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      Taming a Duke’s Wild Rose

      England, autumn of 1854

      

      Lady Rose Evelyn Wentworth sat by the river that flanked her father’s country estate. She had been coming here for as long as she could remember. Sometimes she would read. Other times, her mind would wander. As a child, she had spent many hours daydreaming in this very spot about the brave soldier who rescued her from some dastardly fiend. If she had a dilemma she couldn’t solve, this was the place she would visit.

      She bit her lip. It didn’t matter how long she sat on this bank, Rose doubted any solution would come to mind. Her father had seen to that. Turning back, she watched her two guards stare blankly ahead. She knew better than to let their expressions fool her. They were watching her every move. If she tried to run, they would surely catch her.

      Lady Rose was the only daughter of Lord Essex, Seventh Earl of Essex. As his only child, it was her duty to marry well and increase the family’s standings, both financially and aristocratically. Leastwise, that is what he had told her over and over again.

      And so, he had arranged a marriage for her that he found incredibly satisfactory. In one month’s time, she was to marry His Grace, the Eleventh Duke of Wellington.

      Rose shivered despite the summer heat. His Grace was a recluse, who was said to be disfigured. He had a sharp mind for business. Her father said he was wealthy beyond her imagination. His scars were not that bad, her father claimed.

      No one knew how he had gotten them. Though everyone liked to speculate. War wounds and bar brawls were popular stories among the ton.

      Rose could not care less how he had gotten them. She just didn’t want to marry those scars or the man who bore them.

      Her heart was set on another man, Mr. Carl Lundberg, a true war hero who was handsome and dashing. Sighing, she conjured his image. They had tried to run away, but her father had caught her. Now she was trapped with two bodyguards and an impending wedding.

      Her father said she was a rash fool but she paid him no mind. She also tried to ignore him when he said she had declared herself in love two other times before Carl. Or when he said that Carl was exactly like the others. “He’s a handsome, empty-headed imbecile. You will do better with a man who will ground your wayward tendencies.”

      She huffed her breath at the thought of it.

      “What troubles you so, my lady?” a voice called from the shade of the trees. While the sun still warmed her skin, the first autumn colors were beginning to emerge.

      Turning her head slightly, she attempted to see who spoke. She couldn’t see his face. He stood in the shadows. She could see that he was quite tall and very broad. She sat a little straighter, eyeing her ever-present guards. Why were they letting this stranger address her?

      Her two chaperones were equally engaged as they giggled to each other further down the river, their heads bent in conversation. Useless pieces of fluff, she thought to herself.

      “My troubles are the plight of women and unlikely to be very concerning to you.” Rose sniffed delicately looking back at the water.

      She heard him give a small chuckle. “Perhaps you should try me.” His voice was deep and rich. It mattered not to Rose, she was already in love. But somehow she couldn’t help but note it.

      “Forgive me, sir, but I do not know you.” She stood and her guards took a step forward.

      “Of course, my name is Alexander Cross. A pleasure, Lady Rose. And may I say, you have far more sense than your father gives you credit for.”

      Surprise jolted through her. Apparently she wasn’t nearly as strange to him as he to her. “You must be acquainted with him. He tells everyone he knows that I have no sense.” Rose stepped closer to the man. With an intensity she didn’t quite understand, she longed to see his face but it was still shadowed.

      “He also spoke of your beauty and your intellect.”

      A tinge of pink stained her cheeks and a smile of pleasure touched her lips. “You are most certainly making that bit up. He hasn’t said a kind word about me since the age of thirteen.”

      “What happened when you were thirteen?” His voice was softer than it had been before and it pulled at her like an invisible force.

      She took another step closer. “I met the first boy I thought was handsome and dashing.”

      He laughed again. “Well, that would send a father into a tizzy. And why do you think he no longer holds you in his esteem?”

      “Hmmm…I am headstrong, fickle, rash, and one mustn’t forget disobedient.”

      “Do you get any points for honesty?” His voice rolled over her and his broad shoulders shook as he laughed.

      “One would think, but I seriously doubt it. How do you know my father, Mr. Cross?” Her guard still had not moved and she could only assume that they knew who she was talking to or that they thought she had gone daft. She took another step closer. His chiseled jaw came into focus. Her curiosity intensified.

      “We have intimate business relations.” He cleared his throat.

