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        Dear Beloved Readers,

        

        As you embark on this enchanting journey through the pages of Earls Like You, I extend to you my heartfelt gratitude for choosing to immerse yourselves in the captivating world I created.

        Each tale within this collection holds a piece of my heart, woven with threads of passion, adventure, and the timeless allure of love. From the tempestuous romance of Damien Archer, Earl of Grayson, and Lady Charlotte Lawson, to the festive mischief of Blake Fox, the Earl of Edgemore, and the tender complexities of Lord Brian Kennington and Lady Minerva Fox, every story is a testament to the enduring power of the human heart.

        As you turn the pages, may you be swept away by the romance, intrigued by the intrigue, and ultimately captivated by the indomitable spirit of love that transcends societal boundaries and defies all odds.

        Thank you, dear readers, for embarking on this literary voyage with me. Your support and enthusiasm are the wind beneath my wings, propelling me to continue crafting tales that ignite the imagination and stir the soul.

        Thank you again for choosing my work.

        

        Happy reading,

        Amanda Mariel
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        Tammy, thank you for inviting me to be a part of the Wicked Earls’ Club! I will always value your friendship and fellowship.
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      Damien Archer, the Earl of Grayson, reclined on a leather armchair with a glass of brandy firmly in hand. The Wicked Earls’ Club bustled with patrons, and Damien was pleased to be among them. Over the years, the club had become a second home to him. He spent numerous hours within the safety of its walls gambling and partaking of women and booze. He did not want to imagine what life would be like without his club.

      “I cannot believe another of us has willingly handed over his key.” Damien shook his head. It seemed that one earl after another had disappeared from within these walls over the last few months.

      Benton, who sat opposite Damien, swirled the liquor in his tumbler. “Who do you suppose will be next?”

      “So long as it’s not me, I don’t bloody care.” Davenport took a swig of his whiskey and stretched his legs out in front of him as he reclined in the chair across from Damien.

      Far too many of their fellow earls had left the club as of late—Sussex, Westcliff, and Basingstoke among them. Each had become love-bitten and then chose to marry. The consequence being that they had to turn in their pins and keys and leave the club—forever.

      Damien would never make such a choice. “I second, Davenport,” Damien said. “In fact, if I should ever be so stupid as to consider it, please take me out into the woods and shoot me at once.”

      Benton’s eyes rounded for a moment before he began to chuckle. “You would not want us to carry out that wish if you actually fell in love.”

      “The hell I wouldn’t!” Damien drained his tumbler and then signaled for a refill.

      “What do you know of love?” Davenport appraised Benton.

      “Only that it makes a man lose all sense.” Benton glanced at the large floor-to-ceiling window. “It is hard to believe that any skirt could wreak such havoc, and yet we’ve seen it time and again.”

      Damien shook his head and stood. “Far too often for my comfort.”

      “Where are you off to?” Davenport asked, one eyebrow arched.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Damien walked away, leaving them to wonder. He could have told them he was heading for home, but why disappoint them? Surely they expected something far different, like a house of ill repute, a mistress, or a gaming hell. The truth was, he would rather be off to engage in something wild and reckless if he weren’t so bloody tired.

      He stifled a yawn as he exited the Wicked Earls’ Club. He’d spent the previous evening carousing at his usual haunts with Edgemore. Then, after a few hours of sleep, he’d ventured to the club. Now he found himself in need of more rest. Perhaps once he’d had a nap, he would find some more fun to partake in.

      After giving his driver orders, Damien settled against the plush seat of his carriage and allowed his eyes to close. Before long the carriage jostled and turned into the long drive of his Mayfair mansion. Sitting up straight, he adjusted his coat as the conveyance came to a stop.

      He wasted no time stepping down from the carriage intent on reaching his front door, and more importantly, his bed. Halfway across the drive, the pounding of hooves drew his attention. Damien glanced up the gravel drive, releasing a heavy sigh.

      Two women raced toward him mounted on white horses.

