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      At Love’s Command

       Brothers in Arms, Book Four.

      A child when they were betrothed, Sophia Middleton has been waiting twelve years for Ian Witherspoon to return and marry her. Preyed upon by her vicious father and older brother, Sophie longs for Ian to rescue her.

      Ian Witherspoon and Derek Knightly became best friends during the Peninsular War, and returned as lovers. Two more years pass before the desire for a wife and children prompts Ian to recall his little fiancée. Ian is determined to make a marriage work between the three of them. Derek opposes the marriage despite Ian's determination, but how long will he be able to resist love's command?

      Sophie's vulnerability hides a core of strength and the combination enthralls and seduces both men. An apt pupil, Sophie learns trust and passion from Ian, and Derek tutors her in the ecstasy of surrender. Love will conquer their fears as they fight those who would tear them apart.
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      Ian Witherspoon was rather amazed at how calm he was considering he had just left his lover to go meet his bride. For all that he’d been betrothed to her for nearly twelve years, he couldn’t recall having seen her since that long-ago day. She’d been a mousy little thing of ten years then, thin and blandly brown—hair, eyes and clothes. He had been a very immature eighteen, reluctantly agreeing to the future marriage in order to stay in his father’s good graces.

      Then the war, and Derek, had come along and he’d forgotten about little brown Sophia Middleton. Ah yes, Derek. His lover was less than thrilled at Ian’s upcoming nuptials. Ian had tried everything to make Derek understand why he was doing this. But Derek refused to listen, he refused to talk about the past or the future. Derek wanted to live in the present, with no thought to causes or consequences. Ian couldn’t blame him, really. He’d seen too much of consequences in his short life. Hadn’t they all? But his stubborn refusal to even discuss the situation had Ian tremendously frustrated.

      As he walked up the stairs to the drawing room Ian thought about their friends Jason Randall, Tony Richards and their wife Kate, Lady Randall. Jason and Tony had fought beside Ian and Derek on the Peninsula, and they had suffered in the same way Ian and Derek had from the war. Yet they had found happiness with Kate. Why couldn’t Derek see it was that elusive happiness that Ian sought for both of them with Miss Middleton?

      Ian put Derek and their problems firmly from his mind. Right now the neglected Miss Middleton was awaiting him with her papa in the salon. Not only had she been kept waiting this morning, but she’d been cooling her heels here at his London townhouse for over a week, awaiting his return from the Lake District where he had gone to help a friend in need.

      Ian stopped long enough to check his cravat in the hall mirror. Assured that his cravat, indeed his entire person, was suitably groomed to beg Miss Middleton’s pardon, Ian stepped purposely down the hall to the drawing room. A footman opened the door for him, so he didn’t even need to break his stride as he entered the room. The two occupants turned to the door expectantly and Ian stopped to bestow a polite smile on them.

      “Good morning, Sir Middleton, Miss Middleton,” he offered. He had decided not to be too contrite before them. A small amount of sheepishly apologetic behavior was required, of course, but for the most part he thought he ought to behave as he felt—sorry they’d been kept waiting but not sorry he’d gone to see his friend Jonathan Overton through a rough patch. As it was he worried that they’d left Jonathan too soon.

      Ian saw that Sir Isaac Middleton was unabashedly sizing him up. Sir Middleton had been knighted for making an obscene amount of money in trade. Oh, they claimed it was for some terribly important service he’d done for the crown of course, but everyone knew it was the money. That’s why Ian had been betrothed to his daughter. Ian’s father was Lord Thomas Witherspoon, the youngest son of the Earl of Wilchester. Granted, Ian did not have a title himself and was rather out of the running for Earl seeing as his cousins were amazingly prolific, but he was connected. Lord Thomas Witherspoon needed a large loan, and Sir Middleton wanted an entrée into society. Thus Sophia and Ian were matched and the two proud papas were happy.

      Ian had been miserable about it at the time. He’d been picturing himself dazzling some diamond of the first water when and if he decided to settle down. He had arrogantly assumed his dashing good looks would overcome his complete lack of income. That lack of income had enabled his father to successfully threaten to cut off his meager allowance unless he betrothed himself to the girl. Little brown Sophia had done nothing to ameliorate Ian’s displeasure. The only consolation was that he would not have to wed her for at least eight years. He’d made sure that provision was in the marriage contract, and in return Sophia received a very large marriage settlement. Everyone ignored the fact that the money would almost certainly come from her own dowry.

      Over the years Ian had forgotten about her. When he asked his father to buy him a commission in the army, Ian had been surprised when the old man had asked him, “What about Miss Middleton?” He had nearly replied, “Miss Who?” In his own defense he hadn’t thought he’d be at war longer than a year or two, and as Miss Middleton was only sixteen at the time he assumed it would work out well.

      He’d been at war for four years. And when he came back he had Derek with him and a whole host of demons at his heels. Rushing to Sophia Middleton’s side for a lavish wedding did not appeal. He didn’t think she cared too much; he’d written to tell her of his commission and hadn’t heard a thing from her, not in four years. She’d known where he was, she could have contacted him. And she hadn’t sought him out in the two years he’d been back, either.

      Ian thought back on why he’d finally decided to marry her. It had nothing to do with her charms—he honestly didn’t know if she had any. What he wanted was a new beginning. He had love with Derek, but it hadn’t made either one of them truly happy. They were too mired in the past, in a war they rarely talked about. Even more than Ian, Derek was haunted by the war. Ian wanted them to have a new start with someone not associated with the war and all that happened there. Sophia Middleton was the way to do that, he just knew it. Finally they could put the past behind them and live fully in the present, planning for a future. Ian wanted a family. He wanted children. And he wanted to give those things to Derek, too.

      Since he’d decided he wished to marry, Ian logically concluded that the wife he’d had waiting in the wings for twelve years would do as well as any other. He thought after twelve years he at least owed her a wedding.

      Ian finally allowed himself to study Miss Middleton. She’d looked at him briefly when he came in, but turned away almost instantly. He noticed now that she was biting her lower lip nervously, her cheeks red. She was clutching her hands together in front of her tightly enough to whiten her knuckles. She was as brown as ever. Dull brown hair scraped back in a utilitarian bun, brown dress better suited to a day of work than an auspicious occasion such as meeting the fiancé you haven’t seen in twelve years. He assumed, with an inward sigh, that her eyes were still brown as well. He caught her glancing nervously at him, and just at that moment a small beam of sunlight crept through the window to strike her face. Her eyes glowed warm amber, and copper highlights in her hair warmed her skin tone from pale to cream. Interesting. She wasn’t so brown then.

      “Well, Mr. Witherspoon,” Sir Middleton barked, capturing Ian’s attention, “it was good of you to invite us here before the wedding. Glad to see you’re a man who lives up to his promises after all. Been wondering if you were going to let Sophia wither on the vine before marrying her.”

      “Yes,” Ian drawled, “as to that⁠—”

      Sir Middleton interrupted him. “Ah well, no explanations necessary. A young man with seeds to sow, and after the war, well, I daresay you had some seeds stored up, eh?” Sir Middleton’s laughter was as coarse as his humor. “No matter, we’ve kept Sophia at home these years. Saw no need of her gallivanting about when she was already spoken for, so you needn’t worry about her, if you know what I mean, even at such an advanced age. She’s had no beaux to speak of. We’ve kept her for you, to be sure.”

