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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            A BROKEN HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      A broken heart hurts just as badly at forty thousand feet as it does on the ground.

      Renée Barrett turned her face toward the airplane window and stared into the endless black outside. There was nothing to see … no lights, no horizon, only her own faint reflection staring back at her in the glass. The tears came anyway. Quietly at first. Then harder.

      She grabbed her sweater, pressed it against the cold window, and buried her face in the wool. The last thing she needed was to wake the nosy old woman snoring softly in the aisle seat.

      The eight-hour flight from Minneapolis to Amsterdam had settled into its overnight hush. Most of the cabin slept, cocooned in thin blankets and uncomfortable dreams. The flight attendants moved like ghosts up and down the aisles. They were due to land at Schiphol Airport at 6:30 a.m. local time.

      The smart thing would have been to sleep.

      It was also impossible.

      After some awkward contortions, Renée managed to yank her backpack out from under the seat in front of her. She fumbled inside until her fingers closed around her phone. Shielding the screen with her sweater, she turned it on and stared … again … at the message that had detonated her life less than twenty-four hours earlier.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry, but I took the job in New York. Enjoy the trip. I know you’ve always wanted to take it. I wish you all the best. Goodbye.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her throat tightened. Tears blurred the screen until the words melted together.

      They’d been together throughout college. Four years of late-night studying, shared pizza, inside jokes, and plans whispered into the dark. She had truly believed she would spend the rest of her life with Matthew Davidge. Instead, he had handed her heart back to her in a text message.

      The woman beside her snorted and rolled over, snoring louder. Renée bit her lip to keep from sobbing outright. Matthew was supposed to be in that seat. They had booked the flight together … window and aisle, her head on his shoulder, somewhere over the Atlantic.

      When he didn’t show up at the gate, the airline reassigned the seat to a woman traveling to the Netherlands to help with the birth of her grandchild. The woman had talked nonstop from takeoff until the cabin lights dimmed, bubbling with excitement. Her fifth grandchild. The first for her youngest daughter. She’d shown Renée photos. Told her names. Explained the hospital system in exhaustive detail.

      Renée had nodded politely, smiling when required, while everything inside her collapsed. This trip had been planned for two years. A graduation present they’d saved for, dreamed about, earned. Ten days. Five countries. A guided tour specializing in historic castles.

      In the spring, after returning from their trip, Renée would start her job teaching fourth grade. Matthew would join a local accounting firm after the New Year. They would get engaged, get married, and build something solid together.

      She glanced at her phone again, then turned it off and shoved it back into her bag.

      All of that was gone now.

      Matthew had made his choice. And by choosing a job three states away … and ending things with a final, polite text … he’d made it painfully clear there was no room for negotiation.

      By the time the plane began its descent, Renée’s eyes burned, and her head throbbed. She straightened her back, wiped her cheeks, and told herself … firmly … that she had not flown halfway across the world to fall apart in public.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Schiphol Airport was already awake and bustling despite the early hour. Renée stood in line at passport control, clutching her documents while her suitcase lurched behind her, its broken wheel thudding unevenly against the floor. She hadn’t been able to afford new luggage. This trip had consumed her savings, and new suitcases seemed like a luxury. Now she paid for it with every step.

      The air smelled faintly of coffee and cheap cleaning solution. Travelers moved in weary clusters, many of them blinking like moles in the fluorescent light.

      Renée desperately wanted caffeine, but first she needed to find her tour group.

      She stopped near a newspaper kiosk and pulled up the last email from the tour company, rereading the instructions for the third time. If she missed the rendezvous point, this already miserable day would turn into a complete catastrophe.

      Fortunately, the directions were clear. She followed the signs, dragging her suitcase, until she spotted a small knot of travelers gathered near a tour company placard reading: Heritage Castles of Europe.

      A woman with professionally styled hair and an efficient smile stood beside it, clipboard in hand.

      Renée exhaled for the first time in what felt like hours.

      Introductions were polite and brief. Names, nods, jet-lagged smiles. Couples and a few solo travelers like herself. She tried not to feel conspicuous standing alone.

      Once everyone had been accounted for, the tour director handed out thick packets. Renée flipped hers open as they boarded the bus.

      Inside were maps, museum passes, a neatly printed itinerary, and a slim guidebook with a blue-and-orange cover. The History of the Netherlands: 1815 to the Present.

      She slid it into the outer pocket of her backpack, grateful for something … anything … to occupy her mind.

      The bus pulled away from the airport and immediately slowed, merging into the thick mass of morning traffic. Renée leaned back in her seat and watched the highway crawl past. European driving, she decided, lived up to its reputation. They never should have developed beyond the horse and buggy.