      Who the devil were they, and what did they want?

      Damien peered at the riders, attempting to make out their features. He focused on the one in front. When she came into view, all of the air left his lungs as if someone had punched him in the gut. He forgot all about her companion as disbelief and shock gripped him—shaking him to the core.

      Lady Charlotte Lawson—pale blond curls bouncing as her small frame sat proudly upon her mount. He’d wager her icy blue eyes sparkled with merriment, though he could not see them to be sure. Of all the woman who could have been racing up his drive, it was her—his Charlotte.

      No, not anymore. She hadn’t been his in years. Why had she come? Did he even care?

      Charlotte pulled up on the reins, slowing her mount before bringing the horse to a stop. “I had so hoped to find you here.” She gave a charming smile, eyes sparkling just as he’d imagined they would be.

      She shifted in the saddle, pinning him beneath her stare. “Don’t just stand there, Damien. Do come help me down. I must speak with you at once.”

      Momentarily incapable of words or actions, he risked a glance at the other rider. Charlotte’s sister Lady Elizabeth, or rather, Lady Oxford since she’d wed, had pulled rein several yards behind Charlotte.

      “Well,” Charlotte said, her voice laced with impatience.

      Damien drew in a breath as he stepped closer, his gaze holding hers. “Why are you here?”

      “Help me out of this saddle, and then I will be glad to enlighten you.” She impatiently dropped the reins, allowing them to hang across the horse’s shoulder. “Or am I to jump down on my own?”

      How many years had passed since he’d last spoken with her? Ten? Twelve? He had seen her about the ton; at balls, musicals, and other events on occasion, but he had not spoken with her—not one word since the day he’d set her free.

      It had been for the best back then—it still was. “I have no need to hear you out.” Damien pivoted and began strolling toward the shelter of his home.

      “Wait. This is important,” Charlotte called after him.

      A moment later the sound of her half boots racing across his drive assaulted his ears. Bloody hell. Why would she not go away? Before he could react, she reached out and grabbed his arm.

      “I will not allow you to walk away from me. Not this time, Damien.” Determination radiated from within her.

      He held her gaze, all fire and fury, making the icy-blue of her eyes crackle. “It is a tad late for anger now. Wouldn’t you say?” He pulled his arm free from her grasp. “Go home, Charlotte.”

      “I cannot. Leastwise not until after you have granted me an audience.”

      As she spoke, desperation seeped into her gaze. Perhaps he had her all wrong. Maybe this had nothing to do with their past. Could she be in some sort of trouble? Damien crossed his arms over his chest and released a huff of breath. “Very well. Start talking.”

      “Might we go inside first?” Charlotte glanced at the large oak door Damien’s servant now held open. “It is a delicate matter.”

      “Delicate?” He arched one brow as he studied her.

      “Indeed.” Her cheeks flushed, but she held her ground.

      Good God, had she gone and gotten herself with child? He swept his gaze over the familiar curves of her body. He’d kill the bastard, see him quartered and dragged through the streets. Damien took hold of Charlotte’s elbow and led her into the house, down the hall, and into his receiving room.

      He shut the door behind them before turning to her. “Who did this to you?”

      “Wha…what?” Her eyes rounded.

      “Who is the bloody libertine that took advantage of you? I will see him punished.” Damien leaned closer, his tone deadly. “He will suffer, I promise you.”

      Charlotte notched her chin. “The only man who has ever taken advantage of me…is you.”

      Damien released her elbow and strolled across the room. Thank goodness he’d been wrong. The very thought of anyone ruining her set his blood to boiling. It was for that very reason he’d turned away from her all those years ago.

      Charlotte was no light skirt—she was a true, pure lady in need of a husband. He would never marry, and therefore, he would never be deserving of her.

      “Tell me, Damien, have you suffered?” Her voice drifted across the space.

      He ignored the stab of guilt and the way his heartbeat seemed to skip at her words. “Dispense with the games, Charlotte.” Reaching the fireplace, he turned back to her. “Tell me, why the devil have you come?”