      Ian’s eyes widened at this crude assurance. He reflexively looked at Miss Middleton and saw her wince in horror, her features pinched into a frown, her cheeks going from red to white. What on earth had he done to the poor girl, leaving her to Middleton’s tender mercies all these years? If she’d been a virtual prisoner in her home her behavior was most likely caused by shyness and inexperience. Ian sent her a small smile of understanding and he saw her eyes widen with surprise before she looked down.

      “Miss Middleton may require an explanation,” Ian told her father, still looking at the young woman staring fixedly at the Aubusson carpet beneath her feet.

      “What?” Sir Middleton exclaimed. “Sophia need an explanation? I daresay not. She’ll do what she’s told and make no mistake, sir. She don’t question her elders nor her betters like some of the young women these days. She knows her place. No, Sophia don’t require an explanation.”

      Ian hadn’t looked away, and so he saw her close her eyes and bite her lip harder. He wished she’d speak up for herself. What was she thinking? Did she want this marriage? It had never occurred to Ian that she might not. He had assumed she’d be as anxious to marry as any other young woman. He was still attractive at thirty, and he’d made quite a bit of his own money in the years since their betrothal. He was, by anyone’s standards, a rather good catch. He got the impression Miss Middleton was not just anyone.

       

      Sophie wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole, even if she dropped straight down to hell. Surely the Devil was preferable to spending even one more minute in the company of her overbearing, pompous, callous, ignorant toad of a father. Sophie always felt better after she called her father names, even if it was only in her head. Sometimes she got so angry she couldn’t even think of a name foul enough for him, so she just chanted to herself, I hate him, I hate him, I hate him. It settled her nerves and cleared her head so that she was able to bear his awful presence for another day.

      Today’s mantra was different. Today it went something like, please let him marry me, please let him marry me. It was a shorter version of the prayer she’d been sending to God every day for the last twelve years. She knew nothing about him. As a matter of fact she hardly remembered what he looked like she’d been so frightened that day he and his father had come to sign the papers for the betrothal. She’d assumed then that he was like her father and her brother Harold—crude, mean and vicious. She’d thought he was going to take her away that day and she was scared. She knew how to deal with her father and Harold, where to hide from them and what to say to avoid the worst when hiding wasn’t possible. She didn’t know how to protect herself from Mr. Witherspoon or his father.

      But they had left her there that day. Before leaving he’d spoken directly to her, the first and only time. She remembered his words quite clearly, she’d repeated them to herself so often since.

      “Well, little girl,” he had drawled with a smile, “so we’re to be married, hmm? I daresay it won’t be that bad. I’m not such an awful character, after all. I shall try to make you happy and treat you very well, I suppose. But first we both need to grow up. When you are grown, Miss Middleton, I will come for you and you shall be my wife.”

      In the years after he left her there, Sophie’s life in her father’s house grew worse and worse. The only thing that had kept her sane all these years was the memory of his words and the promise he had made. She knew she was no bargain. Harold had told her often enough that she was not attractive. She was too plain, too thin, too intelligent to be thought of as pretty. Harold had told her Mr. Witherspoon was never coming. That he would never want a girl like Sophie for a wife. Harold tortured her with his taunting, his threats to tell Mr. Witherspoon all about her, and then surely he would never come. Sophie couldn’t help but think it was a good thing she hadn’t remembered that he was beautiful. Tall, with golden hair, classically chiseled features and kind blue eyes the color of the summer sky. If she had remembered she would have had no hope to sustain her through her long wait.

      Then two months ago his letter came. Harold had been gone for almost a year, the most wonderful year of Sophie’s life. He was on the Continent gaining polish, as Sir Middleton put it. Personally Sophie didn’t think there was any amount of polish that would shine up Harold’s tarnished soul. When her father had come to tell her that Mr. Witherspoon had finally decided to marry her after all, she was numb with shock, sitting in the small solar she claimed for herself for hours, unable to believe it was true. That night at dinner Sir Middleton had informed her they were to go to London in two months time to visit with Mr. Witherspoon and plan the wedding. Sophie had been forced to excuse herself early and barely made it to her room before she broke down. She’d cried until she had no more tears, until her chest and her throat ached. She was leaving her father’s house. She was getting out.

      The last two months had been harder than the previous twelve years. She now knew that freedom awaited her and it made her chains that much harder to bear. Each morning she woke up wondering if that was the day that Harold would return and ruin everything. But Harold never came, and finally, finally the day arrived when they could leave for London. Sophie had very carefully not spoken more than a dozen words to her father since Mr. Witherspoon’s letter arrived. She gave him no reason to postpone the trip or, God forbid, cancel it.

      And then they were here, in his house. But Sophie’s wait was not over; he hadn’t been here. A whole week he’d left her wondering if he was going to go through with it. The footfall of a servant in the hallway made her flinch, prepared for a letter from him saying he’d changed his mind. Her father had settled into the townhouse as if he owned it, conducting business out of Mr. Witherspoon’s library and drinking his spirits and berating his servants. And Sophie had waited quietly, just as she had for the last twelve years. Please let him marry me, please let him marry me. And now here he was.

      “Miss Middleton?” Mr. Witherspoon was speaking to her, and she realized he expected an answer from her. He wasn’t going to just accept her father’s words as her own. He wanted to hear her. It was a heady experience.

      “I…” She had to stop to clear her throat. She wasn’t expected to talk very often. “I do not require an explanation, sir. I am glad you are well and finally arrived.” There, that ought to do all right. There was nothing in her statement to take offense at, surely. It was polite and noncommittal.

      “I hope your wait was not unpleasant?” Mr. Witherspoon inquired as politely. “You have been made comfortable by my servants, have you not?”

      “Ignore her, sir!” Sir Middleton angrily replied. “‘Finally arrived’, indeed! Are you complaining, girl?” He stalked across the room to grab her arm, and Sophie stiffened her back in preparation. She didn’t move away, that always made it worse. Before he could touch her, Mr. Witherspoon intercepted him, deftly leading him over to the settee.

      “Could I interest you in a drink, Sir Middleton? I have quite an impressive collection of scotch. A friend in the Highlands sends it to me, you know. It is early, but finally seeing this marriage through is cause for celebration, is it not?” He smoothly rang for a servant while he spoke. The butler materialized in the doorway.

      “Scotch, please, Montague,” Mr. Witherspoon told him, and the servant turned away without another word.

      “A drink would be welcome, Witherspoon. Your butler kindly let me sample some of that scotch in your absence. Excellent stuff, excellent.”

      Mr. Witherspoon beamed at him. “Thank you, Sir Middleton. It is quite my favorite beverage as well.”

      Almost immediately Montague reappeared with two glasses and a bottle on a tray. “Tea, miss?” he asked Sophie quietly as he poured the scotch.

      Montague had been unfailingly polite to her, even almost kind, and Sophie secretly liked him. She didn’t let it show of course—he was a servant and her father got very upset if she was too familiar with the servants. She didn’t want her father to tell Mr. Witherspoon and get Montague sacked. When she replied, she kept her tone impersonal. “No thank you.”

      Mr. Witherspoon looked at her oddly when she answered Montague. Her features remained neutral, but inside she was panicking. Oh God, what had she done? Should she have taken tea? Ignored Montague? What?

      Mr. Witherspoon looked back at her father without speaking to her. “Here is your scotch, Sir Middleton. Do enjoy it while I discuss some ideas about the wedding with Miss Middleton. Boring stuff, really. I shall return her after we’ve made some decisions.”