      Her eyebrows lifted as she perched her hand on one of her hips. It was an elusive answer. “I have been very honest with you, Mr. Cross.”

      “You have me there, but a woman always prefers a man who is a mystery.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      She took yet another step in his direction and then cocked her head to the side. “Am I supposed to prefer you, Mr. Cross? I find it unlikely as my father has already chosen a husband for me.”

      “And how do you feel about your father choosing a husband for you?” Rarely was Rose asked such a question. It both put her at ease with this man but gave her the vague sense she was slowly being drawn into a web. She wanted to get closer but it seemed dangerous to do so. The hair on her arms lifted as a slight chill ran down her back.

      “What I want matters not. It is my duty to do as I am told. In case I forget my duty, these two lovely gentlemen are here to remind me.” She gestured toward the guards.

      “It seems excessive for such a delicate woman to have such men standing guard.”

      “Well, now we are back to the part where I am rash and disobedient.” She took another half step toward him until his piercing eyes and full lips came into view. A little flutter rose in her stomach. He was right, mystery was exciting. Especially when it involved a tall, dark, and handsome man.

      “It has been a pleasure, my lady. I would love to stay and chat longer but I have business with your father. Perhaps I will see you later.” His words were abrupt and he took a step back further into the shadows.

      Rose moved just a bit closer. He turned his head to the right and his profile came into view. Rich chocolate brown hair curled at his neck and around his ear.

      “Are you staying for dinner, Mr. Cross?”

      “Yes, I believe I am.”

      “Well then, I am certain I will see you tonight.” She took one more step in his direction. Despite being close enough to touch him, she was still in the sun while he was in the shade, and his features became even less distinguishable, but Rose caught a hint of his scent. He smelled of pine, horse, and leather. It was masculine and rich, making her itch to get closer and investigate his heady aroma further. Had she ever noted a man’s scent before?

      “May I ask you one more question, my lady?”

      Her eyebrows rose again. “I have told you all about myself and you have shared nothing. It hardly seems fair for me to answer another question.”

      The corner of his mouth that she could see turned up into a smile. “No wonder you have left a string of broken hearts. Smart, charming, and beautiful.”

      “You flatter me, sir, but I can assure you the only broken heart is mine. Nor will I grant you any more answers. If you would like information, you will have to tell me something of yourself.”

      “I do not flatter you, I speak the truth. I will most certainly share something of myself but regretfully, I must go. Perhaps, we can continue this conversation another time?”

      “Of course,” she answered.

      “Good day.” He turned away from her and mounted his horse. While it would have been easier for him to come into the sun and follow the river, he rode his horse into the trees remaining in the shade. She wished desperately to see the rest of his face.

      Rose shook her head. He had intrigued her when most bored her to tears. Not even Carl had piqued her interest quite so much and her soldier talked of little else other than his bravery on the battlefield. Hopefully, her curiosity would soon be satisfied and she would learn more about the mysterious Mr. Cross.
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      Alexander Cross trotted slowly up to the Earl’s manor. He was in no rush now that he was almost here. His eyes closed for a second as he pictured Lady Rose. She was even more beautiful than he could have imagined.

      Blonde hair and luminous blue eyes topped full lips and perfect features. Her skin was a flawless shade of cream with pale pink lips. Gentle curves had swayed perfectly as she had approached him. A small smile resting lightly on her lips as she bantered playfully with him. By God, she was stunning.

      The real challenge would be keeping her attention. Even the bonds of marriage wouldn’t secure her feelings. If a man was going to make Lady Rose his, he would have to do it in a way that completely captured her heart. Her father had been honest about her past. She fell easily in love and then lost interest after a time.

      Sighing, he raked his hand through his hair. Fickleness was Lady Rose’s single thorn in her otherwise flawless beauty. Unfortunately it was also the most painful one for him personally. At another time in his life, he may have dismissed it confidently, assured that he could keep her attention. But now? Too much had happened to him to be secure in his own ability to hold her attention.

      He dismounted from his steed and handed the reins to a stable boy. As he started up the steps to Essex’s country estate, he barely took in the scene. His mind filled with thoughts of Rose.

      Her father stepped out onto the steps to greet him. “Your Grace,” he addressed Alex.

      “Wonderful to see you again, Lord Essex.” He reached for the other man’s hand.

      “Was Rose where I said she would be?”

