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            My Virtuous Duke

          

        

      

    

    
      Dashing Arthur Winter, Duke Beaufort needs an heir, but the path to marriage is as tricky as a waltz. Lucky for him, the witty Lady Deandra Coleridge, his best friend and confidante, steps in to help him win the heart of a debutante. Yet, a simple kiss unravels unexpected desires between them. Will any debutante suffice, or has the one he longs for been by his side all along? Get ready for a tale where love takes the lead!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Dee Dee, are you at home?” Arthur called from the foyer.

      “In the library,” Deandra, or Dee Dee to her closest friends replied, standing up from behind her desk to meet one of her oldest friends she had not seen since last Season. Too long, since she always loved Arthur's company.

      The Duke of Beaufort entered, his smile as warm and wide as hers, and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Oh, how I have missed you." He did not let her go until he had squeezed her, as was their usual greeting after such a long absence.

      She chuckled and lifted her head to take in his magnificence, which she had always been fond of, even if never in a romantic light. Well, except for that one time when she was eighteen and enjoying her first Season in town.

      “Come and sit," she said. "I shall have tea and cake delivered so we may catch up. I’m certain there is much to discuss now that you’re back in town and the Season has commenced. What took you so long to arrive? I was starting to think that you would never return.”

      “Ah, well, as to that, I’ve been at a house party in Surrey, the one Lord Digby holds each year. I met a delightful young lady who’s having her coming-out this year. In fact, she should be in town by now, and if my belief is correct, I should have an invitation waiting for me on my desk for her ball tomorrow evening.”

      “Well, that does sound promising,” she said, walking over to the mantel and pulling the bellpull. “So I gather from your conjecture that you fancy the young woman to be a potential bride for yourself. I was starting to wonder when you would marry. You are not getting any younger, after all, Arthur.”

      She smiled when the duke scoffed and tried to appear offended, not that he ever fooled her. They had been friends far too long for any secrets to still be between them. “Not everyone marries their first Season like you, Dee Dee. But my uncle has started threatening me with castration if I do not secure the ducal line, and soon. He forever reminds me that his sons are married with boys who can take up the mantle if I'm not man enough to complete the job. Which even I’m loath to fail. My father, dearly departed as he is, would come back and haunt me if I did not secure the line.”

      “That would be a shame, yes, especially when the Beaufort line has been strong for over four hundred years.” Deandra smiled at the memory of how proud his mama was of her only child and son. Not that she herself had been blessed with children, no matter how much she and Lord Coleridge had tried during their short marriage.

      She shook the melancholy thoughts aside, knowing that while Arthur's ability to sire sons was not hindered by age, hers most certainly was. And at nine and twenty, the same age as Arthur, her time to become a mother had long slipped away. And she was not entirely sure she could carry a child, not after all the disappointments she endured, month after month, failing the one thing that could have given her happiness in the marriage.

      “So,” Arthur said, slapping his knees as he sat beside her. “This is one of the reasons why I’m here today seeing my oldest and best friend.” He stared at her a moment, his gaze turning serious. “I need your help, Dee Dee.”

      “My help?” she stated, pointing to herself and forgetting for a moment they were the only two in the room. “Whatever do you need my assistance for? You’re a duke, and a wealthy one at that. I would be of little service to you.”

      “Ah, but you see, that is where you’re wrong. You are part owner of one of the wealthiest gaming and gentlemen’s clubs in London, and a widow. And with that comes experience and information I think I shall find useful, especially since I have been locked away in Somerset for the past two years taking over the estate after my father’s death.”

      Deandra frowned, unsure where this conversation was going or what he wanted from her. “What are you asking? You have me thinking all kinds of things, and none of them comforting.”

      “Well, I thought it would be obvious. You know that I’m not like most men.”

      That was very true. In fact, for several months many years ago, Deandra had thought Arthur had preferred the company of his own sex over the fairer one, but his interest soon turned toward the feminine side of society, and so she forgot about such thoughts. But now, what on heaven's door was he talking about?

      “I think that the fact you’re not like most men is a blessing, not a sin, but please tell me what you’re after so I can say either yes or no to your request. You are being quite elusive.”

      “If I’m being reticent, it’s only because I’m nervous to ask you. Some things regarding men ought to be kept an enigma, and I’m concerned that you will judge me.”

