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No one is worthy of love,

but love makes them worthy . . .

 


 


Isabella Temple and Evan Porter are in a
predicament. Only by marrying can they secure their inheritances. A
marriage of convenience seems the logical solution, but neither of
them bargain on falling in love.
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“There’s nothing wrong with old age,” Mamma
agreed with the Countess of Middlethorpe, daintily wiping the
corners of her mouth with her napkin with a sidelong glance that
didn’t quite reach her daughter. Isabella inwardly cringed—here it
came... “As long as one has grandchildren to console her.”

Isabella suppressed a sigh. She’d heard it
many a time, increasingly of late. She knew Mamma and Papa thought
it her fault that she wasn’t married yet. Well, perhaps it was, but
no matter. She didn’t plan on marrying at all.

“I wholeheartedly agree with you, Lady
Crownbury.” The Countess smiled. “Grandchildren would be a joy. I
miss with great fondness the days when Evan was young. He was so
delightful...as a child.” She looked pointedly across the room to
the seat quietly vacated by her son. Isabella laughed inwardly. It
was well known that Evan Porter, Viscount Middlethorpe, was less
than delightful now. She’d heard he was little more than a vile
reprobate, a lover of drink, gambling, and worse. Having known him
well in childhood, she could believe it.

“Evan has shown so little inclination to
marry, that George has threatened to disinherit him if he doesn’t
take a wife. But what about you, Lady Isabella?” the Countess
asked, and both ladies turned their eyes toward her. “Surely you
have had offers, a girl with your attractions?”

Isabella pressed her lips together. “Some,
Lady Middlethorpe. Though they were not suitable.” Mamma’s lips
twisted with asperity. In fact, Isabella had lost count of her
suitors. But she was certain Mamma knew not only the exact number,
but also the name, age, and income of each.

It wasn’t her fault, really, or rather it
was, but not in the way Mamma thought. Since coming out in society,
she’d begun to see the Season for what it was—a marriage market, as
some called it, like the cattle auction at Smithfield. She had seen
her friends, one by one, paraded through Town and eventually
snatched up, then put to work right away calving for their noble
husbands.

That wouldn’t be so bad—Isabella thought
children very lovely in their own right. But the thought of being
subjugate to a husband, being told what to do, sat ill with her.
She had dreams, aspirations, pursuits that she enjoyed, and she had
no intention of letting a man rob her of that. Too many of her
friends had fallen by the wayside of their husbands’
interests—marrying with starry-eyed love, and being relegated to
Jericho in favour of Cyprian harlots.

No, Isabella wanted more than that. And she
could get it, too. She had an inheritance, and was the heir
presumptive to her father’s title. Until there was a male relative,
it was all hers. So she could choose a life as a respectable single
woman, following her own pursuits, with no man to prevent her. She
didn’t mind putting on her spinster’s caps for such a freedom.

Mamma and the Countess had turned to other
things, and so Isabella excused herself in favour of taking air.
The garden was lovely this time of year, blooming with the last
flush of summer. But it was a cool enough day that she would like a
shawl over her arms, and sunny enough to want her broad-brimmed
straw bonnet. They were upstairs in her room. She placed her hand
on the newel post and stopped.

She’d just caught sight of movement in the
library and looked in, curious. Evan Porter, Viscount Middlethorpe
stood there, in the process of inhaling a pinch of snuff from the
base of his thumb. Disgusting habit, she thought to herself,
watching him dab at his nose with his handkerchief. Then he caught
sight of her, smiled rakishly, and clapped his mother-of-pearl
snuffbox closed. He left it in view just long enough for her to
catch sight of the nude woman carved in relief on its surface.

Isabella held in her shocked gasp and raised
her chin high. Evan, far from being abashed, grinned even wider at
her discomposure and slipped the box into his pocket with an
affectionate pat. She turned stiffly and climbed the stairs. Thank
heaven the Middlethorpes wouldn’t be staying with them long. Evan
was just the sort of libertine that gave men a bad name.

* * * *

Evan watched her go with a smile. Bella
Temple had grown up a diamond of the first water, he admitted,
tilting his head to the side to better admire the sway of her hips
as she mounted the stairs. Too bad she was so uppity. Not that he
was inclined to marry her, eligible as she might be. No, she was a
virtuous lady, and though he was thinking any number of un-virtuous
thoughts at the moment, she was off-limits for his sort of ideas.
Shame, really. He hoped for her sake she would find a good husband,
though according to the on-dits, she was a likely candidate for
spinsterhood.