      Charlotte reached up, fidgeting with the trim adorning her riding habit’s bodice. “I want you to teach me how to seduce a man.”

      He swallowed hard, bringing his attention back to her face. “Come again?”

      She could not possibly have asked him what he thought she did. It was unconscionable. Improper. Not at all like the Charlotte he’d known.

      Certainly not the type of request a well-bred lady should make. He narrowed his gaze on her as he rolled the words around his mind.

      “I can think of no one better suited to the task than you. After all, you are a renowned rakehell.” She took a few slow strides toward him. “Furthermore, I know how persuasive your skills can be.”

      This must be some sort of ploy. He could fathom no other explanation. “You cannot be serious, Charlotte.”

      “I assure you I am.” She notched her chin, defiance etched on her face.

      Damien came to stand in front of her, his gaze burning into hers. “Why?”

      “I wish to charm gentlemen, of course.” She averted her gaze to the window and sighed.

      “You are not the type.” Damien ground out the words. The mere thought of any man touching her, bedding her, made him want to strangle someone.

      Her attention returned to him. “I most certainly am.”

      No, she was not—never had been. Not that she was a prude. He could have easily taken her virtue all those years ago. She’d offered herself to him, been willing to give him every part of her. She had been in love with him. Planned a future with him as her husband.

      He shook his head. “That is why you have brought a chaperone along?”

      “She is here to make sure you do not take your lessons too far. A safety measure of sorts.” Charlotte glanced back out the window to where her sister remained in the drive, still on her mount. “You see, I have no wish to be ruined. I only want to learn how to tempt a man, not bed one.”

      Her tone cut through him as her words trailed off. She did not trust him and harbored anger over the past. Still, she had come to him for help. He closed his eyes while rubbing his forehead between his thumb and fingers. “Should I agree, what do you hope to accomplish with your new knowledge?

      Charlotte smiled at him. “Marriage.”

      He laughed. “I am not the sort.”

      “You are not my mark. The ton is full of well-suited gentlemen. I hope to gain the interest and affection of one of them before I become an irrevocable spinster. And besides, you owe me.”

      “Do I?” His grin faltered.

      “Indeed, you do. I gave you my heart all those years ago. I spent my most marriageable years pining for you, waiting for you to come back to me. Do you know what they called me?” She did not wait for him to answer before continuing on. “The unattainable debutante.”

      “I will not apologize,” Damien said. He had loved her enough to leave her chaste. She would not make him feel bad for his decision; for he knew that he’d done what was best for them both.

      “By the time I accepted that you would not be coming back to me, I’d earned a reputation for turning suitors away, and the unattainable debutante I have stayed ever since. Now I am nearing nine and twenty with no prospects.” Her shoulders slumped. “It is not my wish to spend my life alone.”

      How he wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her at this very moment. The image of her soft, creamy skin bared for him flashed to the front of his mind and he stepped closer, stopping himself just short of taking her into his embrace.

      Bloody hell, spending time with her would damn near kill him, but how could he refuse? He did owe her. “Stop pouting, you win.”

      A bright smile lit her face. “Thank you, Damien, thank you, thank you, thank you.” She embraced him, pressing her breasts against his chest. “When shall we begin?”

      Damien took her arms from around him and stepped back. He could not trust himself so close to her. “Tonight, at the Brighton Ball. I had not planned to attend, but since you will be among the guests, I will come and observe your interactions. Then I can determine how best to aid you in your endeavor.”

      She angled her head, her eyes narrowing. “I already told you how to help. I need to learn how to seduce a man.”

      Good lord, he wished she would stop saying that. Every time her sweet mouth formed the words, he wanted to plunder her. Shaking his head, he said, “Seduction would only lead you to ruin. What you need to do is charm the ton’s gentlemen, capture their interest, and make it known that you are available for marriage.”

      She darted her tongue out, wetting her lips. “Very well, I will see you this evening.”