      While he’d been talking, he kept in constant motion. He handed her father his drink and glided over to take Sophie’s elbow and urged her toward the door. She was stiff and clumsy next to him, surprised at his ability to manipulate her father, shocked at the heat and strength of his hand on her arm. She was prepared for his grip to get tighter, to bruise as he pulled her in his wake, but it remained gentle yet firm.

      Sophie’s father was frowning. “Plan what you like, Witherspoon. Sophia doesn’t need a large wedding—too old for that. I’ve not a lot of time or blunt to waste on her, anyhow. Spent all I’m going to spend in that department on her sister’s wedding. Corrina, now, she did well. Married to Lord Applesmith, she is,” he said crassly.

      Mr. Witherspoon stopped in the drawing room doorway and smiled politely at her father, clearly refusing to take offense. “Applesmith, you say? Good man, good man. Excellent. Well, Miss Middleton may have what she likes, I daresay.”

      Before her father could answer, the footman closed the door behind them. Sophie expected to hear him bellow after them, but silence greeted their departure. She demurely followed Mr. Witherspoon, but inside she was rejoicing. Her father let her go. He was already giving up the irksome responsibility of her to Mr. Witherspoon. Now if only she could be sure that was a good thing.

       

      Ian kept a gentle grip on Sophia’s arm as he led her to his study, but inside he was seething. Wasn’t she even allowed to have tea, for Christ’s sake? What an utterly graceless baboon her father was. He had no recollection of that. If he’d had any idea he certainly would have rescued poor Sophia by now.

      If she wanted rescuing, that was. He was as unsure of her thoughts and feelings now as he had been when he walked into the salon. She gave nothing away, other than her obvious dislike of her father, who was oblivious to it. Ian couldn’t really blame her there, anyway. No, what she failed to reveal was how she felt about him and this marriage. That was what he intended to find out once he got her alone in his study. Hopefully she would talk more there. He’d actually counted her words this morning. She had spoken less than twenty in the entire conversation.

      He led Sophia to a comfortable chair directly across from a deep burgundy velvet chaise. Ian and Derek had spent many an hour ensconced in the study reading in those two chairs. After seating her, Ian returned and closed the door to ensure their privacy. When he turned back around Sophia looked a little frightened. Marvelous, his bride-to-be was scared to be in the same room with him. This just got better and better.

      She had not said a word, nothing. If she were frightened she apparently wasn’t going to talk about it. Sighing inwardly, Ian carefully walked over and sat down on the chaise facing her.

      “Miss Middleton…” he began and then paused. “Do you mind if I call you Sophia?”

      She nodded. Well, it was a response anyway. “Is that a yes you mind or yes I may call you Sophia?” Ian asked teasingly, trying to draw her out.

      “You may call me whatever pleases you, Mr. Witherspoon,” she answered quietly. Her voice was low and husky, probably from lack of use, Ian thought wryly. Nevertheless, he was pleasantly surprised to find that he liked it. It raised the hairs on the nape of his neck in a sure sign of desire. How odd to actually want her, Ian mused. Amber eyes, copper hair, velvet voice—little Sophia Middleton was turning out to be not at all what he had expected, in both positive and negative ways. He frowned at the thought.

      In an absentminded way he watched Sophia’s mouth tighten. He looked up into her eyes and she quickly looked down. Damn, she must have seen him frowning and assumed he was angry at her.

      “Sophia, I wanted to get you alone to ask if this is all right with you.” Ian kept his tone gentle and schooled his features into a pleasant mask.

      Sophia just looked confused. “If…if what is all right with me?”

      Ian waved a hand vaguely in the air. “All this, the wedding, the marriage, me. Do you want to marry me? You needn’t go through with it if you don’t want to, you know. I won’t make you.”

       

      When you are grown, Miss Middleton, I shall come for you and you shall be my wife. He didn’t want to marry her, Sophie thought, horrified. It was a promise made by a young boy who was forced into a situation he had no control over. Now that he was a man, he didn’t want to marry her. Oh, she’d known it all along, really. Harold had tried to warn her but she hadn’t wanted to believe him. She’d convinced herself it was more of his emotional torture, but he’d been telling the truth. She supposed when Mr. Witherspoon waited four years past the specified date in the marriage contract to even contact them, she should have suspected as much. And now here it was—he was going to toss her off.

      Sophie closed her eyes. After the first two or three times Harold had touched her, she’d stopped begging. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, no matter what he did. But here she would beg if she had to. She had no pride left, nothing to lose. She would beg Mr. Witherspoon to marry her. Slowly Sophie sank down to her knees.

       

      Derek had slipped out the French doors to the terrace when he heard Ian and his fiancée coming down the hall to the study. He’d been hiding in there trying to take comfort from one of his and Ian’s favorite rooms. Now it, too, was to be tainted by that bitch.

      She sounded like an idiot. “You may call me whatever pleases you, Mr. Witherspoon,” and, “if what is all right with me?” God, how could Ian stand it? Derek was tempted to peek and see what she looked like. He could picture her now with her perfect brown hair and vacant brown eyes, dolled up in the very latest, most expensive fashions. Her papa had bought her a noble connection. Bah! She was a slut fucking her way into the nobility.

      When Ian asked her if she wanted to marry him, Derek held his breath. Perhaps she would say no. Ian wouldn’t make her, he was telling the truth. He’d set her free and play the blackguard to save her reputation. She was silent so long Derek leaned over to look through the door.

      “What the hell?” Ian suddenly exclaimed from inside the study and Derek moved faster to look through the glass. He didn’t know what to make of the scene that greeted him.

      Ian was standing in front of the chaise and Miss Middleton was kneeling before him. As Derek watched, she lowered her head to the floor at Ian’s feet, clasping her hands before her as if in prayer.

      “Please, Mr. Witherspoon, if you have any charity in your soul, please, I beg you, marry me.” Her voice was low, muffled by the carpet, but Derek could hear the tremor in it, could almost feel her sincerity. She isn’t perfect, was all he could think.

      “Sophia, Sophia, please, get up,” Ian implored her, reaching down and grabbing her shoulders to lift her. He managed to raise her head and torso though she remained kneeling. Derek jerked back at the sight of the tears on her face.

      “I swear to you, Mr. Witherspoon,” she said fervently, her voice rising, “I will be a good, biddable wife. I will do whatever you want, I swear it. You can send me away once you don’t need me anymore. You can send me to the country—I’ll go quietly. I know I’m not much of a bargain, but you’ll never regret marrying me, I promise.” She hesitated, but rushed on when Ian started to speak. “I know about your lover, about Mr. Knightly. I don’t mind, I swear it. I’ll stay out of your way, I won’t complain. I’ll just give you an heir if that’s all you need me for and I’ll fade into the background.” She obviously didn’t realize that the revulsion she felt at the idea of Ian getting her with child showed on her face.

      “Please, please, don’t send me back. Don’t, I beg you.” The last was said with a sob as she collapsed and Ian bodily lifted her off the floor and sat her down on the chaise. He sat next to her, still holding her shoulders, and she visibly flinched.

      “Sophia, I have every intention of marrying you if that is what you wish. Shh, my dear,” he crooned, pushing a handkerchief into her hand, “stop crying. I will not send you back, even if you don’t want to marry me. I will find a place for you. You needn’t ever go back, Sophia, I swear.”

      “Sophie,” she whispered so quietly Derek almost didn’t hear her.

