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      He was not born the Duke of Rosthwaite. On that fateful night, he was the Earl of Borrowdale, second in line to the dukedom, and far removed from any thoughts of inheriting the intimidating hulk of timber, stone, and stained glass called Keswick Castle—at least not for many years. 

      Ross anticipated a lifetime of school, friends, and fun before assuming that mantle, yet fate held other plans.

      He awoke to the sound of coughing, though it grew louder and hoarser as he approached wakefulness. His chest ached, and his lungs burned, and when he opened his eyes, he was nearly blinded by red-hot embers and acrid smoke.

      He leaped from bed in a tangle of covers, disoriented save for the desperate need for oxygen. Ross went to the window of his bedchamber and fought with the shutters. He threw open the latches and clawed at the soot-streaked panes, which felt strangely warm against his hands.

      Someone had sounded the alarm, but it would take the fire brigade half an hour to arrive. He’d be dead by then. Grandmama, Grandpapa, Mother, Father, and Althea would perish, too.

      With a fresh sense of urgency, Ross flung the window open on its hinges, drawing in deep breaths of fiery air. His room filled with smoke, thick and black and suffocating, yet he fumbled his way forward. He’d grown up in Keswick Castle and knew its rooms, corridors, and halls by heart. It was his home, and it was burning, and there was nothing that he—a lad of sixteen on holiday from Eton—could do to stop the spread of the flames.

      He found Althea’s room first. She was his twin sister, the mirror image of his own heart. She lay slumped in her bed, looking dazed, pallid, and limp. There was not enough breath in his lungs to form words, yet speech was often unnecessary between the two siblings. He grabbed her and dragged her from the mattress onto the carpeted floor. The air was cleaner there, and he watched as color returned to her face, so pale and frightened like his own.

      They crawled then, hand-to-knee, groping along the floorboards. He went first, navigating the corridor, watching as the flickering orange light grew brighter and hotter as they drew closer to the staircase.

      Ross and Althea peered between the spindles of the banisters down onto the landing below. Mother and Grandmama were screaming, crying, and pleading for “the children!” Father and Grandpapa fought the flames with sand buckets, water pails, and rugs, yet their progress was slow. Castle servants raced throughout the ground floor to save the priceless paintings, furnishings, china, silverware, tapestries, and carpets.

      He watched helplessly as everything he’d ever known burned.

      “Thea,” he said, turning to his sister with raw, stinging eyes, “we must go.”

      Her trembling fingers gripped his. “Alright, then we go together.”

      They had been a packaged deal since conception. They’d only ever been separated while he’d gone off to school and she had remained at home under their mother and grandmother’s tutelage. Surely, one sibling could not exist without the other.

      Ross helped his twin sister to her feet. Hand-in-hand, they raced down the staircase, feeling the hot stone beneath their bare feet. Fire lapped at their legs, hissing and threatening the hems of their nightclothes.

      Glass shattered, and timbers groaned. Carvings, lighting fixtures, and even the ceiling tiles from high upon the battlements crashed down around them. Ross and Althea ran toward their parents with hands clasped and their free arms outstretched. Safe in the embrace of their loved ones, they were rushed out into the cool night air, where they collapsed onto the gravel drive in a sweating, shivering heap.

      More than a decade later, he could still recall the sweetness of the air in his lungs and the shocking clarity of the stars overhead, though the sky must’ve been obscured by smoke. It was a trick of the mind—he now knew—to cling so vividly to one good memory on the worst night of his life.

      He sought the stars and knew that he had saved his sister. He had saved himself, yet they had lost Keswick Castle.

      Although he’d emerged unscathed from the fire that had robbed him of his family’s ancestral home, Ross was no longer that innocent boy dreaming of friends and fun. He understood full well the immense responsibility that would be his to bear. 

      Within two short years of the tragedy, he would become the Duke of Rosthwaite and assume all the burdens and duties that came with the title.

      The life-altering impact of this fateful night was never forgotten, for Ross would always feel the searing flames licking at his heels and know that failure was only one stumbling step away from consuming him—and everything he loved.
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      England, 1901

      They’d traveled to Venice, Rome, Vienna, Berlin, Paris, and London. After their whirlwind tour of Europe, the Lothringer-Horst family was due to spend the social Season with Mamma’s old school friend, Lady Luccombe. But their hostess had been struck down with influenza and asked them to stay away until she recovered. Her Ladyship recommended a week in the countryside to divert them.

