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      Lady Isabelle Carrington, having just exited her carriage, stared up at the tower spires that flanked either end of the massive estate of Lord Everhart and knew with absolutely certainty that she was entering the lair of the beast.

      The massive structure, with its flying buttresses and soaring lines, had the exact sort of gothic architecture that reminded one of dark medieval sorcerers and evil lords who locked damsels in⁠—

      “Close your mouth, dear Isabelle, it’s unbecoming,” her aunt interrupted, her gnarled hands firmly clasped about the head of her cane. Isabelle snapped her mouth closed but her nose wrinkled as she glanced over at her aging aunt.

      Did the woman not understand that the start of some great story had been brewing in her thoughts? Likely not. Aunt Matilda had been a surrogate mother for most of Isabelle’s life. “It’s the exact sort of place I’d expect a man like him to live,” she said as she linked her arm with her aunt’s, starting toward the massive front door.

      They passed through a pointed arch even as her aunt leaned closer. “What’s that? I didn’t hear you, dear.”

      Isabelle sighed. Her aunt had been steadily losing her hearing. Which often came in handy except when attempting to have a conversation. “This house is exactly what I pictured,” she nearly yelled in an attempt to be heard.

      “Why’s that, dear?” her aunt asked, shuffling along the path to the great door.

      By right, her aunt ought not to make such trips. She did best when tucked in their home where she knew the surroundings. And though her father was a lord of the realm, an earl, his real passion was mapmaking and, as he was mid project, he’d sent his sister to once again accompany his daughter.

      Isabelle winced at the idea. Her father always supported her projects, the latest being Isabelle’s attempt to collect unused and unwanted volumes from the most elite in London to use in the education of less fortunate citizens, and she appreciated that about him.

      He was a man passionate about his hobbies and he encouraged his daughter to be the same. The problem was that he was so often caught up in his own endeavors that he couldn’t actually help, and so he sent Aunt Matilda in his place.

      A situation which was growing increasingly unfair to Matilda.

      “Did you answer?” her aunt asked, and Isabelle realized she hadn’t. She’d been lost in thought once again. Something that had been happening with increasing frequency of late, though the why of it was a mystery even to herself.

      “Sorry, Auntie. I didn’t,” she yelled. “The house looks as formidable as the man who owns it.”

      “Why thank you,” a deep voice called as dread slid down Isabelle’s spine. Her gaze drifted up to meet the deep penetrating stare of Baron Everhart. Tall and broad, he looked more like a pugilist than a baron. His near-black hair swept back from his face like a lion’s mane, drawing even more attention to the strong masculine lines of his face.

      A scar slashed across his left cheek, only adding to his rugged appearance as he lounged with a hip on one of the large stone pillars that flanked the massive steps.

      How long had he been standing there? She’d been so lost in thought…

      “Er…you’re welcome?” she answered, swallowing down a lump. She’d met the man ever so briefly in London when her best friend, Daffodil, now the Duchess of Hathshire, had married Lord Everhart’s brother.

      He’d glowered through the entire meeting and when the duke had suggested that Isabelle come to survey the library here, Everhart had outright glared, claiming that she ought to make the visit short.

      She may or may not have responded that she’d keep her visit as slight as his manners, which had only caused him to scowl all the more.

      A scowl that decorated his face still, weeks later.

      He stared down at her with narrowed eyes and a frown marking his lips.

      She’d determined to be more polite, as he was their host for the duration of their stay, and she’d not have Matilda suffer any more than the journey had already caused.

      Her family only lived a day’s ride from Everhart’s home in Cheshire, which meant their visit could be brief.

      That should make Everhart happy as well. Though why he didn’t like her was a mystery, it wasn’t one she ever hoped to solve.

      Better to make this visit as short as her aunt could suffer. Once done, she’d have over three hundred books to donate to the Betterment of Unfortunate Souls. Members, people in need of help, would be able to borrow the books from the group’s library with the hope of changing their circumstances through education.

      And once the book collection was complete…

      She drew in a deep breath as she began helping Matilda up the stairs, her aging hand clutching Isabelle’s while the other used the cane to navigate the steps.

      Isabelle winced. And then she’d have to settle herself into the task of finding a husband. It was less than ideal. She’d much rather continue her community projects, but it wasn’t fair to her aunt.

      Without Isabelle to care for, the woman could settle into her old age, rest and be comfortable.

      Everhart pushed off his stone pillar and trotted down the steps toward them, coming to Matilda’s other side.

