
  
    [image: Written in Stone]
  


  
    
      Written in Stone

      
        UNLUCKY IN LOVE

        BOOK FIVE

      

    

    
      
        MERRY FARMER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WRITTEN IN STONE

      

      

      
        
        Copyright ©2024 by Merry Farmer

      

      

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your digital retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Cover design by Erin Dameron-Hill (who is completely fabulous)

      

      ASIN:

      

      Paperback:

      

      
        
        Click here for a complete list of other works by Merry Farmer.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like to be the first to learn about when the next books in the series come out and more, please sign up for my newsletter here: http://eepurl.com/RQ-KX

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      GODWIN CASTLE, ISLE OF PORTLAND, KINGDOM OF WESSEX – DECEMBER, 1816

      Yuletide had never been a particularly important season for the Godwin family. Ever since the death of Lord Gerald Godwin’s wife, Lady Ethel, the holiday hadn’t been the same. For Lord Dunstan Godwin, nephew to Lord Gerald, nothing had been the same since his own parents, Lord Ross and Lady Diana Godwin, and perished in a boating accident when he was a child.

      “A little to the left,” Dunstan’s cousin-in-law, Lady Muriel, instructed her husband, Cedric, Dunstan’s cousin, as he and Dunstan’s brother, Alden, adjusted a massive fir tree that had been brought in from the countryside as decoration for the December holidays. “No, no, a little to the right now. Mmm, back to the left a bit.”

      Cedric sighed and stepped back from where he had practically been buried in the tree while adjusting it in the stand that had been constructed to hold it upright. “My dear,” he said, his voice tight. “Are you entirely certain you should still be on your feet in your condition?”

      Lady Muriel, whose belly was as round as a whale, narrowed her eyes at Cedric. “My current condition has not affected my eyesight,” she said. “I will be able to see that the tree is not upright whether I am seated or standing.”

      “It’s a bit skewed, isn’t it?” Lady Muriel’s brother, and the Godwin family’s special guest for the yuletide season, Lord Arnold Grouse, asked as he came to stand by his sister’s side. He cocked his head to the side and rested his weight on one hip before peeking at his sister with a mischievous grin and saying, “Then again, we all know I like things bent.”

      Lady Muriel snorted and elbowed her brother with a laugh. Cedric huffed a sigh and frowned at Lord Arnold, like he was not helping the matter.

      “Who brings trees inside their homes as winter decorations at any rate?” Cedric’s brother and Dunstan’s cousin, Waldorf, demanded as he came to stand on Lady Muriel’s other side. “Shouldn’t trees be kept outside in their natural habitat?”

      “It was Alden’s idea,” Cedric said, still frowning as he glanced across the tree to Alden.

      Alden was in the middle of securing the tree in its wide stand, but he glanced up long enough to say, “I have an entire ballroom filled with trees of every description at Lyndhurst, but those are mostly tropical. Since my darling Bernadette enjoys the terrarium so much, I thought it would be brilliant to recreate the spirit of that place here at Godwin Castle by bringing in local flora.”

      Dunstan and the others turned to the collection of chairs and sofas near the great hall’s large fireplace, where Alden’s wife, Lady Bernadette—who was round, but not quite as round as Lady Muriel—sat in conversation with Dunstan’s other new cousins-in-law, Lady Kat and Lady Minerva, his brother, Lawrence, and his Uncle Gerald.

      Lady Bernadette glanced up when Alden called out, “Isn’t that right, my love?”

      The conversation near the fireplace stopped, and everyone glanced toward the cluster around the tree.

      “What is that, my dear?” Lady Bernadette asked.

      “I said that you loved the terrarium so much that you thought it would be a grand idea to recreate the concept with local trees here in Godwin Castle,” Alden said.

      Lady Bernadette rolled her eyes a bit, even as her face pinked with affection, and sent a look to her friends and fellow Godwin brides. “You said that, my love, not me. Most definitely not me.”

      Lady Minerva laughed out loud at that, which set Lawrence off as well. Lawrence and Minerva had only just recently married, and the two of them were like children with each other most of the time, laughing and snickering at everything. It was particularly quaint as, up until very recently, Lady Minerva had a habit of dressing in all black and embracing a gothic spirit.