      Damien did his best to ignore the discomfort of his swollen manhood pressing against his trousers as she turned to take her leave of the room. How could she not already know the effect she had on a man? It was all he could do to keep from ravishing her.

      Charlotte possessed great beauty, a true Diamond of the first water. Her light coloring, small frame, and feminine curves were what first drew him to her. But she possessed wit and charm as well as a tender soul. Those attributes had nearly stolen his heart.

      Could he still be susceptible to her charms? Did he place them both in danger by agreeing to her scheme?

      Bloody hell, he released a huff of breath and reached for his brandy decanter.

      The sooner he got her safely wed, the better.
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      As Charlotte made her way from Damien’s parlor, her mind flashed back to their last clandestine meeting. She could still feel his arms wrapped around her, still smell his masculine scent, and would never be able to forget the cold, haunted look in his gaze as he’d turned her away.

      That night, eleven years ago, she’d snuck out of a ball to meet him in private. Trepidation had not tingled against her spine, neither had nerves set her on edge. Rather, excitement for the future had filled her along with a powerful longing to be with the man she loved.

      She had been determined to give herself to Damien—body and soul. There had been no reason to wait since she was quite certain he would be offering for her soon. How could he not? They spent every moment they could together and took every opportunity to be alone, often sneaking off to meet in dark corners.

      When she had entered the conservatory, she’d run into his arms. Damien pulled her close, nuzzling his face against her upswept hair.

      “I must speak with you in all seriousness, Charlotte.” His long-ago words echoed back to her.

      Charlotte had tipped her chin up to gaze at him. “I have something to tell you as well.” She dropped kisses on his neck before nuzzling her face into his warm flesh and murmuring against him, “I love you, Damien. I do not want to wait any longer. Make love to me.”

      When she’d tipped her chin up to gaze into his eyes, he’d brought his mouth to hers in a bruising kiss. Her insides had ignited in a flurry of passion as she’d pressed against him. When they finally parted she’d clung to him, her heart bursting with love, anticipation prickling at her as she awaited his declaration of love—his proposal of marriage.

      Instead, he stated his intention never to marry—shattering her heart.

      As the memory faded from her mind, the pain stung her as though minutes rather than years had lapsed. Perhaps it was being in his embrace again that had reopened the old wound. She should never have hugged him, no matter how grateful she was for his assistance.

      But then, it could be not knowing why he’d acted as he had that bothered her. She’d received no explanation—no closure.

      That long-ago night when he’d shattered her dreams, he’d given her no reason for his rejection, simply said they were not to be then left her standing alone in the conservatory, staring after him with kiss-swollen lips and broken dreams.

      She gathered her skirt in her hand as she descended the steps of his porch. As badly as she wished to run, she would maintain her composure. She had to, Elizabeth was watching, and for all she knew, Damien was too.

      In the years since their parting, Charlotte had spent countless hours searching the gossip columns for any news of him, and even more hours crying into her pillows. She had eventually hardened her heart, turning all of her love to hatred. The last thing she had expected when she came to him this afternoon was to feel those old hurts afresh. She’d be damned if she allowed anyone else to discover how he had affected her.

      God’s bones, after what he’d done to her, she should not have any passionate feelings toward him—let alone tender ones. What the devil was wrong with her?

      Charlotte marched across his drive toward her horse, clutching the skirt of her riding habit so hard that her knuckles turned white. Perhaps enlisting his help had been a mistake. Regardless, she could think of no other means to achieve her end. She’d set her course in motion and she meant to follow it through. Where Damien was concerned, she would have to keep an emotional distance in order to protect herself, but he was still best suited to help her.

      With the aid of a footman, she swung into her saddle. Hazarding a glance at her sister, she took the reins and set her horse into a canter. The breeze created by her fast pace calmed her as she guided her horse out of the gravel drive.

      “Must we ride at such a breakneck pace?” Elizabeth yelled, glancing at Charlotte.

      Rather than giving an answer, Charlotte simply pushed her mount faster.