      Pappa had settled on the Lake District, and the family now found themselves checking into the Royal Oak Inn, half an hour’s drive from the busy market town of Keswick, otherwise in the middle of nowhere.

      It was a detour from her debut, and Miss Evangeline Horst was displeased. She had not come all the way from Chicago to waste precious time when she could be curtseying to the new King and Queen, attending glittering parties, and wearing glamorous ball gowns.

      She was a city girl at heart and rolled her eyes at the sight of shaggy sheep, lumbering cattle, farmhouses, barns, and sheds. The village—if one could even call it a village and not a settlement—was little more than a cluster of grey stone cottages topped with blue slate roofs gathered in a craggy, tree-lined valley.

      Everything was damp, muddy, and covered in a spongy green layer of moss.

      “Birdie!” Mamma called to her. “Birdie, don’t pout, dear. It’s only a week, and I know you’d like to see something of England before you make up your mind. London is a long way from home, you know…”

      Like so many rich Americans, the Horsts had decided to sail across the Atlantic in search of a titled husband for their daughter. While they didn’t intend to sell Birdie off to just any mercenary lord, an alliance with a peer of the realm was still the ultimate matrimonial prize for any heiress.

      So far, she was not impressed with her prospective future homeland.

      “Must everything be so…wet?” she asked with a shiver as she brushed against something slimy. Her luggage that hadn’t been sent ahead to London would end up moldy and water-logged. All her pretty new things from Paris would be ruined before she even had a chance to wear them!

      “It’s England,” said Pappa, slinging an arm over her shoulder and giving her a playful jostle. “Embrace it!”

      Only her brother, Monty, remained unfazed. He’d purchased a Kodak camera and was eager to test it out. The Lake District was as good a subject as London in that regard. He always had an eye for the bizarre and wandered off to practice his photographic skills on unsuspecting lichen.

      After some negotiation, the Horsts booked a suite of rooms on the uppermost floor. Climbing a narrow, creaking, slightly uneven set of stairs, Birdie reached her bedroom overlooking the stable yard of the Royal Oak and a cow pasture beyond.

      The room boasted a low, timber-beamed ceiling and walls generously papered to hide any imperfections in the plaster. But it was comfortable and clean. If she closed the curtains, maybe she could forget all about the mud, bugs, and bovines of her modest accommodations.

      “Would you look at this!” Pappa exclaimed as he wandered through their rooms. “Charming! Just charming!”

      Mamma followed in his wake, nodding and noticing every detail, but saying nothing critical. Pappa had asked for this one small concession during their extravagant vacation, and he deserved to be humored when he’d given his beloved family so much.

      “Here, Birdie,” she said, sitting beside her on the plump mattress, “I brought you a pamphlet.”

      While checking in, the proprietor had explained all the delights of the district—from Derwentwater to the Bowder Stone, and even the ruins of Keswick Castle situated only a few miles outside the village bounds.

      Birdie took the sheet of paper from her mother’s hand. It showed a charming sketch of the castle, which was open to visitors from April to October, and advertised extensive gardens for guests’ enjoyment at the cost of one shilling per entry. 

      “Apparently,” continued Mamma noncommittally, “the inn sells hampers to take to the castle for picnics on the scenic grounds.”

      Pappa was ecstatic at the prospect. “We ought to do it! After the cathedrals of Rome, the canals of Venice, and the mirrored halls of Versailles, we can say we visited an honest-to-goodness English castle!”

      Even Monty seemed interested in the outing. “Do you think they’ll allow pictures?”

      Birdie realized the panic of being outnumbered. If she weren’t careful, she’d be dragged to every tourist site within a ten-mile radius. She desperately longed for the culture and sophistication awaiting her in London. 

      Was Lady Luccombe’s influenza really that contagious?

      “Can’t I stay here?” she pleaded.

      Pappa scolded her gently, “There is no use traveling halfway around the world to sit and pout in the hotel room, Birdie. Monty and I didn’t complain whenever you and Mamma went shopping. It’s called compromise, my girl, and you’d better learn the finer points of it before you go calling yourself a grown-up.”

      She was used to being spoiled—or indulged, as Mamma so delicately phrased it.

