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1814

“Lucas, you must return home.”

Those words preyed on my mind as I rode through the county of my birth. That my father had not seen fit to explain why I needed to return home was more than a little annoying and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. I had never been summoned home in such an abrupt manner before and why had my father, who was usually direct about everything, sent such a brief, vague note?

I reined my mount to a halt on the hill that overlooked Bywood Hall, the home of my family for the past six generations. As I watched, the clouds parted to allow the sun’s rays to illuminate the hall. The white limestone nearly glowed in the light and certainly added to the impressive stature of the house.

To my right, just a few miles away, was the Ramsey estate, Lamridge . That family had not been in the county as long as mine but my father and Mr. Ramsey were old school friends. Hardly a week passed in my childhood that we were not there or they were at the Hall. It was as familiar to me as my own home and the occupants as close as family.

A feeling of contentment, such as I hadn’t felt in several years, settled around me. “Home,” I said, patting the horse’s neck. He tossed his head with impatience and I let out a laugh. “Yes, I understand. You want your feed. Let’s go.”

It only took the slightest nudge from my heels and we were off. In a matter of minutes, Bywood Hall loomed above us, and I took a moment to appreciate the stately structure that had been my childhood home. Even though I was now two and twenty, it made me feel tiny and insignificant—a state of mind my elder brother, George, would no doubt encourage me to indulge in more often.

I rode to the stables where I dismounted. A stable boy rushed to take charge of my mount. “He has had a long, hard ride, Cole,” I informed the young man. “See he is rewarded and then returned to the Rose and Crown in the morning.”

“Yes, Mister Lucas,” the stable boy said, tugging the brim of his cap before leading the horse to the stable.

For a hired hack, he had been well trained and energetic, which was not usual to find. As it was, I was more than ready to have my own mount, Phaeton, to ride now that I was home. I could hardly wait for the opportunity to race across the countryside.

Taking a deep breath, I approached the front door, the feeling of apprehension returning once again. It didn’t seem necessary to knock or ring the bell when it was all too easy to open the door myself. I shrugged my greatcoat off as I strode through the entry hall, the sound of my boots on the white marble floor echoing in the space.

A few moments later, Butler came hurrying forward. “Mister Lucas! Allow me to take your coat and hat, sir. I was not informed you were to return today and I did not hear the bell. My sincerest apologies.”

“You didn’t hear the bell because I did not ring it, Butler.” I grinned at the middle-aged man who had served my family for as long as I could remember. How delighted I had been as a child that our butler’s name was ‘Butler’. “And I didn’t send word ahead. I didn’t think there would be any need.”

“I will have Mrs. Stokes prepare your room for you right away,” he swore, sending a look behind me. “Your valet will be arriving soon with your luggage?”

I waved a dismissive hand. “I found Waverly didn’t suit me long ago, Butler.” Waverly’s dislike of travel had been reason enough for me to send him packing within days of our leaving Bywood Hall. “I believe he’s doing rather well for himself in London, employed by some viscount...or was it a marquess? Anyway, he is much happier now.”

Butler swung a horrified gaze back to me. “You don’t mean to say you have no valet!” He straightened his shoulders as though he were going to take on some challenge. In reality, he was: me. “Mister Bywood and I will remedy this at once.”

“I wish you would not.”

And I was completely serious. I had managed well enough without the pretension of a valet for two years now and I could continue to do so. Shaking his head, Butler called for the footman, Thomas. “Shall I announce you to your father?” was his next question. “I believe he is working in his office.”

“No need for that kind of formality. I will just find him on my own.”

My response clearly disappointed Butler, but his training kept him from saying anything as he might have when I was a child. He merely pressed his lips together and inclined his head. He flinched as I patted him on the shoulder as I went by him. A glance over showed Thomas was fighting to keep his face stoic and free from emotion.

A laugh left my lips as I set off down the hallway. Maybe it was mean spirited of me to tease the servants as I sometimes did, but their general stiff bearing grated on my nerves. It seemed ridiculous even here in the country that it was necessary for the servants to behave in such a manner. After all, I had grown up with most of the younger servants—played with some of them, in fact— and knew them well. 

Finding my father’s office, I rapped my knuckles against the wood. A moment later I heard his voice call out for me to enter. “Hello, Father,” I said with forced merriment as I entered the dark paneled room. It was a place I had always disliked in the house: far too dark for my tastes. “You sent for me, I believe?”

Father gave a start, lifting his gaze from the numerous papers that were scattered on his desk. His once dark hair was streaked with gray. I had inherited my height and stature from him, and he had managed to keep himself fitter than many men his age.