      “Well, it’s too late now,” Alden said with a sigh. “We’ve brought in this tree and half a dozen others to decorate the great hall in advance of the Christmas ball Uncle Gerald is hosting next week. The poor trees cannot be reunited with their stumps at this rate.”

      “More’s the pity,” Cedric grumbled.

      He moved to Lady Muriel, who patted his arm sympathetically, gazing adoringly into his eyes. Alden stepped away from the tree and went to kiss Lady Bernadette as well. Between those shows of affection, the way Lawrence and Lady Minerva were still giggling with each other, and the way Waldorf and his bride, Lady Kat, seemed to be having some sort of duel with their feet as they sat on opposing chairs near the fire, Dunstan heaved a massive sigh.

      Yes, yuletide was most certainly different this year. Every one of the Godwin males but Dunstan had suddenly married within the last twelve months. Two new grandchildren were on their way. The family was hosting a holiday event for the first time in a decade to which it seemed half of Wessex had been invited. And Dunstan was now irrevocably the heir to Godwin Castle…and its curse.

      It seemed only right, if Dunstan was honest with himself. The Curse of Godwin Castle brought horrific bad luck to whoever owned the castle. For more generations than anyone could count, since the nine hundreds, the Godwin family had endured tragedy and misfortune, and all because their founding ancestor, Lord Aethelbore Godwin, had scorned the woman who loved him and married the daughter of the king instead of her.

      Granted, that marriage had provided the family with their title when Aethelbore was made the Duke of Amesbury, it had made their fortunes and given them land and estates across Wessex, but it had simultaneously set into motion a series of events that had ruined the lives of countless Godwins for nearly a millennia.

      Dunstan certainly felt that as he watched the happiness of his brother and cousins. As the others laughed and kissed, displaying their love for each other openly and effusively, he shuffled over to the tree, which had been secured in its stand by Alden, to make certain it really had been correctly erected.

      Dunstan hadn’t needed to officially inherit the castle to feel the effects of the curse. He’d been cursed his entire life, from the moments his parents had died. It seemed as though everything precious he’d ever owned, from carriages to cravats, had broken or been misplaced. He’d overslept and missed important exams at university, which had thwarted his desire to become a lawyer. He’d had letters go missing and had his pockets picked while in London more times than he could count.

      And then there had been his disastrous marriage to a fortune-hunting woman, Charlotte. His bride had married him for money and been furious after their wedding night, when she learned that, aside from his family’s wealth, which he was not privy to, he had only an average income.

      That fury had led to a nightmarish two years, in which Charlotte had publicly berated him on numerous occasions and made his home life unbearable. She had refused even to touch him, let alone give him a chance to make things up to her by giving her a child. And then she was killed in a carriage accident while fleeing to the Kingdom of Scotland with her lover. The public gossip that had followed had been eviscerating and had destroyed any standing with the ton Dunstan had ever had.

      All that had happened nearly twenty years ago, but its effects lingered over Dunstan like a bad smell that kept him from venturing out to try again where love was concerned. He’d been burned once, and now he was terrified of fire. The best thing that had come out of those nightmare years was Charlotte’s demise, which had led to his freedom.

      Dunstan sighed again as he brushed his hand over the pine branches. It was wicked of him to think even for a moment that the death of a woman was the only blessing in his life, or that the Curse of Godwin Castle had done him some good instead of constantly bringing misfortune. He often thought that it would have been better if he had been the one in the carriage that fateful night instead of Charlotte and her lover. Then again, considering the full circumstances, it was possible Charlotte brought her misfortune upon herself.

      “What a lovely sight,” Uncle Gerald commented from the cozy circle of affectionate husbands and wives placed around him near the fire. “This is precisely the Christmas gift I desired when I set out forcing you lot to marry at last.”

      It was a testament to how happy his family had suddenly become that not a single one of Dunstan’s cousins or his brother rolled their eyes at Uncle Gerald. They all hummed and cooed and stole another kiss from their ladies.

      There was no point in Dunstan denying that he felt left out. But then, he’d felt separate and awkward for his entire life. His other male relatives had never bothered attempting to marry before. Dunstan had married, and he’d failed at it. That failure haunted him.