      To her old auntie, he gave a winning smile, which transformed his entire face from stern to handsome. The change was so stunning, that her foot faltered on the next step.

      “May I help you, madame?” he asked, his manners making an unexpected appearance.

      Aunt Matilda gratefully handed him her cane and then threaded her arm through his. “Thank you. Knees aren’t what they used to be.”

      “Really?” he said, his loud baritone apparently easy for Matilda to hear. He shifted her weight onto his arm, helping her easily move up the steps. Isabelle kept her hand on Matilda’s other arm, though it was hardly necessary. The older woman moved with ease, thanks to the baron. “You could have fooled me. You seem spritely as a wood nymph.”

      Aunt Matilda giggled like a girl, and Isabelle blinked in surprise. She leaned over her aunt, staring the baron’s profile. Who was this man and where was the beast she’d expected?

      “How was your journey?” he asked Matilda with a kind smile.

      “As good as one might expect,” Matilda answered. “My bones are claiming rain, though the sky is fair and blue.”

      The baron met Isabelle’s gaze and gave her a scowl once again, the beastly baron returning. “Perhaps it would have been better to stay at home, then.”

      She scowled back. Though she’d promised herself she’d not be adversarial with her host, she’d also not suffer him telling her how to treat her own flesh and blood.

      Matilda snorted. “Why should I wish to do that? When one stops moving, they die, my lord.”

      Isabelle suppressed a smile as she looked away from the baron. There. That would teach him. They reached the top of the stairs and made their way toward the massive front door.

      But Everhart only chuckled in answer. “And will you help your niece choose books from my library?”

      “Oh no,” Matilda wrinkled her nose. “I shall sit by your fire and drink your brandy, I suspect.” Matilda laughed then, her no-nonsense way of speaking easing a great deal of the tension within the small party.

      “You are welcome to as much as you like.” The baron was all smiles again as he chuckled at her aunt. Apparently, he saved all his malice for Isabelle.

      “Thank you. I will. I leave the good deeds to my niece.” Her aunt continued, “When I reach the gates of Heaven, I shall declare that my one good deed in life was raising her.”

      The baron looked at her again, his scowl back in place as he distinctly muttered the words. “A do-gooder, eh?”

      She felt her hackles rise as she opened her mouth to protest.
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        * * *

      

      For a woman who looked like an angel, Lady Isabelle had an ornery streak. Adam attempted not to roll his eyes. Do-gooders were often that way. Looking down at the rest of them with their moral superiority.

      Never mind that she had no idea what the real world looked like. He’d seen enough death and destruction to know for certain that at the end of the day, do-gooders didn’t make much difference. The world was still a dark place.

      Not that he wanted her to understand the war in which he’d found himself embroiled. Far from it. She had this look of sweet innocence that men like him wished to protect.

      Which was another source of irritation. He ought not want to give Lady Isabelle anything. Well, except books. She could take as many of those as she wished.

      “There is nothing wrong with performing good deeds,” Isabelle huffed from the other side of her aunt.

      “Didn’t say there was,” he answered, pleased to know he’d irritated her. Why he should wish to was obvious enough. He didn’t want her to see the dark parts of life, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t use a bit of put-down. Take some of the superiority out of her.

      “Your tone implied it, my lord.” The last two words dripped with disdain. “Though I don’t see how helping unfortunate people have access to education would make me contemptable.”

      Is that what she was doing? He’d forgotten. To be fair, when his brother had been explaining, he’d been a bit distracted.

      Isabelle had thick brown hair and large doe eyes that had been staring up at him. And then there was the shell pink of her lips, that even in a frown, had a lovely bow shape to them.

      He’d not noticed a woman in a very long time, not since before the war, and he’d not found his renewed interest pleasant.

      Why now? And why her? If he were going to gain an awareness of a woman, why couldn’t it be one who wasn’t marriageable?

      Because he had no interest in becoming wed.

      He might have gained a barony but that was a fluke. A chance of fate that the king had seen fit to award the land to him. And while he intended to be a good steward, he did not feel the need to create an heir and keep the land.

      The title hadn’t been his before, he felt no moral or emotional obligation to see the land continue to his descendants. He’d be a good steward while he was here, but that would have to suffice.

      But deepening his connection to anything or anyone was no longer in the cards for him. He’d seen too much darkness to marry some starry-eyed woman and raise a family. He was too scarred—and he didn’t mean the cut on his face—to make room for any sort of attachment.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t like children. His brother had a daughter and little Clarissa was his favorite person in the entire world.