“Lucas!” he exclaimed, pushing his chair back. He rose and came around the desk to shake my hand. He embraced me, squeezing the back of my neck with an unexpected fondness. “Why did you not send word you would be coming home? I’ve been wondering if my note even reached you!”

“It seemed quicker just to come.” Though I now towered over him, being six foot two inches tall, he still seemed larger than life. “Your letter followed me all over Europe, I think. It finally caught up to me not long after I landed in Plymouth a fortnight ago.”

My father’s face darkened at my words. “I’m certain traveling all over the world was not what your great uncle intended for you to do when he left you his fortune,” he said as he returned to his seat behind the desk. He gestured to the chairs that were across from him. “You’ll find yourself bankrupt if you keep it up.”

“So you have warned me many times before.” I pushed down the annoyance that was an instinctive reaction. My ‘fortune’, as the family called it, was a mere 800 pounds a year. The majority of the sum I had invested on the advice of a few close friends and a barrister. What had remained, I’d used to have my own version of a Grand Tour. Despite my father’s implications, I had planned it all with the greatest of care and was in no danger of finding myself cleaned out. “I have it in hand.”

I was in no way a wastrel, though I did enjoy time spent with friends. A wager or two could not be frowned upon, especially since I made sure to honor all my debts as soon as possible. Every now and again I was purse-pinched, as they said, but no more harm was done than that!

“So you say, but how am I to know?” Father asked, hearing the pique in my voice. “You spend so little time at home, Luke.”

Was that worry? If it was, it was an odd sentiment, coming from him. We were by no means a demonstrative family and his embrace when I had first entered had been an extreme display for him. “If I hadn’t inherited Great-Uncle Bywood’s wealth, I would be gone anyway, given how a second son must make his own way in the world.” I tilted my head curiously, considering what might have been. “I think I would have liked the sea. Perhaps I have missed out on a life in the Navy.”

If I had been meant for the navy, I would have begun at a young age. From the time I went to Eton, I had been given subtle hints to develop an interest in either the law or the church. I had given it my best effort but neither had interested me at all. The unexpected inheritance from my great-uncle had been welcome.

There had been so many cousins ahead of me I never would have dreamed I would be chosen to inherit anything at all. However, all of whom had managed to upset my great-uncle so much he had decided on me as his heir. Then, his death occurred before he could change it to someone else, if he had ever intended to do so.

“The sea? Ridiculous! You would have gone into the church,” Father said, getting my attention once more. “Your mother would not have stood for anything else.”

Barely keeping a grimace of displeasure from my face, I could only be glad my great-uncle’s passing had kept me from that career. I had no inclination towards that sort of calling, though I had nothing against those who chose to preach and sermonize for a living. I enjoyed a book now and again, but I could hardly be described as bookish. In fact, it had taken all my charm and good nature to get through university without disgraceful scores.

“Well, I did inherit a fortune and did not need to pursue a career,” I said, clearing my throat. No use arguing over a future that hadn’t happened and wasn’t going to happen.  “I have a great deal to tell you, Father, of all the places I have visited.”

“Yes, your letters were few and far between. Your mother worried constantly.” Father shifted his gaze to the closest chair. “Will you sit down, Luke? I will get a crick in my neck if I have to look up at you for much longer.”

Obligingly, I selected a chair to sit upon and then stretched my legs. There had been yet another note of disapproval in his remark about my letters and I wasn’t about to let it slide. “I was only gone for a year, and I sent plenty of letters while I was away, letting you know where I was.”

“Well, your mother still worried. I will leave it to her to ring a peal over you. You know we never approved of this expedition.”

In fact, they had spent two months trying to talk me out of it. Father’s insistence was that it would be better for me to invest the money in Bywood hall, which had been a ridiculous suggestion. I had wanted to see the world and I had enjoyed every minute of my travels. If the war with Napoleon hadn’t still raged on, I would have been interested in seeing Paris and the Parisian countryside.

“It was once the thing to have a Grand Tour,” I said with as much mildness as possible. “I learned a great deal while I traveled.”

“Yes, yes. I’m sure.” Father waved his hand in a dismissive way. “A word now and again, more often those you sent, was all we would have asked for. But no matter. It’s done and you’re here now.”

Which meant both of my parents were still unhappy with me but they wouldn’t talk about it anymore now I was home. Fine with me. I cleared my throat.  “I had meant to be back for part of the Season, but...well, sometimes travel can be unpredictable. Philly must have had a marvelous time while she was in London. Did she get swept off her feet by some worthy gentleman?” 