      Her family had arranged this trip to England so that Birdie could make her social debut on a grander scale than anything seen in Chicago. She would be introduced to a society filled with eligible gentlemen of rank, privilege, and possibly fortune. She might even marry one of them and never again have to suffer through anything so uncouth as playing tourist in some soggy backwater.

      She sighed and put on her best smile for her family. “You’re right. We should go see the castle.”

      A compromise today was merely the first step in achieving everything she wanted in life tomorrow, and Miss Evangeline Horst always got her way.
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      He rose early because he rarely slept well. A fellow could only toss and turn in bed for so long before rising with a huff and dressing in the cool, blue quiet of dawn. Ross didn’t bother to bathe or shave this morning. Truthfully, he rarely bothered with his appearance most days, as he kept far too busy to be dandified.

      Before creeping down the cottage stairs, he passed his sister’s bedchamber door, trusting that Althea was safely asleep and untroubled by nightmares or bad memories. Unlike him, she did not suffer from sleeplessness or restlessness. Unlike him, she’d moved on from the night of the fire.

      Although the castle had been destroyed, Ross and his twin sister remained on the estate. They lived a mile or so away from the grounds by an easy footpath through the valley. Their humble home—Keswick Lodge—was a cozy, four-bedroom cottage constructed in the sixteenth century of rough-hewn stone, slate tiles, and oaken beams. Inside, it was filled with many things they’d saved from the fire, as well as furnishings unwanted or unneeded by their mother, who lived comfortably in London.

      The destruction of Keswick Castle had ruined his grandparents and sent his father to an early grave. Ross had been the Duke of Rosthwaite for nearly a decade, though no one would know that seven hundred years of noble blood pumped in his veins by looking at him.

      He wore moleskin breeks and a loose, sturdy sack coat over his broad-chested frame. The collar of his shirt gaped open, and he knotted a faded neckerchief at his throat instead of a tie. Atop his head sat a tweed flat cap to shield his brow from the sun, for he spent most of his days out of doors.

      Ross worked for his living. He and Althea considered it their business to maintain the castle grounds and to open the gardens to visitors for money. Their mother had been shocked, horrified even, though she didn’t complain now that the proceeds from Keswick Castle kept a fine, dry roof over her head.

      He’d survived with his dignity intact and had emerged from the ashes as a serious, self-reliant man. He would not be the one to drop the torch and lose the castle. He would not snuff out the family legacy, even if the struggle of keeping it aflame would kill him too someday.

      He stopped by the kitchen to pack a rucksack with fruit, cheese, ham, and bread. Mabel Vane—his sister’s companion—had left him a flask of tea for the workday, and he stashed that in his sack, as well. 

      Outside, warm sunlight emerged over the treetops. Ross began his long journey through the dale, following the familiar track through the forest where deer, squirrels, and robins marked his progress. His was a benign presence, for he disturbed nothing and encountered no one. He walked in the comparative silence of nature, with only the rhythmic sound of his breathing and the steady crunch of fallen twigs beneath his boot heels.

      Ross preferred not to think or to fret on his morning commute. There would be plenty of time to worry later in the evening if he failed to work himself to exhaustion by sundown. For now, he was a man of the moment, present and clear-headed. Happy—if he allowed himself that admission. The Duke of Rosthwaite was far happier living his simple life in the country than trying to navigate a London ballroom or maintain the rigors of polite conversation during a dinner party.

      He was still an eligible bachelor. Plenty of women found him attractive, and his mother would be thrilled to welcome any young lady of birth and beauty into the family. He needed an heir, but was in no great rush to fulfill his duty in that regard. Besides, Ross would never abandon Keswick Castle, for bone and stone had been forged together in the flames all those years ago, and no outsider could understand what he’d been through.

      Beyond the woodlands lay a pasture where a herd of Fell Ponies grazed. Ross climbed the stile over the fence and leaped down onto the soft, damp earth. His boots squelched as he walked, and the ponies followed him toward the stable block, eager for their breakfast.

      The skeletal remains of Keswick Castle stood stark and grey upon the horizon. That sad sight never ceased to move him. His chest ached with a thousand unshed tears, for he was too busy to stop and cry, though every day he mourned what had been lost. 

      Grief and a deep, abiding sense of purpose drove him onward. 

      Animals wanted feeding. Paths needed raking, and hedges required trimming. All the gates must be unlocked, and the signs put out, and the staff let in. By the height of the sun over the crags, Ross guessed that it was perhaps six o’clock in the morning. He had two hours of peace left before the castle opened to tourists for the day.

