuous at times, but I don’t know what has come over him tonight.’

      She kissed Millie on the cheek.

      ‘I promise that if you come and visit at Strathmore House, I will make sure he is not at home and if he is, he will be on his best behaviour.’ Lucy’s gaze followed her brothers as they disappeared through the door and out into the night.

      ‘I have to go,’ she said urgently. ‘My parents are here tonight and they will soon hear about Alex’s behaviour toward you. If I don’t go and separate my brothers, my father will have them both by the ear and marching out the front door. If I go now, we may still be able to salvage this evening.’

      With a growing sense of unease, Millie watched as Lucy picked up her skirts and headed quickly for the French doors.

      Her spirits sank, knowing she would have to make the trip to the Duke of Strathmore’s house, no matter how much she dreaded it.

      If her new friend had to suffer the embarrassment of having dozens of pairs of eyes watching as she followed her brawling brothers outside, then paying Lucy a social call the next day would be the least Millie could do.

      ‘Millie, Mama wishes to speak to you.’ She turned and saw Charles standing behind her, shaking his head. She swore under her breath, pushed past him and went in search of her mother.

      When she reached her mother’s side, it was obvious whom her mother blamed for the whole embarrassing spectacle; the look on Violet’s face said it all. Then, seeing her father, Millie turned and started toward him, but he shook his head and pointed in the direction of his wife.

      ‘But I haven’t done anything,’ she silently pleaded with him.

      ‘Mama,’ she said, as she stepped in front of her mother, with her back to the assembled guests. If she was to be on the end of an undeserved scolding, then let her mother face them as they strained their ears to overhear.

      Violet took hold of Millie’s hands and pulled her in close.

      ‘What was all that about?’ she snapped.

      Millie sighed and shrugged her shoulders.

      ‘I honestly do not know, Mama. I met Lucy Radley earlier in the evening; she seemed sweet and introduced me to her two brothers. When they arrived, the Marquess of Brooke just stood and stared at me; even his brother accused him of being rude. The next thing I knew, he had dragged me across the ballroom and pushed me on to the dance floor.’

      ‘Where he then refused to dance with you?’ her mother replied, her eyebrows lifting in a clear display that said she was not convinced of her daughter’s innocence in the matter.

      ‘Yes, and it was very embarrassing,’ Millie replied, hurt at her mother’s obvious mistrust. ‘Do you think I staged the whole thing to get sympathy?’ She pulled her hands away from her mother, not caring that their exchange was being observed.

      Violet closed her eyes and sighed.

      ‘What am I going to do with you? I am at my wits’ end, Millie. I don’t know what happened between you and Lord Brooke, but this nonsense stops right this minute, do you hear?’ She wagged her finger at Millie for good measure, which brought on a flurry of whispers from the eavesdroppers behind her.

      ‘For the rest of the evening you will stay by my side, and you will smile and make small talk with anyone who is good enough to speak to you. I will not have you ruin this evening for the rest of the family.’

      A reply formed on Millie’s lips, but Violet shook her head, indicating that the discussion was at an end. Millie knew exactly where she stood in her mother’s graces.

      ‘Yes, Mama,’ she replied, taking her place at her mother’s side.

      ‘Good,’ Violet said as she smiled at the other guests.

      For the next half an hour Millie watched dancing couples as they waltzed through a succession of popular pieces. Charles even ventured an appearance with their Aunt Beatrice on his arm.

      Millie stood smiling as Charles and Lady Ashton took the floor. His lips moved slowly as he counted out the steps and Lady Ashton, gracious as ever, tried to hide her discomfort every time he stepped on her toes.

      ‘You shall have to start on your dancing lessons again, now that we have been introduced to London society,’ her father murmured in her ear. Millie kept her gaze on the dancers, but it was no use; James Ashton was reading her mind again.

      ‘If it’s of any comfort, I understand the Duke of Strathmore has taken his son to task, and Lord Brooke will not be troubling you any further this evening, my dear.’

      ‘I wish you would tell that to Mama,’ she replied.

      Her father put his arm around her shoulder and squeezed. ‘Once this dance set is over, your uncle will be making a speech, then we shall be going home. After your visit to Lady Elmore’s this afternoon and tonight’s unpleasantness, I think you have suffered enough for one day.’

      Millie gave him a tight smile; at least someone in her family believed she was not the one to blame for the scene on the dance floor. The thought of going home and tucking herself into bed sounded like heaven.

      Her father was right; of all the days they had been in residence in London, today had definitely been the worst. At least now all she had left to endure was a long, boring speech from the head of her family and this day would finally be at an end.
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      To her surprise and delight, she discovered her Uncle Oscar was a keen and skilled orator. When the orchestra took
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