      Elizabeth caught up, then glared at at Charlotte. “Do slow down and tell me how things went with Lord Grayson.”

      “Let us return home first, lest someone see us and gossip about our outing.” She dismissed her sister, focusing her attention on the road ahead.

      Charlotte was not ready to discuss the success of her meeting yet, for fear that Elizabeth would see through to her angst. Elizabeth had warned her that seeing Damien could stir up old emotions, but Charlotte had insisted that no love remained. She wasn’t ready to bask in her sister’s gloating. As it were, they would be home too soon for Charlotte’s liking.

      After gaining some distance from Damien, Charlotte slowed her horse’s pace, and they rode the remaining distance in companionable silence. Elizabeth followed Charlotte from the stables and into their home before speaking again.

      “Now will you tell what happened at Lord Grayson’s?” Elizabeth followed Charlotte up the stairs. “Or am I to guess?”

      “I asked him to help and he agreed.” Reaching the top of the grand staircase, Charlotte turned down the corridor that led to her rooms. She hoped Elizabeth would go her own way without added conversation. Clearly, she was not to be so lucky considering her sister had followed her up the stairs.

      “What marvelous news indeed! Your hasty retreat made me fear that he’d refused.”

      Charlotte entered her bedchamber with Elizabeth close behind. Turning to her sister, she said, “I intend to have a bath and perhaps a nap before the ball.” It should have been enough to send Elizabeth on her way, but Charlotte was not to gain an easy escape.

      She sighed when her sister lowered herself into an armchair. “Do you not have preparations to make for the ball? Surely your husband expects you home soon.”

      “Never mind all of that.” Elizabeth removed her gloves and laid them in her lap. “I want to hear how Lord Grayson plans to aid you.”

      Charlotte tossed her bonnet onto the bed, then strolled across the room and rang for her maid. While her back was to Elizabeth, she said, “He plans to attend tonight’s ball and observe my interactions.”

      “And then what?” Elizabeth asked.

      Charlotte turned to her sister. “Then he will determine how best to help me.”

      “You were with him for an absurd amount of time. What took so long?” Elizabeth stared at her through suspicious blue eyes. “Did he force you to beg? Or worse, try to take liberties with you?”

      Charlotte smoothed her skirt. “No…not exactly.” She glanced at the window. How much did she dare tell Elizabeth? She brought her attention back to her sister. “It was worse than all that. He made me explain my motivation and my reason for enlisting him to help.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes softened, and she came to stand beside Charlotte. “Are you quite certain you wish to go through with this scheme? I do not want to see you hurt. I’m certain you could find a suitable match without Lord Grayson’s interference.”

      Elizabeth had stood by Charlotte through her heartbreak all those years ago and knew all too well what Charlotte had gone through. She did not blame her sister for harboring concerns now. In truth, Charlotte fretted as well. “I am determined to find a husband.”

      “I am well aware, dear.” Elizabeth wrapped her arm around Charlotte’s shoulders. “But are you sure that you want Lord Grayson’s help with the matter?”

      “There is no one better suited to the task.” Charlotte gave a bright smile. She hoped it appeared cheery, rather than one of those frightful forced ones. “Now do take your leave so that I may prepare for the ball. After all, it does promise to be an important night.”

      Elizabeth gave Charlotte a slight squeeze before she released her. “I will see you this evening.”

      Indeed, Charlotte would see a great many people—including Damien. Her traitorous heart sped up at the thought as she watched Elizabeth depart. Would Damien dance with her? Would he think her stunning in her new ball gown?

      She heaved a sigh, shaking her head at the foolish pondering. He’d broken her heart. She didn’t give a fig what he did or thought now, just so long as he helped her.
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      Damien watched as Charlotte sat along the edge of the room with the other wallflowers and spinsters. She’d been there all night, rooted as firmly to her chair as the ferns decorating the ballroom were to their pots. It was no wonder she lacked suitors when she did not so much as try to interact. No curious gazes, no welcoming smiles, nothing at all to indicate a willingness to mingle with the other guests.