Father shook his head at me. “Yes. Philippa accepted the offer of a respectable young man by the name of Bartholomew Talbot. They are to be married this autumn once he comes into his inheritance.”

“Good for Philly,” I said with a smile. My younger sister could be a joy to be around, when she was in a good mood, and any gentleman who had earned her hand was to be congratulated. “I suppose you must be glad to have the last girl finally taken off of your hands. No more Seasons in London to sponsor.”

“Lucas Bywood, you may keep such comments to yourself. I suppose you haven’t heard the other news either. Your brother is married now. He and his wife returned from their wedding trip just a few days ago.”

“George is married? This is news! Who is the poor girl he’s been leg shackled to?”

“Again, Lucas, mind your tongue. He married a young lady of wealth and family who he met in London this Season, a Miss Rosamund Lamotte. I expect you to treat her with kindness. She’s a sweet girl.”

Holding up my hand as though swearing a vow, I said, “I will be the model of a proper gentleman and treat her as my sister.”

“That’s hardly reassuring, Lucas. I’ve seen how you choose to tease your sisters.”

“Oh, fine then. I will treat her better than my sisters. But you didn’t summon me from my journeys just to tell me the family news, did you?” Civil conversation with my father was a rarity and I had almost forgotten why I had returned home.

Something in my father’s expression changed right before he glanced down at his papers. “Right. Well. There’s time enough for that later. You’ve only just arrived and haven’t even cleaned yourself up from your journey. You must do so before supper or you will offend the ladies.”

“Oh, Mama won’t mind the smell of the stable, as she will undoubtedly smell of it herself before she dresses for dinner. I will just wait until then to get cleaned up. I did not get too dusty on the ride here.”

While Father was a superb horseman, it was Mother who had instilled the love of riding in me and my older siblings. My fondest memory of her was of her on her horse, laughing at the sheer joy of riding. She would rather be outdoors on the back of her beloved Sprite than sit by the fireside with needlework in her hand.

His lips flattened into something bordering on anger for only a second, but I didn’t miss it. “Is there something wrong, Father?” I asked, feeling the worry that had begun to subside come surging back.

“I’m afraid your mother took a tumble early this spring.” 
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Shocked, I stared at him. From his tone, I inferred Mother had been hurt rather badly. Why had we been discussing trivial things when this was the reason I had been summoned home? “Why was I not notified sooner?” I demanded immediately, struggling to sit up straight. “What happened?”

“It was an accident,” Father explained swiftly. He heaved a slight sigh. “There was a hole in the ground she didn’t see on her morning ride. Sprite went down, taking your mother with her. Your mother wasn’t able to get free, and her left leg was broken. She has been in her bed since then, and the doctor doesn’t think it likely she will ride again.”

Breathing out, I sagged back against the chair. “Mother never to ride again?” Nothing about that sentence made any sense, and I shook my head at the horror. “Poor Mother! She must be devastated.”

“Sprite’s leg was also broken, and I had to put her down.”

I flinched. That alone would have broken Mother’s heart, and my mind began working out how I could fix it somehow. Barely a moment later, and I had just the thing. “Miles mentioned his father might need to sell Midnight Summer since she’s aging. She would be just the mare to replace Sprite.”

“Your mother won’t be able to ride again, Lucas,” Father repeated, his tone becoming stricter.

“Yes, I heard you, but she should have a horse she can visit and spoil every day,” I said, becoming more enthusiastic about the scheme. “Summer is a sweet-tempered mare that could use a lovely place where she can live out the rest of her days in peace, and Mother will enjoy visiting the stables, even if she cannot ride. I will suggest it to Mother when I see her.”

Father shook his head. “Slow down Luke. I don’t want you wasting money on a horse that has no purpose or use.”

I frowned at his tone. Had I not just explained the benefit of purchasing Midnight Summer? That seemed purpose enough for me! “Why do I get the feeling there is more to this than you have told me?” I asked, unable to shake off the suspicion that was growing. I tried to work out the timing in my head. “If she was hurt in early spring and it’s now summer, her leg ought to be healed at this point. Enough, at least, that she should be out of bed.”

“Lucas, enough.”

“You still haven’t explained why you didn’t let me know about this sooner,” I added. “I would have come home sooner.”

Father’s eyes narrowed. “I will have you know, Philippa penned some sort of note when it first happened. If you hadn’t been traveling the world, I wouldn’t have needed to send word in the first place, young man. It is not our fault you took yourself off so far.”