      “What?” Ian asked, confused.

      “My name is Sophie,” she said, wiping her eyes. She looked at Ian as if he hung the moon. “And I want to marry you, Mr. Witherspoon.”

      Ian took her hand in his. “Then we shall, Sophie,” he told her quietly, “as soon as possible.” He gently held her hand between his. “Will you do me the honor of being my wife, Sophie?” She nodded stiffly and started crying again. Ian rose to sit next to her, awkwardly patting her on the back as she sobbed into his kerchief.

      Derek quietly moved away from the door and leaned back against the rough brick wall. Bloody hell, how did he fight that? Miss Middleton was turning out to be a more formidable foe than he could ever have imagined.

      He stalked off across the terrace and down into the gardens on the back lawn. Why did Ian bring her here? Why did he insist on changing everything? They’d been happy the way they were, hadn’t they? They lived quietly, enjoying their free time, and they had plenty of it! Why would any man give that up for a wife and a squalling infant? Ian had tried to tell Derek this marriage was as much for him as it was for Ian. That Derek needed a woman in his life, a family of his own. With Miss Middleton, Ian claimed, they could have those and still stay together, just like Jason and Tony and Kate.

      Derek sat down on one of the benches, and then turned and lay down on it. He rested one booted foot on the bench and raised his arm across his forehead, blotting out the sun while he stared at the clouds. His inner turmoil made a mockery of the relaxed pose. He thought again of Ian’s reasons for this marriage. Was Ian so very unhappy then? Perhaps their life had no highs or lows, so what? He’d seen enough of those in the war. He deliberately blocked the memories. And if Derek had no thought of the future, again, so what? The war had certainly taught them that any future was uncertain. It was best to live for the present and let the future take care of itself.

      He liked his life this way. People left him alone and he left them alone. He had time for his books, and Tattersalls. Perhaps one day he’d buy some racers. Yes, that’s what he’d do some day. And it wasn’t as if they needed Miss Middleton’s money now. Brett Haversham had made them a tidy little fortune on the ‘Change, and Derek had learned enough from him to continue to do quite well there on his own. He’d parlayed the modest inheritance from his father into a rather immodest income.

      That was another thing. Family, family, family. Ian was always going on about wanting a family. Derek didn’t understand it. He’d been an only child, as had his parents. His mother died when he was young and he and his father hadn’t been particularly close. When he’d died before Derek came back from the war he felt a small measure of regret, but it certainly hadn’t devastated him. It wasn’t as if Ian’s numerous relations had done so well by him. They’d broken off with him over Derek. Derek felt a stab of guilt over it every now and then, but it had been Ian’s decision. Derek knew Ian missed his brothers, missed the huge gatherings of the Witherspoon clan that occurred several times a year. He’d grown up with so many relatives he couldn’t go to the loo without tripping over one. And now there was just the two of them.

      Derek sat up suddenly as a horrific thought occurred to him. Good Lord, how many children did Ian want? Surely not enough so they’d be tripping over them. He moaned and hung his head. What the fuck was Ian doing? Had he lost his mind?
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      After their emotional meeting in the study, Ian suggested Sophie go upstairs to rest. He didn’t even bother informing Sir Middleton that they were done. He sent a footman to tell him Ian and Sophie would be busy the rest of the day. If he saw him, Ian was afraid he’d kill him, literally. He could almost feel the man’s throat slowly being crushed beneath the pressure of his hands, silencing his crude, vicious words forever. He hadn’t pressed Sophie for details about why she would beg a virtual stranger to marry her. It was enough she had done so. She was his responsibility now.

      Not wanting the wedding to be too much of a burden on Sophie, Ian penned a note to Kate, Lady Randall, the wife of an old friend. In it he informed Kate of his upcoming wedding and asked her to please help his fiancée get ready. He knew Kate would come. Then he went in search of Derek.

      He found Derek upstairs in his bedroom. Derek hardly ever used it. When he slept, which was rarely, he slept with Ian in Ian’s room each night. It was not a good omen to find Derek haunting the little-used chamber.

      He closed the door behind him when he entered. If he and Derek were going to have a row, he’d rather not advertise it to the servants or Sophie. Derek surprised him by turning away from the window he had been rather assiduously staring out of.

      “So is it all settled, then?” Derek asked in an uncharacteristically neutral voice. Ian’s sixth sense for trouble was sounding the alarm immediately.

      “Yes, Sophie has agreed to be my wife,” Ian answered cautiously. “I’d like to proceed with all due haste actually. I was thinking of getting a special license.”

      Derek looked at him for a few moments as if expecting him to continue. When he didn’t, Derek looked away, his façade cracking just enough to show Ian a hint of frustrated anger. He looked back at Ian after gaining control. “Nothing interesting happened, then?”

      Ian debated telling Derek about the scene in the study but decided against it. Derek despised weakness in anyone. He’d learned that in the war. Weakness meant you didn’t live very long. He didn’t want Sophie to start out with a mark already against her, so he shook his head.

      “No, not really. Her father is a boor, however. The sooner we can get rid of him, the better.”

      Derek angrily undid the buttons on his coat, placing his hands on his hips aggressively. “So you’re quite eager to marry her just to get rid of her father. There’s a good reason. Yes, I can support that logic.”

      Ian sighed. “Derek…” His voice trailed off because he didn’t know what to say anymore. He’d said it all and Derek hadn’t listened.

      “Don’t ‘Derek’ me.” He stomped over to a chair beside a small reading table in the corner and threw himself down on it. Ian winced. The chair was Louis XV and looked as if it would snap in two at Derek’s rough treatment. Derek gestured wildly about the stale, impersonal bedchamber.

      “Am I to be banished here, then? Shall I move my things today?”

      Ian barely stopped himself from barking an affirmative at him. Why was Derek making this so hard? Ian had tried everything he could think of to get Derek to talk about this marriage but Derek refused. He ran away every time, not willing to hear Ian’s explanations. Ian had stopped trying. He was desperate and damn frustrated now. He didn’t know how else to make Derek accept it except to just do it and deal with the consequences later. He knew in his heart it was right for them. Why wouldn’t Derek trust that Ian was doing this for both of them? Hadn’t Ian always taken care of Derek, done what was best for him?

      “No,” he forced himself to be patient yet again, “I don’t want you to move in here. I want you to stay in our room, where you’ve always been welcome and will continue to be so.”

      “By ‘our room’ are you referring to your new wife? I know how you prefer to keep your lovers close at hand. But she may not be so eager to share her lodgings with me.” Derek came up off the chair with the same violence he’d used to sit down. He began pacing in front of Ian. “She’s going to take over, it’s what women do. Pretty soon you’ll be dancing to her tune. ‘Yes, Sophie,’” he simpered. “‘No, Sophie.’ It’s enough to make me sick.”

      Ian’s denial died in his throat. Instead he asked, “How did you know her name was Sophie?”

      Derek spun around to look at him guiltily. This time Ian did sigh. “So you heard the entire conversation?”

      Derek immediately went on the attack. “It’s a good thing I did, since you clearly were not going to share it with me. I can’t believe she begged you to marry her! And you fell for it, every word. I pity you for a gullible fool. And if she really is that pathetic, I pity you more.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “I’m trying to save you, Ian, from making a terrible mistake! Pay her off and send her away. If you marry her we will all be miserable.”