      What had happened to the vivacious beauty he had once courted? She cut a lovely image in her pale ball gown, but gone were the brilliant smiles and sparkling eyes. Charlotte used to light up the ballroom with her brilliant smiles and giddy laughter. Now her light seemed to have burnt out as she sat there looking as dull as an unlit room. It was no wonder the ton’s gentlemen did not approach her. Between her bored expression and stiff posture, she looked rather stern—not at all welcoming despite being the most attractive lady present.

      Having seen enough, Damien strolled across the expanse of the candlelit room. He would have to get her out of that chair if he were ever to help her succeed in finding a husband. He made his way through the crush, weaving in and out of clusters of people and potted ferns, then grabbed two flutes of champagne from a servant before approaching Charlotte.

      When he reached the thrall of wallflowers, he thrust one of the flutes into Charlotte’s hand. “Drink this.”

      Her pale blue eyes grew wide. “I do not want to.”

      He tipped his flute against his lips and drained the champagne from it in one long draw before pinning her with his gaze. “Drink it.”

      Charlotte stared back at him for a moment then did as he had, draining the contents of the flute in one long drink. Holding the glass back out to him, she said, “Are you happy now?”

      “No.” He reached out taking her hand then pulled her from the chair. “You cannot sit here all night and hope to garner any attention.”

      “What would you have me do when no one has signed my dance card?” she protested as he led her away from the wall. “It is not as if I can force them to.”

      “I don’t blame them.” Damien stopped on the dance floor and pulled her into his arms.

      Charlotte peered up at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You have not moved from that chair all night.”

      “I do not recall you as being daft.”

      “And I do not remember you as a cold marble statue.” Damien twirled her then brought her back into his arms as he led them through the steps of the dance. “You cannot expect gentlemen to approach you when you do nothing to invite their attention.”

      Charlotte pressed her eyes closed. When she opened them again, she stared directly into his. “What would you have me do?”

      “To start with, you could smile.” Damien had always adored her smile. The way her full pink lips parted revealing her perfect pearl-white teeth while the apples of her cheeks rose and rounded had always drawn him in. His gaze settled on her plump lips and he found himself wishing he could taste them once more. Pushing the thought into the shadows of his mind, he said, “Go on, smile for me.”

      She gave a half-hearted grin.

      “Brighter.”

      Her lips parted, the corners of her mouth pulling up.

      “Yes, like that.” He twirled her once more, then brought her back into his arms. “Next, you must not sit with the wallflowers.”

      “Then what do you suggest I do?”

      “Take a turn about the room, go onto the veranda for a bit of fresh air, or lurk around the refreshment table. For heaven’s sake, do anything other than what you have been.”

      She nibbled at her lower lip, the light in her eyes dimming. “I will endeavor to try.”

      His heart hitched at the knowledge he had hurt her. Still, if he were going to help her, he had to be honest. Somehow, he had to coax the old Charlotte back to the surface. “What happened to you? These things used to be second nature for you.”

      She did not answer—not with words at any rate, but the faraway look in her crystal blue eyes spoke volumes. He had done more than break her heart—he’d destroyed her confidence. Damien’s heart grew heavy. The last thing he had ever wanted to do was hurt her, and until this moment he hadn’t even realized how much he had.

      What a blackguard he’d been—was still being. No more. He would do whatever he had to in order to restore her confidence and vivacity.

      “Charlotte.” His voice came out barely louder than a whisper.

      She brought her attention back to him, peering up tentatively through her thick veil of eyelashes.

      “You are a beautiful woman, and as I recall, quite capable of being charming and witty when you choose to be. You need only show it and you will have more suitors than you will know what to do with.”

      She laughed, a genuine smile overcoming her. “That was very kind of you to say.”

      “I meant every word.” The quartet struck the final notes of the dance, and Damien swept Charlotte from the dance floor then led her to where her sister stood. He bowed. “Good evening, Lady Oxford,” he greeted.