      It was just…

      He was filled with too much darkness to raise children into the light. He knew it deep in his soul.

      “Shall I show you to your rooms before dinner?” he asked, Matilda’s hand still wrapped about his arm.

      “Yes, please. Though would you forgive me if I took a tray in my room and went to bed? The trip has worn me out.”

      “Of course,” he answered with a nod, starting toward the stairs with Matilda on his arm.

      Isabelle stayed on her aunt’s other side, helping her as well. “I can do the same if you’d prefer, my lord,” Isabelle offered.

      He nearly agreed. He’d like nothing more than to see as little of Isabelle as possible. Which is why he’d planned to have both his guests on the third floor, but now that he’d met Isabelle’s aging aunt, he looked down at the butler, giving a quick nod.

      The man started up the stairs behind them, and once they’d reached the top, the baron turned back. “See the chamber next to mine prepared.”

      Isabelle’s brows lifted as she cleared her throat in obvious disagreement.

      “What?” he asked, irritated that there was some question. He was just trying to help a guest.

      But his tone must have been sharp because a crease appeared between her brows. “You don’t have to ask like that. I just want to be near my aunt. She might need me in the night and…”

      He let out a long breath, wondering again why Isabelle would have dragged her aunt out for the task of recovering a few books. “Fine.”

      He looked at the butler, who gave a silent nod in return and then hustled off to prepare the new rooms.

      “It will just be a moment,” he said to Matilda as he led her toward the library. “Would you suffer that brandy and fire while we wait?”

      “Wonderful idea,” the older woman answered as she patted his arm. “I know Isabelle will wish to browse your collection. Nose always in a book, that one.”

      Isabelle didn’t reply as they turned into a doorway on the left, entering the library.

      It was an impressive room.

      He’d grown up the son of a duke, but even he’d paused the first time he’d entered the two-story library. A balcony circled the entire room, so that the selections on the second floor could be accessed and three spiral staircases were strategically placed to help the user climb up to that level.

      He heard Isabelle’s gasp and then Matilda’s small laugh. “It’s magnificent,” Isabelle murmured, her already large eyes wide with wonder as her lips parted. “It’s just…”

      He might normally have added in some snarky comment, but she looked so awed that even he couldn’t spoil her pleasure.

      He tended to give everyone a bit of trouble. It kept life interesting. But Isabelle took particular offense, which made her even more fun to tease. And she deserved it, honestly.

      But in this moment, he found himself smiling rather than teasing. “It is impressive.”

      “I…” She swallowed as she turned to him. “I’m glad to have seen this room, if nothing else. Thank you.”

      The words surprised him. Was she thanking him? How odd. “You’re welcome,” he answered. “But it’s your aunt you ought to thank. She seems to have sacrificed a great deal to bring you here.”

      Her gaze narrowed once again, her mouth snapping shut. “I could remind you that she already told you she likes to travel, but I think instead, I shall inform you to mind your own affairs and stay out of mine.”

      He harrumphed, low and deep, the sound echoing in the vaulted ceilings. “You are my affair, as your company has been foisted upon me.”

      She made a squeaking noise, words seeming to escape her for a moment before her chin tilted at a jaunty angle. “I can assure you, I shall rectify that as soon as I am able. We won’t be here for more than a day or two and then I shall cherish never seeing you again.”

      Her words didn’t bring him the pleasure they ought. He’d gotten under her skin, and she’d agreed to leave. Both events should have made him happy. But as he rumbled, “Good,” the word lacked any grit.

      Which displeased him a great deal. Yes, Isabelle was pretty, but he should be glad not to have her underfoot. He didn’t like beautiful do-gooders and he ought to be glad never to associate with her again.

      “Good,” she fired back, her hands coming to her hips. “We’ll catalogue the books tomorrow, pack them up, and be gone the next.”

      “Excellent,” he added, knowing he was just being ridiculous now.

      Her nose wrinkled. “I agree. And I shall take my meal in my room as well. I’m sure you’d prefer it, and so would I.”

      The butler chose that moment to enter. “The rooms are ready, my lord.”

      Isabelle spun about, stomping after the other man with her fists clenched at her sides.

      “She’s got real fire, that one,” Matilda chuckled. “But a heart of gold.”

      He didn’t answer as he began to lead the older woman to her room. It didn’t matter what Isabelle’s heart was made from. His was black.
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