      Maybe her past thoughts on his sexual preference were correct after all, and he was going to ask her how to help him overcome that to marry this debutante he’d met. “Arthur, say it now or leave. My patience is waning,” she said, throwing him a pointed stare.

      “Very well, I shall ask what I need to and declare something I know you’ll find difficult to believe, but please do not laugh at me, for all I’m about to say is true.”

      She schooled her features and nodded. “I promise not to laugh or judge.”

      Arthur took a fortifying breath and met her gaze. “While I enjoy female company and have almost kissed a lady or two, not debutantes mind, I do not want to find myself hitched to someone who is not whom I want. I have never actually been with a woman. I’ve not the skills to seduce whom I would like as my bride, and that’s where you come in. My best friend and closest ally who would never do me ill or wrong, now would you, Dee Dee?”

      She gaped at him, unsure she heard his words correctly. “Are you asking me to school you in the art of seduction and sex?”

      His cheeks turned a bright pink, and Deandra had the answer to her question.

      “I fear I shall disappoint whomever I marry, and since you’ve already been married and own a gaming hell where all sorts of trysts occur, you know the intimacies of the bedchamber." He paused. "And, well, we already love each other as friends. I thought, who better to ask than you?”

      Deandra stared at him for several moments, the urge to laugh absent even after his absurd question. “Arthur, you’re a natural at whatever you do in life. I’m sure it’ll be the same when it comes to taking things further with your betrothed, whomever that ends up being. You do not need me to school you in such things, and when you mention schooling, do you mean we’re to sleep together? Have sex?”

      His eyes widened, and he sat back in the chair, stunned. “Oh dear, no, I would never ask that of you. I merely need you to explain things to me and show me how things work without actually having to do any deeds together. As much as I wished I could have slept with women, and many of them, to this day, I have not. It never seemed honorable, if you understand. To follow through on such an act was tainted and wasteful when it was not with the right woman.”

      A little piece of her heart melted at his explanation. She reached out and clasped his hand. “I think you having not ejaculated yourself around London is commendable, Arthur.”

      “Oh dear Lord, Dee Dee. That is a visual I do not wish to imagine.”

      She chuckled, having thought the imagery quite hilarious herself. “So many men, my husband included, thought it a hoot to squirt all over London, and with some of my friends, no less, even though they think I do not know their treachery. That you have not only makes you more darling in my eyes than you were before, and so yes, I shall help you. Owning the gaming hell, one does see many things others do not, and as a widow, I think I can help you become a master of your art, so whomever you marry will be well pleased.”

      “You’re a sweetheart, and I thank you. Now, what shall you teach me first? I must know as much as I can and as soon as possible. Lady Mabel’s coming out ball is tomorrow evening. If I’m to be a leading candidate for her hand, I must be suave and seductive, without being unnerving.”

      “I think first I must watch you at the ball, see how you perform without my infusion so I know where your skills may be lacking and where I can help most. So tomorrow night, we shall attend the Ryder ball, and I shall observe. But truly, Arthur, I do not think you’ll need my help. You ought to give yourself more credit for being such a gentleman and coming to a marriage without having rutted half of London. One never wants to marry a man and be fearful of catching syphilis or some such ailment. A fear I, too, held after marrying Lord Coleridge.”

      “You did?” he stated, surprised.

      She threw him a dubious look. “Do not play dumb with me, even you know what kind of man I married. Now, off you go. I have work to do, and I shall see you at the ball tomorrow evening.”

      He leaned over and bussed her cheek. “Thank you, Dee Dee. You are the best person I know.”

      She smiled and watched him go. “As are you,” she whispered into the empty room as she heard the front door shut.
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      He was an utter disaster.

      Deandra wasn’t sure she had ever seen someone so uncomfortable and awkward around people of their status. Arthur stumbled over his words, even when she stood beside him, smiling and helping the conversations he had with several young debutantes, but nothing could help the silence when it descended on them all or the pleading looks from the young ladies toward their mothers to get them away from the bore.

      Even if he was the Duke of Beaufort.

      “So, how do you think I’m faring?” Arthur asked her, smiling and clearly unaware of how terrible he was and out of practice he was at wooing women.

      “I think there is room for improvement, but it is not so very bad," she lied. "Nothing that cannot be rectified with a little practice.”

