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THE DUKE’S BEQUEST

BOOK I

His Grace, Robert Hadler, Duke of Solworth and noted archaeologist, faced the imminence of his mortality and found certain aspects not to his liking. Most relevant of these proved the allocation of his fortune upon his demise. To rectify this, His Grace turned to Mr. Jeffries, his man of business, to bequeath a small fortune to each of His Grace’s female relations. The Duke’s intention? To ensure that no woman in the Solworth line, be she wed or unwed, would suffer destitution. 

The only exception to the stipulation that each beneficiary of the Duke’s goodwill be a blood relation was one Miss Grace Birkchester. Granddaughter to a minor landholder near the Duke’s estate, and daughter to the Duke’s housekeeper, Miss Birkchester was also the bosom friend of the Duke’s only child, his daughter Lanora. Not only did His Grace gift Miss Birkchester a pleasant sum, he also restored her grandfather’s holdings to her, elevating her back into the gentry, despite the disgrace which had laid low her mother. What follows is Grace’s story.*

*Grace’s Story involves characters from Summer Hanford’s Under the Shadow of the Marquess trilogy, which includes The Archaeologist’s Daughter, The Duke’s Widow and The False Lady, and forms a bridge between that series The Duke’s Bequest Series. However, you do not need to first read those books before enjoying Grace’s Story.
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Dressed head to toe in black, a sheer veil concealing her face, Grace peered around the corner of the dark corridor. She held her breath and issued a prayer that she wasn’t right. She couldn’t be. She believed with every fiber of her being that William loved Lanora. That he was not the sort of gentleman who would sneak out cavorting while his once-again-pregnant wife slumbered.

A tread sounded up the hall. Grace jerked backward. She pressed against the silk clad wall of William and Lanora’s London home. Through the shadows of the adjoining corridor, a shape passed. Grace stuck her head out to watch a lean, darkly clad form stride away. She counted to six and followed. 

Slowing at the next turn, she peeked around the corner. Passing through the circle of light cast by a single lit sconce, William Greydrake, Marquess of Westlock, turned down another passage. Grace clamped her hands over her mouth to hold in an exclamation of dismay. 

She’d wished so fervently to be wrong. To discover that one of the footmen, overzealous, roamed the house at night even though William didn’t require his townhouse to be patrolled. Dropping her hands and running on tiptoe, she hurried after him to the next turn.

William reached a divide in the corridor and took the left hall. 

Grace’s emotions did a fresh summersault. To the left lay the kitchen. Maybe this night, and all the other nights she’d heard him walk down the hall of late, he merely went to fetch Lanora something to eat. Some midnight snack her rounded state demanded. 

But why not send a servant? To let the staff rest? To show Lanora his love? Grace tiptoed to the split in the corridor. Peering around the corner, she found the kitchen door swinging closed. 

He truly had entered the kitchen. She felt like a ninny. He and Lanora were always considerate of the staff. Always doing for themselves. Lanora must have some specific craving her husband sought to satiate. William was a good man. A dedicated spouse. A loving father to their twin girls and their sons. Grace should help him in the kitchen.

She tugged off the veil she’d donned to conceal her fair skin. Hopefully William wouldn’t remark on her wearing all black. She could always say she’d dressed in the dark, which she had, and if he made an issue of it, she’d tell him the truth. She’d suspected him of philandering. He would then offer her a sour look and, later, he and Lanora would have a good laugh.

Lately, William often cast sour looks her way, Grace reflected, as she strode through the sparsely lighted hallway to the kitchen door. Several years ago, when he and Lanora wed and he’d invited his female relations to live with them, William had welcomed Grace, too. He’d been more than pleased to have her there, his wife’s dearest friend. He’d complimented her on being the only woman in his household who had any sense of fashion. He’d told her that she was a good influence on his stepmother and half-sister. He’d seemed happy to have a home full of laughter and liveliness. He and Lanora had even adopted a street boy, Dodger, another addition to their home. 