      “Indeed she was.” Alex kept his face neutral. For many reasons, it was best her father not see how much of an impact Rose had had on his senses. That mattered little. What he needed most was a wife to bear him an heir and be content in his home with him.

      “And?”

      “She is all you said she would be.”

      “That is like saying nothing at all, Your Grace,” her father grumbled. “May we continue our negotiations?”

      “Indeed.” Alex gave a strained smile. The action still pulled at his scarred skin but he paid it no mind. Instead, visions of Rose played in his thoughts. Could she ever be trusted enough to be his wife?
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      Her father and Mr. Cross had been locked her father’s study for hours. Rose attempted to read in the library but her eyes kept wandering to the door.

      It was ridiculous to be so intent on this man. She was engaged to one fellow and in love with another. Why had he even stopped and talked with her?

      Rose sighed and tossed her book aside. She stood and paced over to the window, trying to clear her head. A figure was skulking across the lawn. Her eyes widened. It was Carl.

      She glanced at her guards. One had fallen asleep in his chair. Another looked lost in a book. Before either could notice, she slipped out of the room and down the hall. She gave the study door a quick glance as she passed by. Heading to the back of the house, Rose quickly crept down the back staircase.

      Passing by the kitchen, she glanced about to see if anyone noticed her and headed for the service door. She checked behind her one more time and then slipped out the door, closing it softly behind her.

      Turning back toward the yard, she started with fright, finding Carl was already next to her. His pale blue eyes crinkled at the corners. He was tall but it occurred to her that his shoulders were not nearly as broad as Mr. Cross’s.

      He wrapped his lean arms around her. “My love.” His lips sought hers. She turned her face to the side and his lips landed on her cheek.

      She was embarrassed to admit that she had never let him, or any man for that matter, kiss her before. Many of the ladies she knew regularly collected stolen kisses in the garden or the study but she had always resisted. The few times she had really wanted to, her father had managed to foil her plans.

      She didn’t quite know why she hesitated now, but she wasn’t ready to give that piece of herself to Carl.

      His lips kept kissing closer to her mouth until they reached the corner of her lips. An unpleasant shiver snaked down her spine, surprising her. She stiffened and pulled away. “Carl, we can’t do this. I am to be married—“

      “I don’t want to hear that, Rose. We love each other. You told me so. You’ll marry me; I won’t let you marry anyone else.  I told your father the same thing when he made his offer.”

      Rose grimaced. The offer. The words left a bitter taste in her mouth. It was no secret that Rose was an heiress. Her father was convinced that each of her suitors was more interested in her money than her other attributes. She denied this each time and so her father had devised a test. Offer her suitor a wealthy sum to disappear. Her other two suitors had taken the offer without a look back. Only Carl had stayed. It meant something to her that he had. “I know you did. I am so grateful. I—”

      “Tell me what you need me to do. I would do anything for you, anything.” He looked at her meaningfully.

      Rose was dumbfounded. She didn’t even know what it was she could possibly ask of him. “I don’t…there isn’t…”

      “If your father continues to stand in the way, we might have to take drastic measures.” His eyes pierced into hers and Rose tried to take another step back.  Her hands, which had been around his neck, moved down to his chest as she tried to push away. Though she did not understand his exact intent, something in the offer was dangerous, sinister even.

      His arms tightened around her. “Our feelings can’t be denied.” He lowered his head again.

      Rose suddenly felt trapped but before she could protest, the door flew open.

      She turned her head as both her guards stalked out of the door. They looked angry, not that they ever looked pleasant. She stepped away from Carl. “Mr. Lundberg was just leaving.”

      He scowled at her then he turned and began crossing the lawn. Rose tilted her head. He hadn’t even said goodbye, how very curious.

      Actually, the entire conversation had been odd. What had he meant about doing anything for her? Or that they might have to take drastic measures against her father? She shivered again. It made her think she didn’t really know Carl at all.

      One of her guards grumbled, “Back inside.”

      Rose sighed to herself and stepped back through the door moving up the stairs with the guards close behind her. Her slippers tapped down the hall but even at this distance, she could see that her father’s study was now open.

      A flutter rose in her chest. She peeked her head in as she walked by. Her father sat alone at his desk. “Papa?”

      “What was Mr. Lundberg doing here?” His clipped voice grated her ears. Wasn’t it obvious? He wanted to see her. But she didn’t say it. Their odd conversation had her on edge. As did the arrival of Mr. Cross.