He’d thought about marriage, once in a
while, and God knew his parents had pressed him frequently on the
matter. But he had no intentions of becoming leg-shackled like some
of his friends had. They’d gone into marriage quite innocently, but
found their liberties lamentably curtailed by their brides in short
order. He’d not even seen Nathaniel Pennerton set foot in the club
since he’d married. Although, Nate had a fine excuse—he’d had need
of his wife’s fortune to keep him out of dun territory. He’d never
had Evan’s knack for gambling.

No, Evan had no intention of settling down
yet. He rather enjoyed his wild life, and the fame, or infamy, it
brought. He walked a fine line of thrill without trespassing into
the territory of scandal, or his parents would have his gizzard on
a platter. But at four and twenty years of age, he was bent on
thoroughly enjoying all the resources his youth and wealth could
offer. A wife would only age him prematurely.

It wasn’t any lack of love for women, for
anyone who knew him well could attest to his affection in that
department. In fact, were it not for the inevitable shrewish
jealousy that came with a wife, he would feel completely different
about marriage. A wife could provide him with companionship, a warm
bed whenever he wanted it, a place to belong. And yet, he had the
uncomfortable notion he might be a little afraid of the possibility
that he might give his heart to one woman and have it crushed.

He snorted at the thought, though it
remained as a niggling reminder in the back of his mind. No, it was
as well not to expose himself to any such possibility. He could
have the freedom to enjoy many women, without the risk of wounding
from just one. Carnal passions were enough if he could keep his
heart.

And so as he watched Bella Temple step onto
the landing and follow the balustrade around its circuit, he looked
with mere admiration, and nothing more.

* * * *

“Bella, is that you?” Papa’s voice echoed
into the hall from his study.

“Yes, Papa.” She turned to peer into the
bright room. He was seated at his desk, a pair of spectacles low on
his nose and a sheaf of papers spread haphazardly before him. His
greying hair stood in wild wisps around his head, a sure sign he’d
been wrestling with difficult business.

“Come here, child.” He shot her a tight
smile, beckoning her to sit across from him at the desk. She
obeyed, untying the ribbon of her bonnet and laying it aside. Her
walk in the garden would have to wait a moment.

“What is it, Papa?” He extended a hand to
her across his paperwork and she took it, feeling his warm
squeeze.

“I have been as lenient as I have dared with
you, my Bella.” He sighed. “Some might say too lenient. But you are
my only child, and the apple of my eye.” He paused, taking a deep
breath that raised his shoulders and lowered them abruptly. “And
now I see just how much damage my leniency could cause you. You are
aware that my fortune, my lands, and my title will belong to you
once I die, or more specifically, to your issue.”

Isabella almost flinched. First Mamma and
the Countess, and now this.

“Well,” Papa continued, “considering you
have no issue and none likely to come, the estate would then pass
to the closest legitimate male heir.”

“Of which there are none.”

“Were none, dearest.” Papa twisted a
brow. “You have a male cousin, born last week to Edmund. I received
news of the birth just this morning in the post. It is a distant
connection, but close enough...” He let the implications hang in
the air between them.

“Isabella,” he said at last, “as long as I
thought your fortune secure, I held my tongue over your decision
not to marry. You are no doubt aware your mother and I would be
overjoyed to see you wed and a mother to children of your own. But
I was inclined to give you your head, until now. Bella, I cannot in
good conscience advise you to remain single now that your future
has so drastically altered. If you do not marry, and produce a male
heir, you shall have nothing, and I can do nothing to help
you.”

He looked at her eyes in entreaty, holding
her hand tightly in his. Isabella looked back at him in shock, as
all her plans came tumbling down about her in ruins. What would she
do? All question of her wishes aside, who would marry her now,
since she had rebuffed all her suitors? Most of them had gone on to
woo more willing prospects, many of them wed, and those who
hadn’t—well, she could hardly go to them and beg them to renew
their offers. She’d had two Seasons already. Who was likely to
offer for her now, with her reputation?

Despite being a lady, she was sorely tried
to keep from cursing. Where on earth was she to find a husband? And
if she didn’t, what would become of her?
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