Then his stepmother, Cecilia, had married and left. Next, his half-sister, Madelina, wed and Grace hadn’t protested the unsuitability of the young man, because she could tell that they loved one another truly. A smug smile formed on her face as Grace pushed the kitchen door open. She could always tell when two people were destined for one another. She’d known before any of the couples. Grace could spot true love from across a ballroom, or a park, or a field. She had a gift.

Inside, the kitchen stood silent and empty. Only the banked fire of the bread oven offered any illumination. Grace halted, surprised. 

The door swung inward to bang against her heels. She looked about, incredulous. Dull light from the oven reflected off the rows of polished copper pots hanging from the ceiling. Daylight would reveal the dark shapes between them as drying herbs. Comforting aromas of rosemary and sage, clove and fennel, washed over her. She did a slow circuit, needing no candle in the familiar realm of the kitchen, then looked out the door into the small walled garden. Illuminated only by the light from a streetlamp reflected off low hanging smog, the garden stood empty. Had he climbed the wall? She shook her head. No gentleman would bother to climb the wall of his own residence. Gentlemen did as they wished, after all.

She crossed to the larder. If William searched for something, she would help him locate it. Then, she would prepare whatever food Lanora desired, being a much better cook than William. Maybe she would even join him in bringing it up to his wife, and they could all have their laugh about her suspicions now. Get the teasing over with.

But the larder proved empty. Lighting a taper, Grace descended the steps into the cold room. Empty. She climbed back up, her gaze going to the only other exit from the kitchen... the servants’ stairs.

With a grimace to rival the ones William now regularly leveled on her, Grace eyed the low doorway. William could have gone up the staircase with food, returning to Lanora the back way. But nothing in the kitchen showed evidence of a man rummaging for victuals. No disturbance in the larder among the shelves. If no food or drink had been taken, that left only one reason a man might sneak all the way to the kitchen and then up the servants’ stairs... to the servants’ rooms.

Grace shook out the taper and tossed the remnant into the fireplace. William seemed so happy with Lanora. He adored their three children and their adopted son. Swathed in deep shadow now, Grace eyed the door to the servants’ stair, a lump rising in her throat.

Maybe he only dallied with servants when Lanora was heavy with child. The man had been a notorious rake before taking Lanora to wife, after all, known to be insatiable. He’d caroused at all hours and kept a string of mistresses. Still, could his need truly be such that his wife’s lying in drove him into the arms of another?

And which poor girl was it? Assuming it was only one. Anger stirred in Grace. 

Not only on behalf of Lanora but also for the young women of the household. Hardly more than girls, most of them. In the darkness of the kitchen, Grace’s balled hands found her hips. William’s behavior was sordid. Reprehensible. Why, when next she saw him, he would meet the sharp edge of her tongue. More than that, his overly handsome countenance would meet her palm. Or perhaps even her fist. Fuming, she stamped from the kitchen and back through the halls. Only when she reached the upper level did she mitigate her stride. It wouldn’t do to wake the children or Lanora.

Oh, Lanora, Grace bemoaned silently as she cast her gaze down the length of the hall. At the far end, the door leading to the suite of rooms the couple shared stood closed. Even though a distance had grown between them since Lanora wed, she and Grace had been raised together by Grace’s mother. They were like sisters. Closer than many sisters Grace knew. She would have to tell Lanora about William. A secret of such magnitude couldn’t be kept.

But not now, in the middle of the night. Drawing her gaze from the end of the hall, Grace went to her own bedroom, the one nearest the top of the staircase, and slipped inside. She closed the door and leaned back against the cool wood, chewing her lower lip. Yes, she had to tell Lanora, but not yet. She needed proof. Absolute proof. She wouldn’t shatter Lanora’s illusions about William with conjecture. Even strong conjecture.

But how to get proof? Should she quiz the staff? Whomever he met, they must very much wish to keep their relationship secret, for Grace had heard nothing yet. With the amount of time she spent in the kitchen, and how much she chatted with every female member of the staff, she would have heard even the slightest rumor. It seemed unlikely, therefore, that questioning them would bear fruit. Worse, it might begin rumors that would make their way back to Lanora.