      He nodded, a small smile on his lips that made her heart clutch. How ignorant and sweet he was because of it. She watched him for a moment, debating whether what he told her yesterday was true. Surely he was not a virgin. If he were, he would be one of the oldest in England, and possibly the continent too.

      She sipped her ratafia, nodding toward Lady Mabel, who sauntered toward them. The very debutante whom Arthur had set his sights on. However, on closer inspection of the young woman, the hairs on the back of Deandra’s neck spiked when she came up to them and curtsied. The young woman smiled, the gesture smug and lofty, as if she thought herself above even the duke who stood before her.

      She should not. Even if Arthur were very timid, he had her as a friend, and she would not let him be led astray or made a fool of. Not even for a wealthy debutante eleven years his junior.

      The thought gave her pause. Maybe Lady Mabel was too young for Arthur. Perhaps her friend needed an older woman, one who could match his intelligence and look upon society with one’s eyes open to the politics and fickleness that she had not known at eighteen.

      “Your Grace, Lady Coleridge,” Lady Mabel said, dipping into a perfect curtsy, her eyes demurely glancing up at Arthur before fluttering closed. Deandra schooled her features and smiled, determined to give the young woman a chance to impress her, since she had clearly impressed Arthur at the house party he attended.

      “Lady Mabel, how very lovely to meet you. I understand this is your first Season.”

      “Yes, my lady,” she said, barely glancing at her before giving her full attention to Arthur, who stood beaming like a man blinded by the sun.

      “Although I’ve been to London numerous times. My parents did not like leaving me in the country when they came up to town to enjoy the Season, so I know the city well.” Lady Mabel paused, turning toward Deandra and now giving her full attention. “Are your children in town, my lady? I should imagine you have many since you were so fortunate, as fortuitous as I wish to be, to be married during your first Season.”

      Deandra cleared her throat, taking a fortifying sip of her drink before she answered. She did not dare glance at Arthur, whom she felt was waiting, too, for an answer, but perhaps not the one that Lady Mabel was expecting.

      “I was fortunate to marry Lord Coleridge during my coming-out, but alas, no children.”

      “Oh, I’m so very sorry. You reside on Curzon Street, do you not? The home is one of the largest on the road. What a shame that only you and Lord Coleridge are living there.”

      Deandra couldn't help but think she was purposefully being discourteous. Few in London did not know Lord Coleridge had died while under his whore. “It is only me, as his lordship passed some years ago,” she explained, fighting to keep a calm demeanor. Lady Mabel's smirk, barely hidden by the dip of her head, made her hackles rise, and perhaps what she said next was beneath her, but nor could she help to say what she did. “Your fichu is a little low, Lady Mabel. Perhaps you should move to the retiring room and repair it before you give the incorrect impression to all the young men here this evening.”

      The young woman looked down at her gown in horror and hastily excused herself and fled the ballroom, not comprehending that her fichu was perfectly fine.

      Deandra watched her depart, fighting off the urge to giggle. The silly little fool.

      “Dee Dee, you know perfectly well that her fichu was as it should be. Why did you scare her away?” he asked, looking after the young lady with a sullen expression that annoyed her more than she was already.

      “My first lesson to you, Arthur, is not to look so desperate for her attention. You’re coming across as a man who’s already decided on whom he wants for his wife.”

      “But I have made up my mind. She’s perfect as the next Duchess of Beaufort. She has the right breeding and a good dowry, and she’s very pretty, not to mention young enough to give me sons before my uncle has an apoplexy.”

      “Again, and I cannot stress this enough, you sound desperate, and she’ll smell that distress like a shark after a school of fish. Do you not want a little passion in your marriage? Speaking from experience, when there is none, the lack of it is taxing, and you’ll end up wishing you listened to me and followed my advice.”

      Arthur sighed and ran a hand over his mouth, a quizzical line between his brow. “I do believe I have felt this passion that you speak of, but many years ago, and I long lost hope for that future when …” He paused and cleared his throat. “In any case, the connection was not meant to be, but that does not mean I’m totally without some clue of what I ought to feel for a woman. For instance, when I'm around you, I find you attractive and amusing. We’re friends, and I love you as you love me …”

      Deandra watched as a bright, rosy hue covered Arthur’s cheeks, and his words halted. Where on earth was he going with his words and thoughts? That she did not know, and nor would she ask him only to further his embarrassment. “I will teach you how to court a woman and ensure that with whomever you marry, there is at least a spark of attraction. Do not marry a woman merely because she ticks your precise boxes. I want more than that for you.”