      Ian wearily walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. It smelled musty from disuse. “I can’t, Derek. If what I suspect is true…I just can’t. You didn’t see her face. She was desperate. She needs me.” He looked up at Derek hopefully. “She needs us. And we need her.”

      Derek backed away, waving his hands defensively. “Oh no, don’t drag me into this. You wanted to get married, not I. I am the victim here. She’s the spider luring the unsuspecting fly—that would be you—into her web of guilt and pity. I see through her. Ian, she won’t be able to resist you, no one can. You watch, she’ll be after you to get rid of me next.” He stopped backing away and shook a finger at Ian. “Oh yes, that was a very affecting part of her little speech you know, where she claimed not to mind that you had a lover.”

      “Derek—”

      Once again Ian was cut off. “Don’t,” Derek warned, narrowing his eyes at Ian. “Don’t try to make me feel sorry for her. She’s fucking marrying you, isn’t she? What the fuck have I got to feel sorry for her for?” Derek ripped off his coat and threw it across the room.

      “I’m well aware⁠—”

      “You are completely oblivious!” Derek shouted. “She is manipulating you. I’m not arguing that her father isn’t a horse’s arse and has probably browbeaten her from the cradle. But she’s using you, Ian. To her you’re just a way out of her personal hell. Damn it, you could be me and she wouldn’t give a damn. You’re a warm body to drag in front of a parson and unlock her jail cell. She doesn’t know you, she doesn’t love you.”

      “I fail to see⁠—”

      “Exactly! You fail to see everything!”

      Derek continued to rail against Sophie and the marriage. Ian had been listening to the same arguments for months now. Derek wasn’t saying anything new. Ian got distracted watching Derek. God, sometimes he forgot how incredibly handsome Derek was. He was extremely tall—no matter where they went he was the tallest man there. He had thick, wavy, dark brown hair and hazel eyes, a beautiful mix of green and gray. His arms were thick with muscle, his shoulders broad, his chest deep. Derek’s waist and hips were lean, but the cheeks of his arse were nicely rounded and firm with muscle. They fit perfectly in Ian’s hands. The dark hair on his chest tapered down to a thick nest around his cock. Ian loved to bury his nose there and smell that musky Derek scent that drove him mad. Derek’s legs were a mile long, thick with hard muscle and covered in coarse, dark hair. When Ian was riding Derek tight and hard, the hair on his legs rubbed Ian’s smoother thighs and sent shivers straight to his cock. Derek was all man and all his. Suddenly Ian realized Derek had stopped talking.

      “God damn you,” Derek whispered. “How can you marry her when you look at me like that?”

      “Are you actually going to let me speak?” Ian asked teasingly.

      “If you’ve something worthwhile to say,” Derek replied, his belligerence returning. He held out a hand and gestured for Ian to speak.

      Ian smiled. “I love you.” Derek snorted and Ian’s smile became a lopsided grin. “I have nothing else to say. I can hardly think straight. I was sitting here thinking how incredibly attractive you are, and that you’re mine, and now I’m hard as a pike and can’t think at all.”

      “Aargh!” Derek growled. “I’m ready for battle and you disarm me again with your fucking charm. That really pisses me off, Ian.”

      “I know. Come and do something about it.” Ian leaned back on his elbows on the bed, his erection straining against the front of his trousers.

      Derek ripped his cravat off and threw it to the floor. As he was opening his shirt he snarled, “If you think I’m going to come over there and suck that hard cock you’re showing off, you can think again.”

      “All right.” Ian was being very agreeable. “If not here, then where?”

      Derek was standing in the middle of the room with his shirt open and hanging off his big shoulders, framing the perfection of his chest and stomach. His trousers were riding low on his hips and when Derek put his fists on those hips it pushed them lower so that Ian could just see the beginning of the bush of pubic hair he so loved. Ian felt his cock jerk. He looked up at Derek and raised an eyebrow. “Are you done showing off that body for my benefit? I’m already hard. Are you trying to make me come all by myself over here?”

      “Over against the wall, by the door,” Derek ordered.

      Ian pushed himself up off the bed. “Today your wish is my command, Derek.” He sauntered past Derek and over to the wall. He turned and leaned against it, narrowing his eyes. “But tomorrow it’s my turn again.”

      “Oh ho, so you’re going to do whatever I want today?” Derek crowed, rubbing his hands together. “I didn’t know you knew how to let go of the reins.”

      “You’ve never wanted me to. You love being ridden hard too much.” Ian ripped open his trousers, pushing them down to free his cock. It was so hard it bounced against his stomach as he settled back against the wall. “Forget what I said. You’ll do as I command, and right now I want you to get over here and suck this.”

      Derek padded over to the wall like a predatory cat. He was so goddamn graceful. Christ, everything about him excited Ian, even after five years together. Derek placed one forearm on the wall next to Ian’s head and leaned in to whisper in his ear.

      “And what will you do for me, lover, if I suck that cock?” Derek’s words were accompanied by a featherlight touch along the length of Ian’s erection.

      Ian turned his head so that he was looking at Derek, their faces so close together he could have kissed him almost without moving. “Do it right and I’ll fuck you with it later.”

      “You always know the right thing to say,” Derek teased, and he moved the fraction of an inch required for their lips to meet.

      Ian immediately opened his mouth and devoured Derek. He ate at his lips, sucked his tongue, caressed the inside of his cheeks. His teeth nipped Derek’s lower lip and Derek pressed in against him. Ian bent his knee and let Derek ride his thigh, his cock a hot ridge against it. Ian reached around and grabbed Derek’s behind, those tight cheeks filling his palms, and ground Derek’s cock against his leg. Derek pulled away from the kiss with a shudder.

      “Steady there, Captain,” Derek said shakily, “you can do permanent damage that way.” His breath hissed as Ian squeezed one arse cheek hard and traced the hot valley in the center through his trousers with the fingers of the other hand. God, Derek loved that, the tease of what awaited him later driving him deeper into the well of desire.

      “God, you’re round-heeled,” Ian laughed huskily. “You could at least pretend to be hard to get.”

      “I thought I was,” Derek testily replied, his argument undermined by a hard thrust against Ian’s thigh and another shudder.

      Only here, with Ian, was Derek able to show weakness. It was one of the things Derek loved about being with him. His weakness was a trigger for Ian’s passion. Ian craved his surrender, and by surrendering, Derek conquered. He possessed Ian’s soul as completely as Ian owned his.

      Ian just laughed again. He took his hands off Derek and Derek started to complain until Ian rested his palms on his stomach and caressed his way up to Derek’s shoulders. “Take that fucking shirt off.”

      Ian’s voice was low and deep, and when Derek looked at his face, Ian’s eyes were hard and hooded by desire. That look had precluded so many bouts of lovemaking and sexual satiation that it alone would have made Derek hard and ready even if Ian weren’t touching him like this. Derek gasped as he felt his cock jerk.

      “Jesus, are you going to come now?” Ian’s voice was amused, with an underlying thread of indulgent satisfaction.

      “I might as well,” Derek ground out, “since it’s your cock that’s about to get sucked, not mine.”

      “Do unto others…” Ian muttered with a sly grin.

      “You are going to hell, Ian Witherspoon,” Derek chastised him mockingly.