      The only ray of sunlight in the gloomy feelings attempting to push their way into Dunstan’s heart and mind was the arrival of Godwin Castle’s housekeeper, Mrs. Carys Weatherby, with a large tray of tea things.

      Dunstan didn’t hesitate for a moment. He leapt into motion, striding across the hall to intercept Carys with a quick, “Here, let me help you with that.”

      “Thank you, Lord Dunstan,” Carys smiled at him. “You take that one and Ruby can bring the tray with teacups.” She twisted to glance back at the timid young woman who had only just been hired to assist the family for the holidays.

      Ruby followed Carys across the great hall with such timid steps that Dunstan worried he should have taken the tray from her instead of the one from Carys. Carys was his closest friend in the entire world, however, and his natural instinct was to help her in any way he could.

      “I should warn you,” he whispered to Carys as they proceeded across the room toward the family, “they’re in rare form this morning. The season appears to have made them frisky.”

      Carys laughed, then raised a hand to her mouth to stop herself. “Oh, dear,” she said, her eyes sparkling as she glanced to Dunstan.

      Dunstan’s heart gave a happy jump in his chest. Never in all his life would he have imagined finding a friend like Carys. She had been the housekeeper at Godwin Castle since her mother relinquished the position ten years before. Her mother’s mother had held the position before that, and as far as Dunstan knew, Weatherby women had been housekeepers at the castle for at least five hundred years.

      What was more extraordinary was that he and Carys had fallen into an easy friendship over a decade ago, when a bout of ague had forced him to stay at Godwin Castle for several weeks after Christmas instead of returning to his London townhouse or traveling abroad, as he had been wont to do to avoid his failures. Carys was easy to talk to, she judged no one, and the two of them shared an interest in the same sort of books. She was, perhaps, the reason Dunstan had spent more than a few weeks at the castle each year when his relatives usually had to be bribed to spend time there at all.

      “I shall be on my guard,” she whispered back, adding a wink as a sign of their friendship.

      “On your guard about what?” Uncle Gerald demanded of her once she and Dunstan were close.

      “On guard about your tomfoolery, my lord,” Carys answered without hesitation. “With so many of your family members surrounding you and the issue of inheriting the castle settled, I would not put it past you to begin making other demands or setting other challenges for them. Are you now offering a prize for grandchildren?”

      “Cheeky!” Uncle Gerald exclaimed, beaming at Carys.

      Dunstan smiled as he set the tea tray down, then directed Ruby to put her tray on the table beside it. He was not the only one in the family who was inordinately fond of Carys. In fact, Carys was treated more like a daughter of the household than a servant.

      “She does have a point,” Waldorf said with a smirk. “You enjoyed making us all dance to your tune this last year. I cannot imagine you would stop pestering us simply because we’ve all married.”

      “Not all of us,” Dunstan said offhandedly as he straightened.

      He immediately regretted his slip of the tongue. His statement was met with sighs and sympathetic looks from each of his family’s new brides, and even pity from his brother and cousins.

      “It seems a terrible shame that our happiness has come at the price of Dunstan’s misery,” Alden said, stepping around the back of the sofa he’d leaned over to kiss his wife so that he could stand by Dunstan’s side, a hand on his back. “It really isn’t fair for you to be the one to inherit the curse.”

      “It is always the best of men that find themselves faced with the unhappiest of circumstances,” Lady Kat said.

      Her cat, Napoleon seemed to agree with her, as he jumped up onto her lap and purred while staring at Dunstan.

      “I’m not entirely certain that’s true,” Lady Minerva argued, placing a hand on Lawrence’s thigh. “Larry is a lovely man, and he has fallen into the best of circumstances. He’s married me.”

      “I believe we all know, Minnie, that I am your prize and not the other way around,” Lawrence teased her in return. The two of them had been ridiculous with their pet names in the last few weeks.

      Dunstan exchanged a sly grin with Carys. They’d had more than a few humorous conversations about how silly with love Dunstan’s brother and cousins had become, despite their advanced ages, since marrying.

      “Surely, something must be done to ensure Lord Dunstan’s happiness, despite the curse,” Lady Bernadette said, studying Dunstan with a genuinely caring look. “He will not inherit the castle until Lord Gerald has passed, and, God willing, that will not happen soon.”

      “You never know, my dear, you never know,” Uncle Gerald said with a smile.