Or to William. If Grace asked the woman he dallied with, she would likely lie to Grace and then run to William. The next thing Grace knew, she’d be turned out and Lanora would be left with an unworthy husband and no ally. That wouldn’t do. 

Grace crossed the plush carpet to plop down on the edge of her bed. She would have to follow him more closely when next he snuck out, likely tomorrow night. 

After the first time she’d heard him in the hall, a little over a week ago, she’d lain awake and listened to him walk softly by every night. She shook her head. The man was insatiable. Something must be wrong with him that he required so very much female companionship. Maybe a tonic would help. Perhaps that nice Doctor Carter could make one. It would be good to have an excuse to visit him. Reasons to do so were difficult to come by without making her seem like a valetudinarian. Not that she could actually go to a doctor and ask for an anti-rake potion, then mix it into William’s food.

Grace toppled sideways on the bed, drawing a pillow down to her chest to hug close. She couldn’t do anything until she had proof, and that might be difficult to get. She could wait in the hall that held the doors to all the female servants’ rooms, but where? Running down the length of one side of the attic, the hall boasted no alcoves. No embrasures. Simply doors. No amount of black garb could conceal her there.

Perhaps she could hide in the kitchen and follow him up. Try to see which door he darted into. What was the worst that could happen? If he caught her, she would simply confront him. He would tell her the truth. She would see to that, and that the girl left his employ. Not without severance, of course. It would hardly be her fault.

Casting the pillow aside, Grace sat up and nodded firmly. That would be her plan, and she half hoped that William would catch her. Then they could have it out, everything would be in the open, and Lanora would know that she, and Grace, had been duped. William wasn’t the man they thought he was.

Grace let out a long sigh and stood. She crossed to her wardrobe to undress. However revealing the truth to Lanora happened, it would be an awful, sad day. Lanora’s father and stepmother might even return from Egypt. The family would suffer from the uproar. Lanora would need Grace to be strong for her. And Grace would be. Whatever else happened, she and Lanora would always be friends.
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Andrew secured the final bandage as gently as he could and stood. His back let out an audible pop as he straightened to his full height before the exam table. Hastily, the young woman seated atop it shook her skirt, dropping the thin fabric to her ankles and hiding her bandaged calf. 

Gentling his voice, he looked her in the eyes and asked, “You are certain that you haven’t suffered any other harm?” He’d already asked several times, but he’d found he must repeat the question to get at the truth. 

She nodded vigorously, her tears stemmed but their tracks still visible on her cheeks. “Lord Lefthook and Little Hook saved us before we came to any real harm. We were grabbed and tossed in the back of a wagon, is all.”

“Is all?” Andrew repeated. “That is enough to rattle anyone. You’re being very brave.” She watched him with red rimmed eyes. “Do you have anywhere to go now? Mr. McClintock’s people will take you wherever you wish.” 

A scrawny, dusty haired slip of a girl, he doubted she had much of anything, let alone a place to go. She looked down. “I don’t have any family left. That’s why I came to London to find work. I thought...” She trailed off, shaking her head.

Well aware that her dreams had already been shattered, in that same gentle tone he encouraged, “Thought what?”

She shrugged. “That I’d be a lady’s maid and I’d live under the rafters in a fine house and do her hair and brush her gowns and...” A long sigh left her.

Andrew wished he could reach out and gently tip her chin up, so she could read the reassurance in his expression, but he’d long since found that girls abducted off the streets of London no longer welcomed anyone’s touch. “You can still do those things,” he said instead.

Head bowed over her clasped hands, she nodded, but her hunched shoulders and slumped back told him that she didn’t believe him. She would soon enough. If she hadn’t anywhere to go, McClintock would find her a room at Second Hope. His people would help her decide where she wished to work and teach her the skills she required.