      At his words Ian roughly pushed Derek’s shirt off his shoulders and helped him tug it off his arms and drop it to the floor. “Heaven first,” Ian told him. Derek groaned as Ian leaned in and bit down on a nipple hardened with arousal. Ian pulled back slightly and licked the stinging nub with the flat of his tongue, then he ventured off to the side and began indiscriminately swirling his tongue along the muscles of Derek’s chest, his fingers tangled in the hair there, tugging gently. Derek’s head fell back and he bit his lip to keep from moaning as he clutched Ian’s shoulders. He reveled in Ian’s worship of his body. He knew he could make Ian hard and reckless with just a glimpse of his chest or arms. Ian became positively feral when he saw Derek naked.

      Ian slowly wrapped his arms around Derek’s chest, his fingers caressing Derek’s spine as he raised his head and licked along Derek’s lips. Derek opened his mouth to let Ian inside and was treated to a deeply tender kiss, soft yet possessive. When Ian pulled back, Derek found his own arms wrapped around Ian’s neck, his fingers buried in his baby-soft hair. He clung as Ian slowly pushed him away until he had to let his arms drop.

      “Take the rest of your clothes off.” The order was issued in a firm voice, one that brooked no disobedience. Derek languidly complied.

      It was an especially erotic thrill to be naked in Ian’s arms while Ian himself remained almost fully clothed. It made Derek feel a little like a sex slave, and secretly he liked it. Well, not so secretly. He’d told Ian as much once, and it was one of Ian’s favorite games now.

      When Derek stood proud and naked before him, Ian let his escalating desire show. He licked his lips and reached down to wrap his fist around his cock and pump it slowly several times, clearly enjoying the view. Derek stood docilely before him, the object of his desire, Ian’s to command.

      “Masturbate for me. I want to see you come.”

      Derek’s breathing hitched. Christ, Ian had him on fire today. When Ian watched him like this, made Derek perform for him, Derek felt his own power over his lover. He stared at Ian and slowly ran his hands over his chest, stopping to tweak his own nipples hard. He rubbed the palms of his hands over them and savored the sting. Ian watched it all avidly, his breathing unsteady.

      “Are you going to come just from watching me?” Derek sounded almost bored, but his labored breathing belied the impression.

      Ian smiled wickedly at him as he made a great show of letting go of his cock. “Oh no, darling. I have no intention of denying myself the pleasure of coming in your mouth.”

      Derek’s head fell back and he ran his hands down his stomach until he reached his cock. He fisted it tightly in one hand while the other sought his balls and rolled them together. The pleasure brought his head up and hunched his shoulders.

      “You love to play the tease, don’t you?” Ian whispered throatily. “You love to show your body to me, to make me want you ferociously when I see how much you enjoy pleasuring yourself.”

      “Yes.” Derek’s tone was harsh and defiant as he watched Ian stare in fascination at his finger slowly rubbing over the leaking end of his cock, spreading the pre-cum on the plum-shaped head until it glistened in the sun coming through the window to his left. At the sight Ian leaned against the wall, closed his eyes and swallowed. When he opened his eyes he laughed weakly.

      “If you keep that up, lover, you’re not going to get to suck my cock, and I know you want to.”

      Derek stopped and completely let go of his cock. “Bastard,” he whispered. He slowly walked forward until he was so close to Ian he could see the pupils in his eyes dilated with desire. “Permission, Captain, to suck and masturbate at the same time.” He smiled wryly. “I’m not going to last either, I’m so fucking close. I want to taste you in my mouth when I come, Ian. I need to taste you.” He didn’t wait for permission, but fell to his knees in front of Ian, grasping both his own cock and Ian’s in his hands. He leaned forward and sucked on the warm, firm head of Ian’s cock.

      “Yes,” Ian hissed, his hands going to either side of Derek’s head. One gripped his hair tightly, the other lay tenderly along Derek’s cheek. “Yes, bring yourself while you taste me, Derek. Bring me with you.”

      Derek needed no further encouragement. He slid his lips down Ian’s length as far as he could comfortably go, then placed his fist there as a marker. He pulled back and then sucked down to his fist again, making Ian shudder and lay his head back on the wall. It took a moment to find a rhythm that worked for both him and Ian as the hand on his own cock kept time to his mouth on Ian. He sucked deeply on each downward stroke and swirled the flat of his tongue along the underside as he pulled back. Ian squirmed and moaned, especially when Derek’s tongue hit the sensitive spot just below the head of his cock. Derek knew how he liked it and he enjoyed doing it.

      Ian’s breathing grew heavy, each exhalation a growl as Derek felt his cock harden more in his mouth. Derek’s climax was hovering just out of reach, almost painful in its reticence. He pumped his fist harder, unconsciously sucking deeper on Ian in counterpoint.

      “Christ, Derek, I’m going to come. It’s so good. You are so good.” Ian’s hands were gripping his shoulders, the fingers digging into his muscles, and Ian hunched over him, fucking in and out of his mouth as Derek sucked him. Suddenly Ian’s hands were gripping the back of his head, pulling him down hard on his cock until the tip was almost touching the back of his throat. It was nearly too much, and would have been if Derek hadn’t taken the precaution of placing his fist so that Ian couldn’t choke him. He knew from experience that Ian got carried away when he was coming in Derek’s mouth. He wanted to ram his cock down Derek’s throat and tried, not to hurt or intimidate him, but because it felt so good. Derek loved that it felt that good to him. Ian groaned his name and Derek tasted the first wash of his cum on the back of his tongue. He swallowed convulsively around Ian’s cock, causing Ian to groan and jerk, more cum spurting into Derek’s throat. As he swallowed, Derek felt his own climax burst on him. As he ejaculated, the pleasure was almost painful and he felt his cock jerk and burn with the heat of his cum. He kept hold of Ian, kept him in his mouth, tasted and rolled him on his tongue as he moaned his own satisfaction.

      After he came, Derek unwrapped his fist from around Ian, but kept his softening cock in his mouth and gently sucked on it, laving it with his tongue. Ian gasped and hunched over him again. His hands ran down Derek’s shoulders, petting him, caressing his strong upper back tenderly. When Ian was small and soft in his mouth Derek finally set him free.

      “Derek,” Ian said softly, running his hand through Derek’s hair.

      Derek looked up at him as he knelt before him, a sexual supplicant. “Don’t forget what I can do for you, Ian,” he said, his voice unsteady. “Don’t for one minute think she can give you this.”

      Ian blinked slowly several times, tipping his head to the side and then laid his hand on Derek’s cheek. “I could sooner forget to breathe than forget how you devastate me, Derek.” For a change, he said nothing about her, and Derek tried to be satisfied with his answer.
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        * * *

      

      The following afternoon in the drawing room, Ian turned to greet Lady Randall and her niece with a genuine smile. As he had hoped, Kate, as Lady Randall preferred to be called by her friends, had agreed to help Sophie get ready for the wedding and had rushed over as soon as she was able.

      Ian hadn’t seen Derek since last night. He hadn’t appeared at dinner and Ian had had to endure an evening of his future father-in-law’s crude, self-aggrandizing conversation and verbal bludgeoning of Sophie. He’d intercepted the worst of it, but the evening seemed interminable and Sophie retired immediately after dinner. He couldn’t blame her. He’d escaped as soon as politely possible. Politeness with Sir Middleton was getting harder and harder to maintain. This morning Ian had taken breakfast in his room and had ordered the same for Sophie so she wouldn’t have to suffer alone with her father. Ian wished he’d had the opportunity to speak with her again.

      Derek had mysteriously reappeared in Ian’s room about an hour after Ian retired last night. Ian hadn’t inquired where he’d been and Derek didn’t offer the information. When he’d climbed on top of Ian, he’d smelled suspiciously like he’d been drinking, a lot. He was voraciously aroused however, and Ian had no problem living up to the promises made during their morning liaison.