Understanding dawned. “Well, then, that explains it,” I said, shaking my head. “Philly is an empty-headed thing on the best of days. She may have penned such a note but no doubt she forgot to send it. I hope this Talbot fellow knows what he is marrying.”

“Can you not curb your opinion?” Father asked sharply. “This is no time for your jests or levity!”

It was always like this with my father and I. Ever since I was first sent home from Eton, I never seemed to say the correct thing. George, the firstborn and heir, could do no wrong and I, on the other hand, did everything wrong.

Holding back a sigh, I gave up on the subject for the moment. I knew exactly where I could get the answers I wanted. “Well, if there’s nothing else I should know, I will just go up and let Mama know I have returned.”

“I’m sure Butler has already sent someone to inform her.”

“Then, I won’t keep her waiting.” I pushed myself out of the chair. “I will see you at dinner, Father. Unless there was some other piece of news you wished to tell me?”

Was it my imagination or did he hesitate? He focused his attention on his papers. “Not at this time.”

The whole conversation had left me more puzzled than ever. What other reason could he have to summon me if it wasn’t to inform me of my mother’s injury? I left the office and jogged up to my mother’s bedroom.

My knock was answered with a faint appeal to come in, and I pushed the door open. “Hello, Mama,” I called out, keeping my voice low. “I hope you are prepared to put up with your scapegrace of a son.”

Sitting up in her bed, Mother held her hand out to me. Her appearance was frail and sent a shock to me. “How wonderful!” she exclaimed, though her voice was weak. “Lucas! I didn’t know you were coming home! When did you arrive?”

“Just now, Mama, and I meant it as a surprise.” I hurried forward to take her hand in mine. “And what is this I find now I am here, Mama dearest? Tell me how this happened.”

She pulled me to sit on the edge of her bed. Her dark brown eyes, so like mine, scanned my face. “It was an accident, nothing more, and then congestion of the lungs stole my strength,” she said dismissively. “But look at you, my dear boy! So tan from going about in the sun!”

“You look as though you need to spend some time in the sun! I have much to tell you about where I have been and the things I have seen.”

Mama sighed with contentment, a smile curving her lips. “I had so hoped you would be home soon, but I insisted your father not pull you away from your fun. ‘He’s only young once,’ is what I said. ‘Let him get his wildness out while he can. There will be time enough for being steady and responsible once he’s married.’”

I laughed. “There’s enough time for me to worry about finding a wife. I’m only twenty-two, you know.”

She tilted her head with a frown. “You mean, your father hasn’t explained— Of course not. You’ve only just arrived. Well, no matter. You’ll know all soon enough.”

What? “You may as well tell me all now you’ve started, Mama.” What was so horrible neither of my parents wished to actually tell me? “I promise you I am old enough to hear whatever it is.”

Mama shook her head. “I want no part of it, and your father should be the one to explain what he has done.” As if to distract me, she asked, “Have you seen Philly yet? I know she will be ecstatic now you’re home. She has news.”

“Yes, she found herself a husband,” I said with a laugh. I wouldn’t force Mama to tell me since it upset her. “Father told me.”

“Philly will be quite disappointed she did not tell you herself. She was so looking forward to springing the news on you.”

“Well, I shall feign ignorance until she reveals it and then display the greatest shock possible. Who is this Bartholomew Talbot? I’ve never heard of him.”

Mother launched into a detailed account of how Philippa had met her betrothed. Bartholomew Talbot was the firstborn son of a well-to-do family and would come into his inheritance later in the year. He would have a small estate fifty miles from Bywood Hall and was accounted to be a respectable man. All useful information, but did nothing to tell me about the man himself.

After half an hour of conversation, I could see Mama’s energy flagging, and it saddened me. When I had last seen her, the day I left for my journey, she had been the most active person in the neighborhood. To see her so fragile and fatigued was alarming. I stood up and kissed her cheek.

“I will leave you to rest, Mama,” I told her. “We can speak more at dinner.”

She shook her head. “I have not had the strength to come down for a meal for some time, Luke. We can speak again tomorrow after I have rested.”

Worse and worse! How could she have become so weak and I had not been notified it was happening? Surely, after no response to Philippa’s first note, someone would have reasoned I had not received it and sent another message. They could not have thought me so heartless to ignore Mama’s plight, could they?

“Well, when you have a good day, I will carry you downstairs.” Sitting in a closed up room did no one any good and a change, I was sure, would do her the world of good. “I cannot imagine how everyone has gotten by without you to make sure they mind their manners.”