      “I’m not exactly certain.” She entered the room. Normally she would have run from this conversation but she was suddenly confused. While her father found her maddening, he also loved her dearly. When she was uncertain, she relied on him.

      He glowered at her. “Mr. Cross and I both saw him attempt to kiss you.”

      Her cheeks filled with heat. “Then you must have seen that I didn’t let him.” She bit her lip. Uncertain of what was happening to her.

      “I am curious to know why you didn’t.”

      She shrugged. She wasn’t ready to articulate her feelings about Carl. “I am supposed to marry another man. One you have chosen for me.”

      “I know you better than you think though, Rose. I would never choose a man you didn’t like.”

      Her head dropped into her hand. “That is the problem, Papa. You chose him. Not me. Can’t you see that this is the most important decision of my life? Most women are given at least some choice.”

      “Would you really choose Carl Lundberg?”

      She shook her head. At this moment, she wasn’t sure. “That should be for me to decide.”

      “Well, rest easy, His Grace would like to meet you and he will only proceed if you also agree to the match. So you will have your choice after all.”

      Surprise lit her face. “When did this happen?”

      Her father cleared his throat. “I can see that you feel differently about Lundberg today. If I had told you yesterday, you would have automatically said you wouldn’t marry His Grace.”

      Rose shook her head. He had a point. She was terribly stubborn when she set her mind to something.
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      Rose sat at dinner with her father. She didn’t ask why they were dining two hours later than normal. Her father usually insisted on keeping to a schedule. So instead of a meal with the evening sun pouring into the room they sat in semi darkness waiting for Mr. Cross to join them.

      Only a few candles were lit, casting unusual shadows about the room. Her father was abnormally quiet and after making a few attempts to chat, Rose fell into her own thoughts. Carl’s face rose up into her mind. A small frown creased her brow.

      There was something unusual in her interaction with Carl today. There was meaning behind his words that she couldn’t quite grasp. There had been something dangerous about him too. She didn’t understand it yet, it was a feeling.

      Her thoughts were interrupted when Mr. Cross entered the dining room. Both Rose and her father stood to greet their guest. Rose’s heart skipped a beat as her gaze found his. He was even broader and more handsome than she remembered. His powerful thighs carried him across the room.  Heat filled her cheeks as she watched the shadowy light play across his handsome features, though his face was still shadowed.

      She was suddenly thankful for the low light of the candles. It hid her embarrassment. Her father was at the head of the table and Rose sat to his left. He took the chair to her father’s right.

      Her father cleared his throat. “Good evening, Mr. Cross.”

      “Lord Wentworth.” Mr. Cross’s voice was low but had a pleasant smoothness like toffee or caramel. “Lady Rose.”

      “Mr. Cross.” She gave a small curtsey then they took their seats.

      He was turned toward her father and Rose studied his profile. He may have been the most handsome man she had ever seen.  Full lips and a strong jaw set off his dark, sparkling eyes. He sat straight and tall in his chair. There was something about the set of his shoulders that made him seem powerful. It flitted across her mind that she would like to feel his arms around her. Her cheeks filled with heat again.

      She closed her eyes and tried to picture Carl. What was it about him that had drawn her in? He was tall and fair. He was a veteran of the recent war in India. She fancied him a hero. Like the ones she daydreamed about. He laughed a lot. He told her she was beautiful. Did he make her feel like this? She frowned slightly. How had it felt to have his arms around her? It hadn’t felt like anything at all.

      “Rose?” Her father’s voice penetrated her thoughts.

      “Hmm?” She focused on her father.

      “I asked you to tell Mr. Cross about your pianoforte skills.” His voice held a note of irritation.

      She turned to Mr. Cross and he looked at her. A strange shadow fell across the other side of his face only when the light flickered, the shadow didn’t move. It was strange to say the least. “Pianoforte skills are best demonstrated and not explained, I would think.”

      He gave her an amused smile. “I agree.” It made him even more handsome and she felt herself blushing again.

      “Perhaps I could play for you after dinner?” She looked down at her plate. His eyes were making her stomach do funny flip flops.

      “I would like that.” His deep voice washed over her.

      She gave a single nod and then her father asked Mr. Cross about the war. She tried not to sigh. It was going to be a long evening of men talking.