      When his chores were done and his tasks completed, Ross liked to walk the grounds by himself. He appreciated the bubbling, spurting fountains without the chatter of voices to drown out their spray. He passed beneath the honeysuckle arbors and strolled through the rose gardens, whose fragrances were heady in the light morning breeze.

      He inspected the chapel and cloisters, which had not burned. Miraculously, the lead roof and stained glass had been spared from the worst of the blaze. Through the high, arched windows, his family crests glowed in a brilliant multitude of colors, never failing to remind Ross of who he was and all that he had to be grateful for.

      He was proud of the castle, even in its current state, and felt glad to share his home with others who would come to appreciate and admire it, and perhaps even love it as he did.

      What was the point of being the Duke of Rosthwaite if he hoarded Keswick Castle for himself?
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      Birdie climbed aboard the charabanc waiting outside the Royal Oak. Mamma, Pappa, and Monty had already taken bench seats beneath the canopied roof of the conveyance and were chatting good-naturedly with their fellow passengers. She had taken her time this morning, lounging in bed before dressing and lazily eating breakfast until her family finally threatened to go without her.

      As much as she dreaded playing tourist, the prospect of sitting alone in an empty inn with no one to talk to and no way to pass the time was simply too dull to contemplate.

      She sat beside Monty, who was distracted by a pretty girl on the bench behind them. He twisted in his seat to show the young lady—a holiday-maker from somewhere called Huddersfield—how his camera worked. 

      Birdie studied the scenery as the charabanc clipped along the lane. High, peaked hills arose from both sides of the road, and though the day was bright and clear, a haze of mist floated through the valley, lending it a mythical, dreamy quality.

      The conveyance moved steadily through the pass, which bordered a narrow river, a sheep meadow, and an ancient forest filled with oak, pine, and yew trees. Birdie felt as though she’d stepped back in time when steel buildings and steam engines had never existed. Such a large, old expanse of Earth made her feel insignificant and impermanent, and the smallness of her own life made her uncomfortable.

      If England existed before America, and America was old by the time she was born…what might the world look like when she was dead and gone? Would it spin on and on without her? She didn’t like to think about the future. She didn’t care to dwell on the past. She preferred to live in the here and now, and anything more existential than that frightened her.

      This wet, green, primeval country terrified her. She didn’t want to visit the creepy castle ruins! She wanted to see London, where there were electric lights, running water, and the safety of people like her who were young, fun, and unapologetic. It was the dawning of a new era, a bright new century, and she dared not miss out on one minute of it. 

      She didn’t want to be left behind.

      The charabanc turned at a fork in the road, and the driver steered his horses across a stone bridge spanning a slow-moving spur of the river. Its rocky banks were muddy and covered in mosses and ferns.

      Thorny thickets and hedgerows lined the narrow, paved lane. The branches of the gnarled old trees overhead were alive with birdsong and the steady drum of a woodpecker somewhere in the canopy. Insects droned and swarmed, and Mamma fanned her face, which was shrouded by a thick layer of netting pinned to the top of her bonnet.

      Birdie wore a fashionable veil beneath her hat, and she carried a parasol to block the sun’s harmful rays. She did not wish to damage her fair complexion or develop wrinkles before her time. She wanted to be youthful and beautiful forever because she wasn’t studious, industrious, or even intelligent, really. If she lost her looks, what else was there to recommend her to anyone?

      She turned her attention to the road ahead, watching as the trees parted to reveal a broad expanse of park that seemed to stretch forever, yet it was an illusion, for at the boundary stood a tall, stone, ivy-clad gatehouse complete with a raised portcullis.

      The charabanc slowed to a stop before the entrance. All twelve passengers clambered down from the bench seats, eager to start exploring. Her parents paid the entrance fee at the gate, and the Horst family stepped beneath the rusted iron portcullis, whose sharpened tips made her shiver. Had there once been a fierce and bloody battle waged against the Vikings or the Scots? Was the ground cursed where she stood?

      Only Pappa’s voice returned her to the land of the living. “My word! Ain’t that a sight?”