      Despite his age, Uncle Gerald was certain to live another twenty years. The man was too stubborn to give up the self-satisfied happiness he’d found in forcing his younger family members to marry.

      “Perhaps if Dunstan went abroad he could go far enough away from Godwin Castle not to feel its effects,” Alden suggested.

      Dunstan tensed and stepped away from his brother and that idea. “You are the traveler in our family, not me,” he said. “Besides, I’ve tried that, and it did not work.”

      “What if you made a conscious effort to take care of yourself in every way and to avoid dangers of all sorts?” Lady Minerva asked.

      “He cannot live in a single, padded cell his entire life, avoiding anything that might harm him,” Lady Kat argued. “I believe that is what they do in Bedlam.”

      “This castle is certainly mad enough for Bedlam at times,” Carys commented quietly as she poured the first few cups of tea.

      Uncle Gerald laughed aloud at that, then patted the side of Carys’s face as she handed him his tea first.

      “Marriage was the answer for all of us,” Cedric said with a shrug. “Perhaps if Dunstan married as well, the curse would be appeased.”

      “I have absolutely no intention of ever marrying again,” Dunstan said with sudden severity.

      Everyone froze in what they were doing and stared at him.

      Dunstan winced. He’d spoken too harshly, he knew, but nearly two decades on, the scars that Charlotte had left him with still felt raw on his soul.

      “Forgive me,” he said with an apologetic nod. “I did not intend to speak so strongly. It is just that you know what happened in my past. I do not think I could stand for that particular history to repeat itself.”

      “So marriage is out of the question, eh?” Lord Arnold asked, perking up from where he sat on the arm of the sofa beside the place his sister had taken. “Are you, perhaps, looking for something else?”

      He was close enough to Dunstan that when he stood, raking Dunstan with a lascivious look, he was near enough to trail his finger down Dunstan’s arm.

      Dunstan laughed. “No, I’m afraid that isn’t it either,” he said, amused by Lord Arnold rather than offended, as some men would have been. “I do enjoy the company of women.” He instinctively glanced to Carys, who was pouring more tea.

      Carys glanced up at him with an impish smile, but kept on with her work.

      “If I ever change my inclinations,” Dunstan continued to Lord Arnold, “you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Pity,” Lord Arnold sighed. He then leaned in and kissed Dunstan’s cheek.

      Dunstan laughed, but poor Ruby must have been startled by what she’d seen. She gasped, and in the process, she knocked the side of the tray filled with teacups, upsetting the entire thing.

      There was a moment when they all watched the tray teeter, and then came an almighty crash as the whole thing tumbled. It just so happened that the area where the table stood was not carpeted, which meant the majority of the teacups smashed on the stone floor.

      “Oh!” Ruby shouted. “Oh, no! I’m so sorry!”

      “It isn’t your fault,” Dunstan said, rushing to both comfort the maid and to help pick up the shattered pieces of teacups.

      “No, it’s the Curse of Godwin Castle,” Lord Arnold commented unhelpfully.

      That terrified Ruby even more, which did not help with the efforts to clean up the mess.

      “There, there,” Carys said, coming over to rub Ruby’s back. “They are merely teacups. The castle has plenty more.”

      “I will…I will fetch them,” Ruby said, breathless and pink-faced.

      She turned to flee the scene, then tripped over the edge of the next carpet as she made her way across the room, nearly sending her sprawling. That only made her wail and run faster as she sped out of the great hall.

      From his crouched position on the floor, picking up shards of teacups, Dunstan exchanged a wary look with Carys. Carys crouched with him, and the two of them quickly piled the upset tray with broken porcelain.

      “She will be as right as rain in a bit,” Carys said, glancing from Dunstan to the family. “She’s a good girl who just needs training.”

      “Quite right,” Uncle Gerald agreed.

      “I’ll make certain she’s actually fetching new teacups and not weeping her eyes out,” Carys went on.

      “I will help you,” Dunstan said, straightening and lifting the tray of porcelain pieces once they’d picked up everything. “And I’ll fetch a broom and dustpan to finish here.”

      “You do not have to do that,” Carys told him, standing as well.

      “I insist,” Dunstan said. “Many hands make light work.”

      “Well, alright.” Carys smiled.