      “Ian, my dear,” Kate said, coming over and kissing his cheek, “I’m so glad you asked for my help. I didn’t get to plan much of a wedding for myself, if you’ll remember, so this will be the wedding I didn’t get to have.” She smiled with delight. “So just open your coffers and promise not to get shot before the wedding.” Kate, Jason, and her other husband Tony had been married at what they all thought was Jason’s deathbed. Jason, however, had other ideas and woke up in the middle of the ceremony to make his promises. He’d fully recovered from the gunshot wound he’d incurred during a duel over Kate.

      “I hope it isn’t too much of a burden, Kate, considering your condition.” Ian hadn’t even thought about Kate’s pregnancy when he’d penned his note yesterday. She looked marvelous, however, tall and lithe and blonde. Her stomach was only slightly rounded with child.

      Her niece, Veronica Thomas, snorted inelegantly. “You must be joking, Ian. Look at her! She is disgustingly glowing. She’s never looked or felt better in her life. If this continues, they’ll have her breeding every year.” Very’s eyes had a mischievous twinkle as she sat down in a delicate armchair.

      Kate took the bait. “Veronica Thomas! That is beyond rude. You’ll have poor Ian blushing and thinking I don’t know what about us.” It was Kate who was blushing, and Ian took pity on her.

      “She is right, Kate. You look absolutely stunning. Motherhood seems to agree with you.” To his dismay, Kate got choked up and had to dig a handkerchief out of her reticule.

      “Oh Ian, never mind me. I’m a veritable watering pot these days. Mother tells me it’s the baby and it will pass.” She sniffed delicately and tucked her handkerchief into her sleeve. “Good heavens, I burst into tears when Cook made my favorite soup the other day. Can you imagine? The poor woman was beside herself.”

      Very laughed and got up to lead Kate to a chair. “It’s true. It’s driving Jase and Tony mad. They’re afraid to say anything for fear of Kate having a breakdown. It’s the only reason we were able to get out of the house alone today.”

      The drawing room door opened and Derek sauntered in as if he hadn’t been in hiding. “Why hello, ladies! And to what do we owe this pleasure?” He intercepted Very and Kate and enveloped Kate in his arms, giving her a smacking kiss on the cheek which made her laugh and then cry again.

      “Oh, look what you’ve done, you darling man!” Kate laughed through her tears. “And I’d just stopped.”

      Derek looked alarmed. “What did I do? Did I hurt you? Sometimes I forget what a big ox I am. I’m so sorry, Kate.”

      Very came to his rescue by punching him on the arm. “You big lummox, she’s just overly emotional because of the baby. Why don’t you ever kiss me? I’m younger and available, and quite pretty if I do say so myself.”

      Everyone laughed at Very’s comment, as she’d wanted them to. “That’s exactly why I don’t kiss you,” Derek teased. “I don’t want to find myself dragged in front of the preacher by Jason and Tony. Not to mention Kensington and Wolf would probably kill me before I got there. And your head is swollen enough with your own charms, I don’t need to contribute to it.”

      “My head is perfectly proportioned to my body, ape, and these days I think Kensington would gladly sell me to the gypsies. As for Wolf, he does whatever Kensington wants him to.” Lord Michael Kensington had had an on-again, off-again courtship with Very for the last year or so. Every couple of months he decided she was too young, or too argumentative, or too something and then after a few weeks he came crawling back because he clearly couldn’t live without her. It amused the rest of them no end. Wolf Tarrant was Kensington’s lover, and rather an enigma to everyone else. Ian didn’t think Very’s assessment was right, but he really had no reason for his belief, just a feeling.

      “And who could blame him?” Kate said archly. “You are a trial, Very. If I’d been thinking clearly when you were younger, I’d have sold you to the gypsies. I needed the money then.” Everyone including Very laughed with Kate.

      Derek led Kate to a chair and after she was seated started to sit down on the settee facing her. He stopped in mid-motion and sprang back up at Kate’s next words, however.

      “We’re here to help plan the wedding, of course. Ian said poor Miss Middleton has no one to help, and so here we are.”

      “Well, it was good to see you both,” Derek said, walking briskly to the door. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again soon. Good day, ladies.”

      “Derek,” Ian began, but the other man was out the door and gone before he could say more.

      Kate sat stunned. Even Very was struck speechless. “What did I say?” Kate asked anxiously.

      Ian sighed and sat dejectedly on the settee, his head dropping onto the back of the elegant piece of furniture. “Derek has yet to meet Sophie. He keeps disappearing, and avoids any situation where they might cross paths.”

      “Oh dear,” Kate murmured. “That doesn’t bode well. Are you sure this marriage is a good idea, Ian?”

      Ian sat up and placed his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands together between them as he stared at the floor. “I can’t cry off now, Kate. I’ve set it in motion and I can’t leave Sophie in her present situation.” He looked up at Kate bleakly. “You’ll understand when you meet her. If only Derek weren’t so stubborn. If he’d stop viewing her as the enemy and instead try to understand that she needs us. Why can’t he see what I’m trying to do here?” Ian stopped. “Never mind. Let’s focus on making this a beautiful wedding for Sophie. I’ll deal with Derek. He’ll come around.”

      “But Ian,” Very said heatedly, “you can’t just make him accept her. You and he have been together so long, you have so much you’ve shared together. I don’t think it’s right you’re bringing this Sophie here if Derek doesn’t want her.” Very took a belligerent stance in front of Ian, her arms akimbo as she glared at him. “You owe him that much, Ian.”

      Kate had been watching Ian closely. She spoke softly but firmly. “Very, you are jumping to conclusions again. Haven’t we talked about the danger of doing that? Come and sit. Let us reserve judgment until we meet Miss Middleton. We owe Ian that, I think.” Very reluctantly sat down with a final glare for Ian.

      “Thank you,” Ian told her sincerely. “And I think when you meet Sophie you’ll understand, Very. She needs all the friends she can get.”

       

      Sophie approached the drawing room door with trepidation. Montague himself had come to knock on her door and inform her that Mr. Witherspoon was waiting for her with some guests. Sophie didn’t like to meet new people. One never knew how to act around them or how to please them. It made her extremely uncomfortable. Harold and her father were forever telling her she had no social skills.

      She had about decided to turn around and send her regrets when Montague opened the drawing room door and announced her. She was clear across the landing at the time and had to hurry to the door. It was almost as if he’d known she was going to run. She allowed herself to frown at him. He merely blinked benignly and stepped behind her to crowd her into the room, closing the door after her.

      Sophie looked into the room and saw Mr. Witherspoon standing up. He walked toward her and she couldn’t see around him although she sensed the presence of other people in the room. She could feel herself getting tense and uneasy. What did he expect of her?

      “Hello, Sophie,” he said quietly when he stopped in front of her. “I trust you are well today?”

      His manner was calm and Sophie found it soothing. Mr. Witherspoon had so far shown himself to be a gentleman, and his reassurances in his study yesterday had alleviated many of her earlier fears. She was still quite embarrassed about how she broke down in front of him, however. What must he think of her? She straightened her spine and tried to speak confidently.

      “Good day, Mr. Witherspoon. I am well, thank you. And you?” There, that sounded polite and self-confident. His answering smile told her she’d done well.