      “When will our lessons begin? The Season is underway, and if I do not convince you that Lady Mabel is suitable as my future wife, I'll have to look elsewhere, which will take time.”

      “You may escort me home in your carriage, and we shall discuss further my plan for you, but I will warn you now, Arthur, it will involve touching and kissing. Something I know you may feel uncomfortable with, considering your beliefs to remain chaste until marriage, and because we're friends.”

      His lips pursed, and he studied her with an intensity she had never seen before. The pit of her stomach fluttered, a reaction she had not felt in years, and for a moment, she was left a little discombobulated as to what to think or say next.

      “You are my friend, and if I’m to kiss anyone without any repercussions, it should be you. I trust you, Dee Dee. I know you only have my best interests at heart.”

      She reached out and clasped his hand, squeezing it. “I shall always put you before anyone, Arthur, and not lead you astray. I promise.”

      “Good evening, Dee Dee, Your Grace,” her sister, and spinster sister at that, said before dipping into a curtsy.

      “Dorothy, I did not expect to see you here this evening. Are you back from Bath so soon?” Deandra asked, having thought her sibling was in the country for the entirety of the Season.

      “I’ve returned. Lord Ponsonby was being a bore, but now that I know you are enjoying the Season and with His Grace, I think I shall remain and enjoy this society much better,” her sister said with a smirk.

      Deandra ignored her sister’s words, determined to discuss Ponsonby at another appropriate time, and turned back to Arthur. “Arthur was about to escort me home, so our little reunion will have to wait. I hope you do not mind,” she said, not wishing to go into what her sister was insinuating at the Ryder ball.

      “Oh, of course. Our conversation can keep until tomorrow.”

      Deandra clasped Arthur’s arm and guided him away from her sister. “Until tomorrow then, Dot.”

      “I cannot wait,” she heard her sister call out from behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Arthur sat opposite Dee Dee and couldn’t help but admire her beauty. Her long, dark locks coiled atop her head, the Coleridge diamonds adorned her neck, and pretty little pearl pins strategically placed in her hair twinkled in the street's lamplights.

      He could not remember a time when he had not had Dee Dee in his life, nor did he want to imagine a period with her absent from it. He hoped that his upcoming marriage, hopefully to Lady Mabel, did not impede their friendship. He was loath to lose her.

      “Do you think you’ll ever marry again?” he questioned, unsure where the inquiry came from, but now that he’d asked it, he needed to know if there was someone she thought to have in her future. A look of disgust crossed her features before she shook her head, the diamonds around her neck he admired before glittering.

      “No, not at all. It’s not something I want, nor do I need to marry, not for status or wealth. Coleridge left me a sizable fortune upon his death, the one mercy he bestowed since there were so few in our marriage.” She paused, and he couldn’t help but wonder just how bad the union had been. He knew the understanding had been arranged by her parents and the late Lord Coleridge. Two great families who had wanted to become more powerful than anyone else if they could manage it, and they did for a time, but at the expense of their children.

      “I wish you had not had to suffer through that ordeal,” he said, reaching for her hand and pulling her to sit beside him.

      She came willingly, and he settled her into his arms. The contact, the embrace was so natural and common between them that when the scent of rose wafted from her hair, igniting a burning ache in his stomach that he’d never experienced before, he frowned.

      “Will you not miss the conjugal relations that you had with your husband?”

      She scoffed and looked up at him. Her large, blue eyes, almond-shaped, and always direct, made the ache in his stomach burn hotter.

      “What marital relations, other than the ones to get me with a child? Other than those, Lord Coleridge wasn't interested in me as a wife, or even a human being. And this is why I worry about you so, Arthur. I do not want you to have a loveless, passionless marriage. Nothing is worse than going through life knowing you have made a mistake that no one can undo.”

      Of course, he understood where Dee Dee was coming from, and he did not want a marriage such as the one she had had. But surely love would come, especially if one was committed to the union, such as he would be. Lady Mabel may seem a little aloof now, but he was sure she would mature with time.

      “Are you certain about the lessons? I do wish to learn, but I do not want to make you uncomfortable. I know it would be scandalous of us to interact so, even if only for lesson's sake.”