      Dunstan felt as though the circle of his family was perhaps a bit quieter than he would have imagined they’d be after such a disturbance as he walked with Carys across the great hall and out of the room. He didn’t glance back to see if they were watching him, but then again, he didn’t need to. His entire family suddenly gave off the feeling that they’d caught onto an idea, one that had the hair on the back of his neck standing up.
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      Carys Weatherby considered herself to be one of the luckiest women in the world. Despite the unfortunate family she and so many generations of her family had worked for. Because of them, actually. The Godwin family were some of the nicest, cleverest, and sweetest people a woman in her position could have been employed by. Even crotchety old Lord Gerald.

      “You’re in the soup now,” she giggled to Dunstan as the two of them made their way belowstairs, Dunstan carrying the tray of porcelain shards from the shattered cups.

      “Me?” Dunstan protested, a light smile on his face and a bit of a spring in his step. “Poor Ruby was the one who shattered the cups.”

      Carys laughed aloud. “That is not what I meant at all,” she said.

      “I never truly know what you mean,” Dunstan said with a wry, sideways grin for her.

      “That’s because I’m cleverer than you,” Carys said, winking as they turned a corner to descend another set of stairs.

      “I could not possibly contradict that,” Dunstan said with a half-laugh.

      Carys’s heart felt light. Dunstan was sometimes gloomy and defeated around his family, She was aware of the pressures he felt to fulfill their designs for him and Dunstan’s worries that he would be left out entirely. But when it was just the two of them together, completing any of the myriad of tasks that needed doing around the castle or planning for future renovations or entertainments, he was an entirely different man.

      Her friend Dunstan was softer and happier than Lord Dunstan Godwin, inheritor of the family curse. Her Dunstan was a handsome man nearing fifty with grey at his temples and smile lines around his eyes. He had an over-fondness for jam tarts and laughed at the ribald jokes Danny and some of the other footmen told. He was as quick to help polish the silver or make the beds in guest rooms as any servant, but Carys had also seen him interact with his noble peers with quiet grace.

      Sometimes she wished the family saw the lively, enjoyable man who she counted as her dearest friend instead of only seeing the troubled, downtrodden widower who had been wronged by a woman twenty years previously.

      “What I mean is that you are the last man standing,” Carys continued as they reached the servants’ hall and Dunstan carried his load into the pantry where dishes and cups and other things were kept.

      “Do not remind me,” Dunstan said with a slightly comical, long-suffering sigh. “But I suppose it makes sense, as I have always been the unluckiest in our cursed family to begin with.”

      “Nonsense,” Carys said, slapping his arm playfully as he set his tray down on the blocky table in the center of the room. As she stepped across the hall into the silver room to fetch another tray, she said, “You are the last unmarried Godwin male, that is what I mean.”

      “Aside from the matter of being doomed to tragedy and misery, I am quite happy never to marry again,” Dunstan said, doom in his voice as he picked through the larger pieces of broken cups.

      An uncomfortable feeling pinched Carys’s heart for a moment, but she ignored it.

      “Did you not see the calculating looks in all of their eyes upstairs?” she asked with a smirk as she brought a new tray into the dish room and began to load it with clean cups.

      “What looks?” Dunstan asked with a frown. “They were all looking at each other, gazing deeply into their beloveds’ eyes. Well, except Lord Arnold, who I believe was gazing longingly across the room at Torrance.”

      Carys hummed. “Yes, well, perhaps we should warn Tor about Lord Arnold’s interest in footmen.”

      Dunstan laughed. “You know as well as I do that Tor would love a bit of a tumble with a titled guest and that he would not care which gender that guest happened to be.”

      Carys’s face heated, not because of the startling nature of Tor and Lord Arnold’s proclivities—she was enough of a woman of the world to know that far more of the world was bent than most people wanted to acknowledge—but because of the naughtiness of Dunstan’s hint.

      “I’m not certain your uncle would approve,” Carys said, smirking as she finished loading the new tray with cups.

      “You might be surprised,” Dunstan said. He picked up the tray, then said, “Shall we return to the lion’s den?”

      “You go on ahead,” Carys said. “I’ll bring up another pot of tea. The one I brought up earlier is not going to be nearly enough.”

      “Right you are,” Dunstan said, then nodded to her as if he were under her command and turned to go.