      Birdie lowered her parasol to spy the stone façade of Keswick Castle situated on a wide, flat ridge. It appeared to be a Medieval wreck, exactly as one would imagine a castle to look—thick outer walls and circular towers topped with crenels, merlons, and arrowslits. As she drew closer, she noticed that the roof and doors had been burned away. In their place stood stone arches and carved columns, but no window panes, chimneys, or creature comforts of any kind.

      It was scorched and ugly. Unsettling, as though something awful had happened here. The castle poked its bony fingers from the earth, looking stark and grotesque compared to the loveliness of the gardens surrounding it.

      She stood in the center of a gravel drive, though only pedestrians strolled the grounds. She saw flowerbeds, fountains, and follies. To her left was a path to the stable block. To her right, a sign pointed toward a series of walled gardens, kitchen gardens, and greenhouses.

      Momentarily, Birdie was struck by indecision, yet somehow her feet carried her forward, drawing closer to the awful castle that beckoned to her like a strange specter.

      While the structure had fallen into disrepair, the grounds, woods, and gardens were well maintained. There were employees, she noticed, ready to answer questions or give directions. She imagined that Keswick Castle was once a lively, prosperous home filled with busy, boisterous people. Birdie wondered what had happened to it. Why had it been abandoned?

      When had it all gone wrong?

      She stood in its shadow and craned her neck so far back that she grew dizzy. She peered beneath the brim of her veiled, fashionable hat to survey the cracked, pockmarked, crumbling exterior. Its walls were soot-streaked and scorched in places, but when the late morning sun struck it just so, the surviving stones glowed pink-flecked and complex in the light.

      Even after Rome, Vienna, Berlin, and Paris, she had never experienced anything like this. Birdie continued around the corner, following the footpath through a line of neatly clipped topiaries. Everything except the castle was so verdant and alive! She couldn’t understand why anybody—especially not the duke reputed to own the place—allowed Keswick Castle to remain a blot amid the beauty of the estate.

      Couldn’t it be demolished? Shouldn’t it be returned to its former glory? Did no one care for such an eyesore?

      She spotted a groundskeeper pottering around the hedges. He was a youngish man, certainly no older than thirty, though his skin was tanned and his jaw stubbled with more than a day’s unshaved whiskers. His thick brown hair was tangled and wind-tousled beneath his tweed cap.

      He might’ve been handsome, but he squinted at her in the sunlight, making him appear hardened, coarse, and unpleasant as he wielded a fearsome pair of pruning shears from atop a wooden step ladder three feet off the ground.

       “Excuse me,” she called to him, undaunted. “Can you tell me something about these castle ruins?”

      Still, he squinted. Men typically perked up whenever she came along. “It’s not a ruin.”

      “What?” Birdie maneuvered her parasol to better block the light, hoping that they might see each other more clearly. Either he hadn’t understood her question, or she’d mistaken his answer.

      “It’s not a ruin,” he said, resting his elbow against the topiary which he had been trimming. “This is my home.”
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      She’d mistaken him for a laborer—it wasn’t the first time someone had done so, yet this incorrect interpretation of his circumstances stung coming from her. She was young and pretty, with fair hair and a pert, upturned nose. Her eyes were as blue as periwinkles set against her pale, slightly sallow complexion.

      She wore a hat and veil, and carried an ivory-handled parasol in her lace-gloved hands as if she couldn’t tolerate the sun. He wagered that she did not get out much, though she was dressed smartly for the summer in a linen tailor-made walking suit with a blousy, whitework shirtwaist.

      Her accent—Ross recognized—was undoubtedly American. Had she come on the bus from Keswick or perhaps in a hired conveyance from the village? Many American tourists visited the Lake District when holidaying in England. She wasn’t out of place, so to speak, yet she certainly stood out.

      The girl frowned up at him from her spot on the garden path. “I’m sorry if I’ve insulted your home,” she said. “Did you grow up around here?”

      “Yes.” He tackled the line of yew hedges, snipping and pruning the ragged offshoots of growth into something more uniform. “What would you like to know?”

      She didn’t hesitate to answer, “Everything.”

      “This land was settled in the eleven hundreds by a fellow called Lowther Pepperell,” he said, recounting the tale of his forebears. “The castle was strategically built along the Borrowdale Road between the market town of Keswick and the village of Rosthwaite, where stone and slate were cut from a local quarry, and the timbers harvested from the ground upon which you’re standing. As the Pepperells increased their wealth and prestige, they improved upon the castle bit by bit, adding the stables and the greenhouses once the fortifications were no longer necessary. By the sixteen hundreds, much of the formal gardens were constructed⁠—”

      She waved all that away. “Who burned it down?”