Andrew proffered a hand. “Do you need help getting down?”

She issued a head shake and hopped off the table. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“You are welcome, and please take note of my address here on Amber Street.” He pulled a card from his pocket. “It’s written on this, as well. You can show it to someone who can read, even if you cannot. If you are ever in trouble, even worried you might soon be in trouble, come back. I’ll pay the hackney fare when you arrive, if needed. They’ll tell you the same thing when you leave their care at Second Hope, and give you another card. Make certain you keep it.”

She accepted the small rectangle of paper, turning it from side to side as if not sure which way would make the letters more readable. “Thank you.” Tentative hazel eyes raised to meet his gaze. “I... I smelled stew, and I thought I heard the clatter of people eating?”

Andrew offered a smile. “Right this way,” he said and led her from the exam room to a larger space where the other women from the wagon waited, some still eating the thick stew and brown rolls that Lanora, Lady Westlock, had sent over. Leaving the girl in the care of McClintock’s people, Andrew gestured for another to follow him.

Late that evening, Andrew latched the door to the clinic behind the last of his patients for the day, a young woman from the borough who’d come seeking advice about getting with child. He’d bitten back his first weary response that London needed no more starving children and directed her to the food dispensary Lady Westlock had set up. He suspected the poor woman was simply too emaciated to give her husband a babe. 

Trudging to the back of his clinic, Andrew sought the stew pot. His stomach let out a loud growl, reminding him that he’d worked through both lunch and dinner, but removing the lid showed the pot to be all but empty. Beside it lay half a roll. A pang of guilt hit him for not thinking to give the remnants of food to the woman he’d moments ago sent on her way but as she was already gone, he used the roll to scour bits of stew from the sides and bottom of the pot and into his mouth.

He had food at home, to be certain. The second son of a moderately wealthy gentleman, Andrew had a London home, a modest staff and a soft, clean bed. Even though his stomach still grumbled, he forwent those luxuries and trudged to his private office where he kept a cot. A nap would ensure he wasn’t too exhausted to find his way home. 

His butler and housekeeper were used to his late hours at the clinic. Something edible would be waiting when he arrived. He stretched out on the cot, pulled a blanket up around his shoulders, and closed his eyes.

He was chopping wood, the ax falling rapidly. Thump. Thump. Thump. 

He sat up, blinking away visions of the countryside. The thumping came from the clinic’s back door. Solid, quiet, echoing thumps. 

Scrubbing a hand over his face, Andrew made his way to the door. Although he knew that knock, he peered out through a crack in the small curtained window before unbolting the latch. 

Three figures stepped in. Two of them, the vigilantes known as Lord Lefthook and Little Hook, were clad in solid black breeches, lawn shirts, waistcoats, masks, and hats. Both also wore gleaming black boots and wide belts boasting blades. Little Hook, the shorter of the two, carried pistols. The third figure, a boy with possibly a dozen years, wore patched, ragged hand-me-downs. Dirt smudged his hands and face, but Andrew knew that to be as much a ruse as the clothes. By day, the boy, Dodger, lived in the London home of Lord William Greydrake, Marquess of Westlock.

“What did you do to yourself this time?” Andrew asked, stifling a yawn as he took in the way Lefthook clutched his right forearm.

“My agony bores you?” Lefthook asked, only a trace of the pain he must feel coloring his tone.

“He tried to block a knife with his skin,” Little Hook said, voice light and feminine. She tugged off her hat and mask to reveal tightly coiled white blonde hair and serious gray eyes. 

Andrew, long since accustomed to seeing Lady Madelina McClintock garbed as a man, offered a slight smile. “You would think he would have learned by now that knives cut.”

“I’m incredibly thick witted,” Lefthook stated. “I don’t suppose you could stitch me up before I bleed all over your floor?”

Indeed, even in the dim light of the single sconce he’d left lit, Andrew could see that blood dampened the sleeve Lord Lefthook clutched. Andrew gestured past his office to his exam room. “You know the way.”