      It was only after Carys listened to Dunstan’s footsteps disappearing up the stairs that she realized she hadn’t fully made her point with him, that the family was clearly about to attempt to make a match for him and marry him off, whether he wanted it or not. She knew the nature of happy families where all of the siblings had recently married too well. Those happy couples always believed their state of bliss should be shared by everyone, and they would not stop at meddling to ensure everyone around them felt the same way.

      As if to prove her point, there was a soft knock on the dish room door, and when she turned, she spotted her cousin Edgar hovering in the doorway.

      Edgar’s three sisters, Carys’s second cousins on her father’s side, had all finally married and gone off to new homes and lives within the last two years, leaving Edgar to fend for himself in several ways.

      “Good morning, Cousin Edgar,” Carys greeted the mousey man with her usual kind smile. “Is there something I can do for you? Does Mr. Hardy need help?”

      Edgar was Godwin Castle’s underbutler and Mr. Hardy was the butler. It was something of a bone of contention with Edgar because he was approaching five-and-fifty and Mr. Hardy, like Carys herself, was considered astoundingly young for his position in his thirties. Carys was just past thirty-eight, which was not too young to be housekeeper, but she had taken on that position when she was merely twenty-eight, shocking everyone. But her mother wished to retire, and Godwin Castle always had a Weatherby woman as housekeeper, so….

      Edgar cleared his throat and frowned as he stepped into the room. Not for the first time, Carys noted that the man’s serious expression made him look a great deal like Dunstan when he was feeling moody.

      “I do not need your assistance at this time, sweet cousin,” Edgar began, making Carys preemptively roll her eyes as she marched past him toward the kitchen. “It is you who, I believe, could use mine.”

      Edgar followed her as she headed to the kitchen stove, where Cook perpetually had a kettle on, ready for tea.

      “Is this a matter of the household, Edgar, or is this personal?” she asked, one eyebrow raised as she used a thick mitt to lift the kettle and pour it into a teapot that was already waiting.

      Dunstan wasn’t the only one whom family members wished to see married off. Only in her case, since his sisters had all moved on, Edgar had mounted a campaign to do the job for her himself.

      “You know it is unseemly for you to be so intimate with the family,” Edgar said, opening his latest attempt to convince her to marry him with one of his usual arguments. “You are a servant in their house, not a member of the family.”

      Carys glanced up at Edgar as she finished pouring the scalding water. She knew her cousin too well. He was deeply jealous of her connection to the Godwins. He had always adored and admired every member of the Godwin family. There had always been whispers as to how close his connection to a certain long-deceased cousin of Gerald Godwin he might be, but they were whispers only.

      “I feel like a member of the family,” she told Edgar bluntly, earning a sly look from Cook and one of the kitchen maids as she did. “You know as well as I do that Lord Gerald treats me like one of his daughters. By the way,” she said, turning to Cook as she set the empty kettle on the side. “Lady Wystan and her family will be arriving Christmas day, not sooner, as we’d thought. They will be visiting Lord Baldrick’s family in Dorset first. And Lady Eleanora and her husband will be here just before New Year’s Eve. The castle truly will be full to the brim with Godwins by the new year.”

      “Just the way we like it,” Cook said with a wink.

      The small diversion was enough to break the train of Edgar’s scolding. Or whatever it was he was attempting to do. That gave Carys enough time to grasp the teapot, check to make certain the tea leaves had already been added to the waiting pot—they had—and to place the hot pot on another tray so that she could carry it upstairs.

      Edgar remembered his purpose just as Carys reached the corridor and followed after her.

      “It is unwise for you to maintain any sort of connection resembling friendship with a member of the Godwin family,” Edgar pestered her as she walked to the staircase and started up. “You should be turning your caring attentions to someone who could truly use them, someone who is free to adore you.”

      “I adore you, too, Cousin Edgar,” Carys said with a short smile, then facing forward. “But I’ve no wish to marry you. I’ve no wish to marry anyone. I enjoy my position as housekeeper of Godwin Castle too much, and I would have to give it up if I married.”

      That was not entirely true, as past members of Carys’s family had held the position while married, including her own mother, but it made for a solid argument against Edgar’s suit.