      Mr. Cross shook his head. “They are a necessary evil but it is difficult to watch good men fight and die.”

      Rose’s head snapped up. “You were there?” the question popped out before she could stop it.

      “Yes, I was not formally enlisted but I was employed by the Queen for some special assignments.” He frowned and Rose saw the strange shadow on the side of his face again.

      “Was it exciting?” She leaned forward. Carl had made it sound like he was constantly fending off French soldiers and saving damsels in distress.

      A frown deepened the lines of his face. “That isn’t exactly the word I would use. Much of it is downright dull, or cold, or terrible. When it isn’t any of those, it is terrifying. It is our duty, of course. But I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”

      Rose’s head tilted to the side as she studied his profile and his words. It wasn’t what she expected. Her fantasy of soldiers had always been dashing and heroic. Carl had affirmed those beliefs.

      She ate the rest of her meal in relative silence, while her father and Mr. Cross talked. At the end of the dinner, they retired to the library.

      A few candles flickered, casting a romantic glow around the room, though there were significantly less than normal. It was curious to say the least, as was the fact that she had only managed to see Mr. Cross’ profile. At no point had he shown her his full face.

      The men each had a scotch while Rose sat at the pianoforte. Normally she would have retired, being the only female, but tonight she had been invited. She stroked a few keys, warming up her hands. Mr. Cross came over and sat next to her on her right. A warm tingling sensation spread through her body at his nearness. She glanced quickly at his profile. His brown hair curled softly around his ear and Rose resisted the urge to reach out and touch it.

      She trained her gaze back on the keys. “Would you like me to turn the pages for you?” His voice danced over her nerves.

      “Yes, please,” she said even though she didn’t need him to. She picked a piece of music, a piano sonata by Pleyel. She loved this score and had played it a thousand times. When she wasn’t at the river, she could often be found at the pianoforte. It was how she had coped with her mother’s death.

      She began the opening notes and lost herself in the music. It soothed her soul and cleared her mind. Her fingers flew over the keys as emotion poured out of her body.

      She almost missed a key the first time that Mr. Cross leaned over to turn the page. Rose caught his scent, strong and clean. It sent a shiver down her spine. The next time he turned the page, his arm touched hers. Its hardness was in stark contrast to the softness of her own body.

      She wondered what it would feel like to run her fingers down the muscles of his arm. She glanced quickly at him, her cheeks filling with heat. His gaze caught and held hers despite him not looking directly at her. He still kept his face partially turned away.

      There was an intensity in his eyes, she had seen it in other men before but she had never understood it until this moment. It reverberated through her to her very core and she echoed the emotion back to him. She hit a wrong key and, out of the corner of her eye, she saw her father glance over at them.

      She quickly looked back down at the keys. What was happening to her? She tried in that moment to remember Carl’s face but she couldn’t. She could only see Mr. Cross. The heat of his chocolate brown eyes, penetrating to her very soul.

      Completing the concerto, she moved into a soft and light number. It was not the next song in her play book and Mr. Cross started to get up, his job done. She bit her lip for a second and then whispered, “Wait.”

      He sat back down and, for the first time, turned his face toward her. She could clearly see that what she thought was a shadow earlier was actually a scar. It was deep and puckered and it cut across his face from the edge of his mouth to almost his ear.  The skin was jagged and angry still and it marred what would have been the strong line of his cheek bone. Her fingers stumbled for just a second but she willed them to keep playing and the mistake was almost undiscernible.

      No wonder he had kept half his face hidden from her. She trembled, despite the heat of his body and she returned her gaze back to the keys. She took several deep breaths then she looked back into his eyes. Rose had the strangest urge to run her fingers along it and soothe the damaged skin. He must have been a perfect specimen of a man prior to the injury. She wondered how people reacted to him now. Judging by his need to hide his face, they often did not respond well. It surprised her how little she cared.

      “What is it, Lady Rose?” He turned the page of her play book even though she was not performing the song.

      Rose snapped back to the present. She had called him back to ask him a question, not to ogle his looks. “I…I…wanted to ask you what you meant earlier. I hope it isn’t terribly rude but you said war was terrible.  All the soldiers I am acquainted with speak as though they…” she didn’t quite know how to finish.

      “Were great heroes. And war is a manly endeavor.” He finished for her.

      “Yes.” She bit her lip as she played.