Mama laughed softly. “You all are of an age where if you did not mind your manners without me there, I have failed as a mother. Come to me tomorrow at one o’clock. I want to hear about the sights you saw in Venice.”

“Nothing will keep me away.”

She had already closed her eyes when I glanced over my shoulder. I was careful to be as silent as I could leaving the room. Then, I made for my room. The conversation with my mother had left me even more thoughtful and apprehensive than the one with my father.

Father hadn’t mentioned she had been ill after her fall, which explained why she was not up and about now. Mama had taken tumbles in the past but they had never affected her to this degree. That she had not been eager to take me up on my suggestion to carry her down told me she was worse than anyone had hinted at.

“Luke!”

My younger sister’s exclamation pulled me from my thoughts, and I lifted my gaze in time to catch a figure dressed in pale green. Philippa wound her arms around my neck, putting all of her weight on me. I reeled a few steps back as though I couldn’t support her.

“You finally came!” Philippa said, squeezing tightly. Her wispy brown hair tickled my cheek. “I thought you must have been killed when you never wrote to me. It was too cruel of you to stay away for so long!”

“Hello, Philly.” After a few seconds of her embrace, I disentangled myself from her. “That’s enough of that. It’s good to see you, brat.”

Philippa scowled up at me. “I am eighteen now, Luke. You have no right to say I’m a brat.” She smacked my arm, causing me no pain at all but the action seemed to make her feel better. “What took you so long to get here? It’s been ages since I sent you the letter telling you Mama was ill.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Father said you wrote a letter after Mama and Sprite fell,” She opened her mouth, no doubt to argue the point, but I kept talking.  “I didn’t get your letter, and this is the first I have heard anything of what happening. Are you certain you sent the letter at all?”

“Of course I sent it! You cannot blame me for the lack of  reliable mail delivery in foreign lands if you’re the one who chooses to go there.”

Waving my hand, I decided to let the matter pass. “Well, I’m here now,” I said. She wrinkled her nose, surveying my appearance. “Do I pass muster or do you find me wanting?”

“You have not washed from your travels,” she said, her tone judgemental. Her eyes widened in horror. “Please tell me you did not go into Mama smelling like a stable!”

“Mama is not about to object to the smell of animals, sister of mine. But if I am so offensive to your nose, I will go to my room now and remedy the matter.”

Philippa looped her arm around mine and walked with me down the hallway, apparently forgiving me for any offense I had given her. “I am so glad you are here, Luke,” she said magnanimously. “My first Season was such a success, and you will never guess what happened!”

Even if I had not been told, what she wished to reveal would not have been difficult to discern. “Let me guess. You wore a pretty dress of fine muslin, and you gossiped to all hours of the night? Or was it that you danced until dawn every night?”

“I’m not a gossip! No, Luke. I had no less than four offers, and I accepted one of them. I am to be married!” Her eyes sparkled with joy.

“I am glad you accepted only one of those offers,” I told her. “Imagine what would happen if word got around you had consented to marry all of them!”

Philly scoffed at my teasing. “You are ridiculous,” she said. “Can you not be serious for one moment? His name is Mr. Bartholomew Talbot, and he is quite the nicest gentleman I have ever had the pleasure to meet. I have high hopes of him joining the party, and then you will be able to meet him.”

“Party? What party is this?” I asked, reaching the door of my room. I paused, my hand on the doorknob as I glanced back at her.

“Phoebe told me all about it. Her parents are having a grand house party in a week. They have invited several of our friends from London. Phoebe is thrilled about it.”

I chuckled. Phoebe Ramsey was a year older than Philippa and was one of the silliest girls I had the misfortune of knowing. Growing up, she and I had done nothing but fight if we were left together for longer than a few minutes. As the older one, I had been scolded for not behaving better, an injustice I had never forgotten or forgiven.

“She didn’t say a word about you coming. Did you even tell her you were returning home?”

Startled by the question, I frowned at Philippa. “No, why would I tell Phoebe Ramsey anything?”

“Heaven knows Phoebe cannot keep a secret,” Philippa said with a laugh. “She will be pleased when you visit, though she may not appreciate the surprise. It was badly done of you, Luke.”

Blinking, I tried to make sense of her words. “I doubt she cares about my comings and goings, Philly,” I finally said, giving up on understanding her. “Run along so I can change.”

My sister frowned at me for a moment and then shrugged in an unladylike manner. “Brothers,” she said with a huff. She spun on her heel and called


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A REGENCY MISADVENTURE

it 4 o

BETI—IANY SWAFFORD

TR

Z't{r@‘y





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