      “But would you not prefer to care for just one man instead of an entire family?” Edgar asked, lowering his voice when they stepped out into the upstairs hallway.

      For a flash of an instant, Carys imagined herself in a tiny cottage somewhere, keeping house for Dunstan alone. The two of them would make such a cozy old couple, enjoying their books and long, rambling walks along the shore, identifying sea birds and collecting shells.

      She shook those thoughts out of her head and continued down the hallway. “I am entirely content with my life just as it is now,” she said in answer to both herself and Edgar.

      She reached the entrance to the great hall, and fortunately, Edgar did not follow her in. Her cousin had a bit of fear mixed in with his admiration of the Godwin family, as if they might banish him forever, should he, like Carys, dare to get too close.

      “…must be a way for you to be happy as well,” Lord Cedric was in the middle of telling Dunstan as Carys brought the fresh tea over to the circle of the family.

      “Or at the very least, there must be a way to avoid the curse,” Lady Muriel added. She sat sprawled in an entirely unladylike way on the sofa, her hands resting on her huge belly. The sight of the woman was enough to make Carys wonder if they would have a Christmas baby in the Godwin family.

      “There is no way to avoid the inevitable,” Dunstan said from the seat he looked like he’d been forced into between Lady Katherine and Lady Bernadette.

      “There must be a way to fight against the curse,” Lady Katherine said. “Curses are not inevitable.”

      “What exactly are the parameters of this curse?” Lord Arnold asked. “As one of the few non-Godwins in the room, I am unfamiliar with the lore.”

      “Carys?” Minnie, who had also become a good friend to Carys in the last month or so, turned to her. “You tell the story of the curse so well. Will you regale us with it again?”

      Carys moved to set the tray with the new teapot on the table. Dunstan immediately leapt up and took it to pour.

      “Certainly,” Carys said, stepping back a bit, folding her hands in front of her, and clearing her throat like she had just been thrust onto a stage for a performance. She noticed both Lord Gerald and Dunstan’s proud and encouraging smiles.

      “As you all know, your original Godwin ancestor was one Aethelbore the Swift,” she began. “Aethelbore, had promised to marry a local woman, Morgana Whitney. The two were young, and very much in love. Aethelbore had been given an amulet by King Eadred as reward for valor in battle. Aethelbore had that amulet divided into two parts. He gave Morgana half of it as a token of his undying love.

      “Except, as it happened, his love was not undying. The moment King Eadred offered Aethelbore the Duke of Amesbury title and estates to match, including the earlier version of this castle, he forsook Morgana and married the king’s daughter for his own gain.”

      “Just like a man,” Lady Katherine tsked, shaking her head.

      “Might I remind you, my dear, that if he had not married the other woman, I would not be here now,” Lord Waldorf teased her.

      “I have yet to decide if that would be better or worse,” Lady Kat said, petting her cat with pretend imperiousness, her chin tilted up.

      Several of the others laughed.

      “Go on with the story, then,” Lord Gerald said.

      Carys continued. “Morgana was so enraged, seeing as Aethelbore had already gotten her with child, that she put a curse on the castle. Until the two halves of the amulet were rejoined and a Godwin married a Whitney, death and disaster would befall any members of the Godwin family who possessed the castle.”

      “There you have it, then,” Minnie said, nodding. “All you have to do is find one of these Whitneys and marry them, and the curse will be broken.”

      “The Whitney family died out within a few generations of Morgana,” Lord Gerald told her. “Believe me. Family members going back hundreds of years have thought of that possibility and given up in vain.”

      “Oh, bother,” Minnie said, flopping back against the sofa and snuggling beside Lord Lawrence. “But I suppose you are correct in saying that the family would have considered that possibility umpteen generations ago.”

      “What happened, then?” Lady Bernadette asked. “What happened to Aethelbore and Morgana and her child?”

      Carys shrugged. “Like Lord Gerald said, Morgana and the baby vanished from history, though one could reasonably assume that they lived out their lives nearby, as travel was more difficult in those days and one did not generally move away from one’s village. If there were ever any records of that child and what became of them, they are long gone. And as for Aethelbore, well, at first he laughed off the curse. But then his firstborn son fell from the battlements to his death. When his second son took possession of the castle, that man’s firstborn son was killed in battle before the age of twenty. And then next firstborn after him.”