      When traffic finally loosened, cars surged forward with alarming speed, darting into narrow spaces with a confidence that bordered on insanity. She flinched more than once, then forced herself to look away.

      Beyond the road, the landscape surprised her. Fields stretched out in careful, geometric order. Water glinted in narrow canals. And windmills, real ones, rose on the horizon. Not the quaint wooden kind from postcards, but massive white power-generating turbines turning slowly in the pale morning light.

      She opened the guidebook. The words blurred at first, then steadied as she began to read. In 1815, following the defeat of Napoleon, the Kingdom of the Netherlands was formally established …

      Renée read about the unification of provinces and the rise of a constitutional monarchy. She read about Belgium’s separation in 1830 and the reshaping of borders. About the 19th century’s industrial growth—railways, factories, and shipping.

      The bus rolled past villages with neat brick houses and narrow church spires.

      She turned another page. The opening of the North Sea Canal in 1876 transformed the small fishing village of IJmuiden into a critical harbor, providing Amsterdam with direct access to the sea …

      She pictured it vaguely: locks, ships, commerce flowing in and out. Reading steadied her breathing. History didn’t care about broken hearts. It moved forward regardless.

      She read about Dutch neutrality during World War I. About trade and diplomacy. About a nation balancing survival between larger powers.

      Outside the window, the countryside unfolded calmly, a new world and a new start.

      For the first time since boarding the plane, Renée felt something loosen inside her chest. This was still her trip.

      Matthew might be gone, but the experience wasn’t stolen from her. She was here. In the Netherlands. On the trip she’d dreamed about since she was a teenager, flipping through travel books in the library.

      She closed the guidebook and rested her head against the glass. Exhaustion washed over her, heavy and unavoidable.

      She rubbed at her eyes. The words had steadied her, but they had also stirred something restless beneath the surface. History had a way of doing that … reminding her how small one life could feel against centuries of endurance, rebuilding, and survival.

      She wondered what heartbreak looked like in other eras.

      People in the nineteenth century had loved and lost, too. They’d boarded ships and trains, not knowing if they would ever return. They’d watched borders change and lives rerouted by forces far beyond their control. Somehow, they’d carried on.

      The bus slowed again, and she caught her reflection in the window … pale, tired, eyes ringed with sleeplessness. This was not how she’d imagined arriving in Europe. She had pictured excitement, laughter, Matthew squeezing her hand every time something new appeared outside the glass.

      Instead, she was alone with her thoughts. But alone didn’t have to mean defeated.

      She straightened in her seat and reached for the packet again, pulling out the itinerary. Castles in the Netherlands, then Germany, Austria, Belgium, and France. Names she’d circled and starred months ago. Places she’d read about, imagined walking through, touching stone laid hundreds of years before she was born. She refused to let Matthew’s absence poison them.

      The bus crossed a bridge, water splashing below. Boats were already moving through the canal system, purposeful and unhurried. Everything here seemed ordered, deliberate … as if the country itself had learned, long ago, that survival required balance and adaptation.

      Renée pressed her forehead lightly against the window. She didn’t know what awaited her on this trip anymore. The future she’d planned had evaporated somewhere over the Atlantic. But maybe that left space for something else, something she hadn’t expected.

      Right now, she was simply a woman who had loved deeply and lost suddenly, carried forward by a bus through unfamiliar land.

      The guidebook rested warmly in her hands. She opened it again and kept on reading. The bus continued on, carrying her forward … away from heartbreak, toward something unknown.

      And for now, that was enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            BREDERODE CASTLE

          

        

      

    

    
      The bus turned onto a narrow road bordered by wet grass and trees, their branches casting shadows on the grass below. Mist drifted low across the fields, softening the world at its edges. Renée pressed her forehead lightly to the window and watched it slip past, feeling as though the day itself were holding its breath.

      When the bus finally stopped, the engine cut off abruptly. The silence that followed felt intentional.

      “Jackets, everyone,” the tour guide said as she stood. “It’s cooler here than you’d expect.”

      Renée stepped down onto the gravel and immediately felt the chill seep through the soles of her boots. The air was damp and sharp, carrying the scent of wet stone and moss. Ahead of them, rising slowly out of the mist, stood Brederode Castle. It wasn’t a single structure so much as a collection of broken intentions. Brick walls rose where they could and stopped abruptly where history had intervened. Towers stood hollow and jagged, their upper stories long gone. Ivy crept unchecked across the stone, weaving itself into the ruin as though trying to hold it together.

      “This castle dates back to the thirteenth century,” the guide began as they approached. “It was once one of the most important strongholds in Holland.”

      Renée moved with the group, listening as the guide explained how Brederode had been destroyed in 1426 during the Hook and Cod Wars — civil conflicts that had torn the region apart. How the north side
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