      “I am fine, Sophie.” He turned back to the room and indicated two attractive, well-dressed women sitting there. “Let me introduce you to some friends. This is Kate, Lady Randall, and her niece, Miss Veronica Thomas.” He took Sophie’s elbow and led her farther into the room. “They have come to help you plan the wedding, my dear. I hope you don’t mind my asking for their assistance.”

      Sophie felt herself blanch. Oh God, he didn’t trust her to plan the wedding. Of course, she knew nothing about planning a wedding. She hadn’t thought that far ahead, she’d been so focused on just getting him to agree to marry her. What on earth did one do at a wedding? The only one she had ever attended was Corrina’s, and she’d only witnessed the vows. She’d not been allowed to attend the festivities after. She could feel a crushing weight in her chest knowing she was already a disappointment to him. She looked up at Mr. Witherspoon. Before she could apologize, Lady Randall spoke.

      “How do you do, Miss Middleton? May I call you Sophie? And you must call me Kate. It is so wonderful to finally meet you. Ian told us of your upcoming marriage weeks ago. How exciting! Very and I can’t wait to help plan the wedding with you. I was married in a bit of a…hmm, situation, shall we say, so this is a first for me. You don’t mind, do you? I’d hate to impose.” Lady Randall stood and Sophie could see she was tall and beautiful, and exquisitely dressed. Sophie felt even more of a frump than ever in her plain brown dress.

      “How do you do?” she murmured, keeping her face a polite mask. Everyone seemed to be waiting for her to speak some more, so she continued nervously. “I’m very glad of any assistance you can give me, ma’am. I’m not well versed in planning social events, I’m afraid.” A discreet look at Mr. Witherspoon showed him smiling at her encouragingly. She mentally relaxed.

      The younger woman who’d been introduced as Miss Thomas finally spoke. “How do you do, Miss Middleton? Congratulations on your upcoming marriage.” She eyed Sophie in a confused way. “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but how long have you been out in society?”

      Sophie’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. “I’ve never had a come-out, I’m afraid. Father didn’t want the expense since I was already betrothed.”

      “Veronica!” Lady Randall chastised. She turned back to Sophie. “Ignore her, my dear. She’s terribly jealous. Ian is a wonderful catch, you know.” She smiled teasingly at Sophie, and Sophie had no idea how to respond. Did Miss Thomas want Mr. Witherspoon? Had Sophie unknowingly interfered in their love affair?

      Mr. Witherspoon stepped into the breach. “Veronica is no more jealous of me than she is of the dog next door, Kate. She knows I’d never put up with her wild ways.” Sophie’s eyes flashed to him in alarm. Was he trying to tell her she needed to behave or he would punish her? He sensed her distress but seemed at a loss as to what to say.

      “Sophie, I didn’t mean…” he trailed off and Sophie bit her lip.

      “I didn’t mean to offend, Miss Middleton,” Miss Thomas spoke up, more confused than ever. “I just thought your father was rather wealthy, is all. Ow!” She jerked as Lady Randall hit her in the arm with her fan. “What? Isn’t he?”

      Sophie was mortified. She realized now Miss Thomas was talking about her old, unattractive gown, not suitable for a young debutante. She bit down harder on her lip.

      Lady Randall walked over and took Sophie’s arm, leading her to the settee. Sophie looked frantically at Mr. Witherspoon, but he seemed relieved that Lady Randall was taking over. “I’m sure Miss Middleton will tell us all about herself as we plan the wedding, Very,” she said firmly. “There’s no need to interrogate the poor girl today.”

      “One little question is hardly an interrogation,” Miss Thomas muttered, spinning around indignantly to take a seat in a huff. Louder she said, “How are we to know what she wants if we don’t ask her about herself?”

      “What I want?” Sophie asked, alarmed. “Want for what?” She couldn’t believe the young woman was talking to her aunt in such a manner. Surely she was going to get into trouble. Lady Randall tugged Sophie down to sit next to her.

      Miss Thomas looked at her like she was a lackwit. “For the wedding, of course.”

      “Yes, well, I’ll leave you to it, then,” Mr. Witherspoon said, backing toward the door. Sophie started to shoot up from her seat, unable to believe he was going to leave her alone with these two women. What on earth was she supposed to do with them?

      “Yes, run along, Ian,” Lady Randall said officiously, placing a hand on Sophie’s arm to hold her down. “Men have no place in these affairs. A wedding is all about the bride.”

      “No!” Sophie burst out, “Don’t leave.” Mr. Witherspoon froze and looked at her stricken face. Lady Randall slowly let go of her arm while Miss Thomas looked at her in shock. She tried to keep the panic out of her voice as she continued. “I mean, I don’t know anything about planning a wedding. Father has said he won’t pay for a big wedding. What am I to do? Where shall it be? I…I don’t know who to invite. I don’t…don’t you have people to invite?”

      Her voice was rising, but she couldn’t control it. Mr. Witherspoon looked pained at her outburst and Sophie tried to backtrack, tried to think how to repair the damage. “What I mean to say is, I don’t require a large wedding or an expensive one. Couldn’t we just get married here? With a few witnesses? Or no one, not if you don’t want them.” By the look on his face she was just making things worse. She looked down and noticed she was wringing her hands and forced herself to stop. She looked at Lady Randall and saw pity in her face. When she glanced at Miss Thomas, the young lady’s face had gone from shock to horror. Oh God, what a mess! She should leave. She stood jerkily and took a step toward the door. “I should just go. Yes, I’ll just go.”

      Mr. Witherspoon came up and took her hands gently. “Sophie, stop. Take a deep breath.” His voice was calm and soothing, his face soft with an emotion Sophie couldn’t decipher. She took several deep breaths and did feel better. She concentrated on his face and let the panic subside.

      “All right?” he asked quietly with a squeeze of her hands.

      “Yes, yes, I’m better. I’m sorry.” She clutched his hands, still not wanting him to go.

      “Now, about the wedding,” he began and Sophie’s eyes widened in alarm again. “Sophie,” he said admonishingly, and she forced herself to relax. “Good girl.” He squeezed her hands again. “You may spend as much as you like.” He looked at Lady Randall when he said it, and Sophie glanced over to see the other woman nodding in agreement. He continued and Sophie looked back at him. “I will draw up a list of friends to invite. I know they will want to be here.”

      “Of course they will,” Lady Randall murmured in agreement.

      “As for where we get married,” he paused to make sure he had Sophie’s attention, “I don’t care where it is. All I know is I want to marry you, the sooner the better. As a matter of fact, I’m going to get a special license. I didn’t want to force your acquiescence by obtaining a license before we’d had a chance to meet and talk, Sophie. With a special license we won’t have to wait.” He looked over at Lady Randall. “Kate, would it be possible to have the wedding as soon as next week? Perhaps Thursday next?”

      Lady Randall looked a little shaken, but nodded her head. “Yes, it’s possible. We’ll be extraordinarily busy to pull it off, but we can do it, can’t we, Very?” she asked her niece. “It will be a beautiful wedding, Ian.”

      Miss Thomas answered her aunt, her eyes on Sophie. “Yes, we can do it. We’ll get Kitty to help, and Mrs. Jones.” She turned to look at Mr. Witherspoon. “You’re right, Ian. I do see it now.” And with those enigmatic words, Miss Thomas smiled purposefully at Sophie. That smile, for some reason, made her think of a protective guard dog. She wasn’t sure she felt entirely comfortable being the object of it.
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