Lefthook, Lady Madelina by his side but not supporting him, went down the hall.

“I’ll go make sure his lordship didn’t leave a trail of blood to your door,” Dodger said and disappeared back out into the night. 

Andrew closed the door behind Dodger before heading down the hall to his exam room. He’d no idea what time of night it was, but he felt as if he’d only managed a few minutes away from his work. 

He stifled another yawn before entering the exam room. Lefthook’s hat and mask rested beside him on the treatment table on which he sat, revealing disheveled, sweat dampened hair and William, Lord Westlock’s, grimace of pain. Beside him, his sister Lady Madelina carefully rolled up his sleeve.

“You could cut that off,” Andrew suggested as he moved to upend an ewer into a basin. He set the basin on the table beside Westlock and turned to retrieve clean cloths, bandages, and his surgical kit.

“Lanora can stitch up the shirt as easily as you can my arm,” Westlock countered.

“I’d think stitching a shirt would be easier,” Lady Madelina said softly.

She always spoke softly, unless in her role of Little Hook. Lady Madelina McClintock was lovely, demure and graceful, but she’d been raised with a more practical set of mores than Westlock and Andrew knew her to be the more vicious fighter of the two. 

Westlock, for all the harshness of his father and his years of working to counter London’s seedy underbelly and champion the inhabitants of the city’s poorest borough, maintained a surprising dedication to chivalry. When they were at university together, Lord William Greydrake, as he had been before his father’s passing, had held a reputation as one of England’s worst bounders and Andrew would never have guessed the man’s true nature. But then, that had been Westlock’s intention. To fool the world. 

Andrew washed up while Lady Madelina lit more candles. As she finished that task, he set to clearing enough blood from Westlock’s forearm to examine the wound. Finding it not too deep and the bleeding steady but slow, he then cleaned the gash. As he worked, Lady Madelina proffered each item he was about to reach for, making his job both easier and quicker. What he wouldn’t do to have a knowledgeable, steady, trustworthy assistant like her, but a clinic was no place for a gently born lady, and he doubted she would give up her work as Little Hook to take on the task.

“Thank you for ministering to the women we brought in,” she said, handing him a line of gut.

“They’re settled at Second Hope?” Andrew asked, adding a suture with rapid efficiency. A glance showed Westlock’s teeth clenched, but experience told Andrew the other man wouldn’t accept laudanum. 

“Yes,” Lady Madelina replied. “Jasper saw to it himself.” She handed him more gut.

Andrew readied the needle. In an effort to distract Westlock before applying another suture, he asked, “What were you up against tonight?” 

“We tracked one of the Lurcher’s men back to a waystation,” Lady Madelina replied. “That is, Dodger did. Followed him when he ran while we liberated those women.”

Andrew nodded. Westlock and Lady Madelina would have been too much in the thick of things to chase after one of the Lurcher’s men, but Dodger, likely dressed as he was now and watching from an alleyway, could easily slip about the city unnoticed.

“I take it you found more than one of them when you went after him?” Andrew asked as he wielded the needle.

“It was a larger trove than we expected,” Westlock said through clenched teeth. 

Andrew accepted another line of gut. “How much larger?”

“About a dozen of them,” Lady Madelina answered.

Andrew paused, incredulous, then added another suture. 

“A dozen and all you suffered between you is one knife wound?”

“I’ll have some bruised ribs,” Lady Madelina said in her quiet, unassuming voice.

“Bruised my hand,” Westlock added.

Andrew shook his head. They made a formidable team, the half-siblings. 

“Madelina shot two,” Westlock added, the last word breaking off in a hiss as Andrew added a final suture. 

“Not dead, although I should have.” Still quiet, her words were clipped. “They deserve death.”

Andrew began to carefully clean the wound again, ignoring the way the two glared at each other.

“Their lives brought them to so low a place,” Westlock said. “They can be reformed.”

“They won’t be, and some men are simply born evil,” Lady Madelina countered.

“I don
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