      “We will be careful, and no one will witness us. And anyway,” she said after a moment’s pause. “Who else will instruct you on the art of seducing your intended?”

      He chuckled, nodding in agreement. “Touché. So tell me, what are you going to prepare me for first?” he asked, eager to start. He had always wondered what kissing Dee Dee would be like. She had the prettiest lips in London, full and wide when she smiled. There was little not to like about her, if truth be known.

      “First, you must learn the art of making a woman eager to be kissed. Such as when we’re alone, just as we are now, sitting beside one another with no one else about, you ought to sit beside me, look at me longingly for an extended period, and let the lady you wish to kiss read in your eyes that is what you want to do, what you intend.”

      Arthur took a fortifying breath and prepared to do as Dee Dee instructed. His stomach was in knots, and his heart raced for what he was about to do. Never before had he kissed a woman, and certainly not one who knew how to be kissed. He doubted the late Coleridge would not have participated in such a pastime with his wife. Even if they were not a love match, there would be no man in London who did not lust after the delectable Lady Coleridge.

      She clasped his hand and brought it to her face. He cradled her cheek, the butterflies in his stomach soared, and nerves almost got the better of him.

      “Now, look at me as if you want to kiss me, Arthur.”

      Not a hard proposition. Was he really about to kiss his closest and most-loved friend? A woman he had once thought could be a potential wife before she became betrothed to another? He met her eyes and could not glance away.

      His hand slipped to cup her chin, and he heard her startled intake of breath. A good sign, he hoped. His attention dipped to her lips, pouty and open from her gasp, and he lowered his head, taking heed to slow his progress. Common sense told him to tread lightly and with consideration in this situation.

      But a breath from her lips, the scent of wine and her sweet perfume of lilies filled his senses, and he lost all governance of his faculties. Damn, she was pretty and his to kiss as much and for as long as she wished to continue the lessons.

      The moment their lips touched, he realized the mistake they both had made partaking in such a game, such lessons. Anyone who kissed Dee Dee would never wish to kiss another. Ever again.

      Her mouth parted willingly, letting him kiss her soundly. Their tongues tangled, and their breaths became one. He clasped her face with his hands, bending her to his desire, kissing her with all the longing that years of being chaste had built up within him.

      She did not pull away, far from it. Her hands reached and entangled in his hair, drawing him against her in a way that made his cock stand on end and pulsate. The image of them in a bedroom, atop his bed, making love filled his mind, and he knew that if they were to keep kissing, if he allowed the lessons to continue, that was where they would end.

      But could he stop the inevitable?

      Hell no.

      She was a rich widow, protected by a title and money. He was unmarried and would be hurting no one if they were discreet.

      The moment the idea materialized in his mind, he cast it aside. They could not do that, he would not ask that of his friend. It was wrong.

      But nor could he deny how right it felt with Dee Dee in his arms.

      Her body against his gave him a sense of her breasts. They were full and soft and squashed against his chest. His hands moved to clasp her waist, holding her against him.

      She did not draw away, her little mews of delight drove him on, made him eager to please her, give her what she wanted.

      Was it him?

      Somehow between kissing and holding Dee Dee, she moved, almost straddling his leg. He clasped her ass, pressing her against his thigh, and she moaned. The sound nearly undid him, as much as the feel of her rubbing his leg most seductively.

      “Tell me that you feel pleasure? What we’re doing is what you would suggest I do to the lady of my choosing?” he asked, desperate to please her, offering her what she would suggest he show to another.

      She wrenched from the kiss, leaving him bereft. Her eyes widened as if startled by the situation and position they now found themselves. He did not mind the location of their bodies, but by the blush that burned her cheeks, she was not of the same opinion.

      Dee Dee scrambled off his lap and sat as still as a marble statue, her gaze focused ahead. “That’ll be all for tonight's lesson, Arthur," she said, her breath labored. "You did well regarding your first kiss.”

      The carriage rolled to a stop before her town house, and before he could respond, she had fled the vehicle, not even waiting for her footman to open the door or lower the step.

      “Goodnight,” he called after her to no reply but for the closing door of her home.

      Arthur sat back in the squabs and ordered the carriage home, pleased by his abilities. For anyone who could discombobulate, Dee Dee, as he had this evening, would have no problems seducing an eager debutante hunting for a husband.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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