      “You have experienced death.” He raised his eyebrows and Rose started. She had only been thinking of the soldier who won not the one who lost.

      “Oh…I…” Death was a terrible thing. How could it not occur to her that for one man to be victorious another must die?

      “I would always protect my country, protect my family. But I would never enjoy taking someone’s life. That person also has a family and people who love him.”

      Rose bent her head in shame. “Thank you for answering,” she whispered.

      Leaning closer to her, he turned another page. His fingertips gently brushed the small of her back. His lips moved close to her ear. “Don’t be upset. I went to war with grand illusions myself at one and twenty. It is normal. But men who do not leave wiser are either fools or liars.”

      It felt as though he had read her thoughts concerning Carl. She turned to look at him. His lips, which had been at her ear, were now but a millimeter from her own mouth. Their eyes locked and Rose felt as though she could hardly take in air. Her eyes fluttered open and closed. She tilted her head back a little further so their lips were a breath apart. She wasn’t even aware she had stopped playing.

      “Keep playing,” his husky voice jarred her back to reality. She could feel his breath fanning across her face.

      “Oh,” she uttered as her fingers struck up the notes again. She ripped her gaze from his. Her cheeks filled with heat. She had never wanted a man’s lips on hers like this before.

      “Rose is a very accomplished player normally,” her father called from the other side of the room.

      “It is obvious that she is,” Mr. Cross returned. His breath tickled her cheek. Rose felt herself flush and she wondered what could possibly be wrong with her?

      She had fallen for a man before. But she was in love with Carl, wasn’t she? So why wasn’t she immune to other men? What if she married and felt this way about every handsome man she met?

      Dread filled Rose. She wondered if she should never marry. Was her father right? Would she continue to fall in love with every handsome man who passed her by?

      Her breathing was strained as she felt the color drain from her face. She looked over at Mr. Cross, bewildered.

      Their eyes met and the color returned to her cheeks in a rush. He looked mildly surprised but his hand gently squeezed her upper arm. “It’s all right. Play another song.”

      Her fingers struck the beginning notes of some song, though she had no idea what it was.

      His breath continued to tickle the hair by her ear as his arm pressed against hers. Rose licked her parched lips. “I…I…”

      “This afternoon you told me I couldn’t ask you any more questions because I hadn’t shared anything about myself. Now that I have answered some of your questions, is it my turn again?”

      Another wrong note jangled out of the pianoforte. “I completely forgot that I…yes, of course, you may ask.”

      “Your Mr. Lundberg. Was he in the war?”

      “Yes, he was.”

      “And how does he describe being a soldier?” His voice was a whisper and his lips were so close to her ear, she could almost feel them.

      “He describes it like the story of a hero. He is a hero. He has told me—“

      “Does he have any medals?” His voice had a slight edge.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen any.” She bit her lip.

      “Ask him the next time you see him.” Mr. Cross stood and left the bench. Rose had a vague feeling of emptiness and loss now that he was gone.
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      Alex moved to the other side of the room. He needed some distance from Rose. She was as lovely in candlelight as she was in sunlight. He closed his eyes for a brief second. It had taken everything he had to not place his lips on hers. They had been so close. Her breath smelled like honey and a light floral scent surrounded her.

      She had wanted him to kiss her too. He could tell. What was more, she seemed utterly shocked by her own reaction. He didn’t know her well enough to understand if she often reacted this way toward men or if this was new. Both Rose and her father had mentioned that she fell in and out of love.

      Was she surprised to be attracted to him because of his scar? Many women pretended to not be offended by it. But they gave themselves away in those moments of closeness. They frowned or they shivered or shrank away.

      Rose hadn’t done any of those things despite her surprise. Could it be that he had found a woman who was both beautiful and not afraid of the mark on his face? It must be a mistake.

      “I do not know what has gotten into her this evening.” Lord Wentworth frowned toward his daughter, still playing.

      “I flustered her with a few of my questions.” Alex sat next to the Earl.

      “That is surprising. Very little usually flusters her.”

      “She is lovely. Everything you said is true. Smart, articulate and thoughtful, she is a treasure.”

      “Thank you. She needs a husband who can tame her waywardness, but don’t we all have flaws?”

      Alex looked back at Rose. She swayed gracefully as she now flawlessly played the pianoforte. The music flowed over him. If Rose had a flaw, he couldn’t see it.
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