      “I see you have located my sister, Lord Grayson. I trust you enjoyed your dance.” Elizabeth waved her silk fan.

      “Indeed, and now I am returning her to you.” Before Charlotte could release his arm and step away he leaned close and whispered, “Stay here.”

      She nodded, then turned to her sister as he took his leave of them. Now that he had her away from that bloody chair, he had to ensure that she did not return to it. There was one way to make certain she remained amongst the crush rather than sequestered in a corner.

      Damien turned from the sisters with a plan in mind and searched the room for his intended helper. Spotting the Duchess of Goodwin, he strolled across the ballroom.

      “Your Grace.” He gave a roguish grin, dropping into a bow.

      The Duchess grinned, her eyes dancing. “Whatever are you doing here?”

      “Enjoying the ball, of course.”

      “You never attend these sorts of things without good cause. Do tell me what you are about.” She gave a lopsided grin before sipping her champagne.

      “I never could fool you.” He granted her another charming grin. He’d not reveal his reason for attending. The duchess was a renowned gossip, a fact he intended to use to his advantage—not the other way around. “I hear tell that the unattainable debutante is seeking a husband.”

      “Is that so?” Her Grace’s gaze swept across the room to where Charlotte stood beside Lady Oxford. “How is it that I am only now hearing of this?”

      “Truly?” He raised a brow in mock surprise. “You are normally among the first to hear such tidbits.”

      “Be that as it may, I shall not be the last.” She playfully smacked her fan against his arm. “Excuse me.”

      He bowed, then turned his attention back to Charlotte as the duchess made her way toward a pack of gossips. By night’s end, everyone who was anyone in London would know of Charlotte’s desire to wed. Having done all he could, for now, Damien returned to Charlotte’s side. “A word, my lady.”

      She took his proffered arm and allowed him to lead her around the perimeter of the ballroom. The instant she touched him, his blood heated—white-hot desire ripping through him.

      Dammit, but the woman still had a hold on him. Swallowing hard, Damien glanced at her. “I am going to take my leave. I have seen enough for one night. You are to remain standing and keep smiling. Before long, your dance card is going to fill up.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He led her back toward Lady Oxford. “Trust me…it will.”

      “Won’t you stay so that you might give me more guidance?” She stared at him with pleading eyes.

      “You do not need any more of my help. Simply accept the dances and be yourself.”

      “What if my card remains empty?”

      “I promise it will not.” He deposited her back with her sister, then took his leave before she could press him further. The ballroom had become stifling. He tugged at his cravat which presently threatened to cut off his air supply. Bloody hell, he was still far too attracted to Charlotte.

      Quickening his pace, Damien turned into the hall then wasted no time ordering his carriage brought round. He could not stand the idea of paying witness to all of the attention Charlotte was about to receive. He wanted—no needed to leave at once.
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      Charlotte could not pull her gaze from Damien as he strolled from the ballroom. A dull ache had formed in her chest when he’d led her onto the dance floor, now it threatened to overwhelm her. Her heart cried out for him, even after all these years. When he’d complimented her with a shower of pretty words as he held her close, she’d been compelled to kiss him. Then she’d made a perfect cake of herself by laughing instead.

      What the devil was wrong with her? She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. On second thought, what the devil was wrong with him? Why had he spoken to her in such a way? And with such conviction, too. She opened her eyes seeking him out once more.

      Had he truly meant what he’d said? He’d called her beautiful, charming, and witty. Her stomach fluttered at the memory. Try as she may to suppress her feelings for him, a piece of her heart would always belong to the scoundrel. Even now, she wanted nothing more than to be back in his warm, strong arms.

      “Ow!” Charlotte jerked to look at Elizabeth who had just whacked her with her fan. She rubbed arm just below her shoulder as she peered at her sister. “What was that for?”

      “You have to stop mooning over Lord Grayson.” Elizabeth pointed her fan at Charlotte as she spoke. “He is not for
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