      “All of them had tragedy befall them?” Lady Bernadette asked.

      “My own brother and his wife were killed in a boating accident when Alden, Dunstan, and their sisters were small children,” Lord Gerald said sadly. “Ross was younger than me, but there is little joy in being a surviving eldest son when such a beloved brother was taken too soon.”

      Carys’s heart went out to Lord Gerald. She had never known Lord Ross, but she had grown up admiring Lord Gerald almost as much as Edgar had.

      “What about the amulet?” Minnie asked, shaking everyone out of their sad thoughts. “You told me once that the curse said the two halves of the amulet had to be rejoined for the curse to break. What of that?”

      Carys shrugged. “It is as I told you,” she said. “Part of the curse Morgana laid on the castle involved reuniting the two halves of the amulet. Legend has it that Aethelbore’s half still exists and is held in a vault somewhere in the castle, along with the rest of the family’s treasures.”

      Something of a buzz stirred among the new Godwin brides.

      “We should have it fetched so we can study it,” Lady Muriel said.

      “Yes,” Minnie agreed. “I do not know why I did not think of that before. Can it be fetched?”

      Lord Gerald laughed. “Have you ever seen the state of the family vault, my dear?” He answered his own question by saying, “Of course not. It’s an utter mess. It contains hundreds of years of junk that no one has bothered to comb through. Last I heard, it had flooded more than a few times, as it’s below ground level.”

      He paused and tilted his head to the side.

      “No, no, that isn’t right,” he went on. “It used to be below ground level, but after a flood in sixteen ninety-three, the original vault was cleaned out and anything of any value was removed to one of the attics.”

      “Are you certain?” Lord Cedric asked with a frown. “I always believed the contents of the vault were moved to a storage room in the old part of the castle.”

      “No, it was an attic,” Lord Waldorf said. “I am certain of it.”

      “I think the so-called vault is a myth,” Lord Alden said. “I’ve certainly never heard of it and I grew up at Godwin Castle.”

      “Then we should search all the attics and storerooms,” Lady Bernadette said, sitting forward a bit. “Are there many?”

      “There are several,” Carys said, already feeling the situation getting out of hand. “And I believe the vault still exists as well and is on the other side of the wall from the wine cellar.”

      “Can it be reached another way or will we have to break through the wall of the wine cellar to reach it?” Lord Cedric asked.

      “No one is breaking through the wall of the wine cellar,” Lord Waldorf said, holding up his hands. “Unless we drink all the wine first.”

      That comment earned him a hearty laugh.

      “Please do not go tearing down walls in a castle I am about to inherit,” Dunstan said, moving to stand by Carys after he’d finished pouring tea and handing around cups.

      “Surely there is some sort of inventory or guide to the valuables contained in this castle,” Lady Katherine said as the cat in her lap yawned like the conversation of the humans was an utter bore. “Would those sorts of records be kept in the study or the library?”

      “Only recent records are kept in Father’s study,” Lord Cedric answered. “Everything from my grandfather’s day and earlier is stored in the library.”

      “Then we should go to the library,” Lady Muriel said, starting to scoot to the edge of the sofa and rocking as she prepared to stand.

      Lord Cedric stood before her and hauled her to her feet. That sent the entire family into a flurry of movement as everyone got up.

      “Are we retiring to the library to look for evidence for the whereabouts of Aethelbore Godwin’s half of the amulet?” Lady Bernadette asked as she stood.

      “We might as well search for other ways to thwart the Curse of Godwin Castle as well,” Minnie said, smiling at Lord Lawrence as though they’d discovered the most delightful diversion possible.

      “I beg you all to reconsider,” Dunstan said, holding out his hands. “You cannot all descend on the library and tear it apart searching for clues to an old family legend. The castle might just be cursed with no recourse for ending the curse. We should accept that possibility, too.”

      It was too late. The bulk of the Godwin family had already begun to move toward the great hall’s door, abandoning the tea that Carys and Dunstan had gone to lengths to set out.

      “This will be a lark,” Lord Gerald said as Carys hurried to help him out of his chair.

      Dunstan shifted to his uncle’s other side and helped Carys bring the man to his feet. “This will be a disaster,” he said, sending Carys a wary look.

      Carys was inclined to believe him.
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