      “No one burned it,” he answered grimly. “It simply caught fire as old, wooden things do.”

      “When?”

      Ross felt rather interrogated and out of charity with this nosy American. “Why, are you writing a school report?”

      “I want to know who abandoned it and why it was left in such a state of decay.”

      “Castles are expensive to maintain. They’re even more expensive to rebuild when they are lost. The eighth Duke of Rosthwaite salvaged what he could after the blaze—the chimneypieces, fixtures, furnishings, artwork, and heirlooms—and retired to London. The cost was too prohibitive to do anything about the structure.

      “His son, the ninth duke, tried to raise funds and manage the estate from afar, but the stress took a toll on his health. Folk said he was never the same after the accident, and they were right, for he collapsed from a heart seizure and died. Ownership of the castle then passed to the current duke, who had the fine idea to reimagine these gardens and open the grounds to the public.”

      Ross looked around at the tourists with their picnic hampers, their sketchbooks, and their painting easels, and children scampering through the broad green space between the castle walls. “As you can see,” he said proudly, “Keswick Castle is far from abandoned.”

      In many ways, it was livelier than ever.

      He glanced at the girl, who spun her parasol as she studied him. 

      She asked, “There are no plans to restore it, then?”

      “No, none.” It had been his father and grandfather’s dream, yet there wasn’t enough money to keep the house in Mayfair and maintain the local cottages, farms, and businesses. Mama had advised him to give up Keswick altogether, but Ross dug his heels in and refused to turn his back on his birthright. Where he went, Althea followed, and soon the twins had devised a plan that would ultimately be to everybody’s benefit.

      “What a shame it’ll be left to decay,” said the American girl, snobbily. “I think it is so awfully ugly. It makes me shiver to look at it.” She did, in fact, tremble as she asked him, “Don’t you find it spooky?”

      Keswick Castle was the source of his nightmares. The charred corpse of an albatross hanging from his neck for every waking moment. He mourned it, but he was not frightened of it.

      “It can be a bit eerie, I’ll admit, but never scary. There is no evilness or unrest about the place, as no one was harmed in the fire.”

      His words did not cheer her. Instead, she appeared even more contrary with each passing moment. “You defend it so keenly…”

      “Of course, I do—it’s in my blood, my bones. As you said earlier, Keswick Castle is the seat of my ancestors. Why shouldn’t I defend the place when I’d be nothing without it?”

      Perhaps, to her, he was nothing. She still believed him to be a common laborer, a hired gardener. Ross felt his face grow hot beneath her scrutiny. What right had this spoiled girl to judge him or his home?

      He resumed his pruning, clipping, and snipping at the topiary as if he could tame his emotions as neatly as he could trim a hedge. 

      She watched him at his work. Her blue eyes observed his hands through the delicate netting of her veil, and her pretty features were softened in the shade of her ivory-handled parasol. He wondered whether she was very rich to afford such luxurious accessories and far-flung holidays. Was she a New Woman on her own version of the Grand Tour? Or an heiress on a hunt for a titled husband?

      More than once, Ross had been tempted to find a wealthy wife. A million American dollars would stabilize Keswick Castle and give him more than a few years of breathing room. He could look after himself and Althea, and please Mother by getting an heir and a spare on his duchess.

      Yet marriage to anyone—never mind a transactional union to a virtual stranger—would be like leaping from the frying pan into the fire. It would only create another set of problems for him to deal with. Worse, it would involve an innocent lady who doubtless had hopes of her own. She would only grow disappointed and disenchanted with him and the figurative millstone he carried.

      No, he would not contemplate such a marriage.

      Ross labored with a fresh purpose, trimming his hedge into a straight, flat design.

      “Do you make cuts at random,” she asked suddenly, “or have you got a plan in mind?”

      “I am trying to follow along with what’s already here.”

      She spun her parasol in her palms. “At Versailles, they have cones, obelisks, spirals, and spheres. Can’t you do any of that?”

      He leveled his eyes on her. “You’ve been to the Palace of Versailles, princess?”

      “Oh, I’ve been to all sorts of places.” Her pursed lips quirked at the corners. “I’m thoroughly well-traveled.”

      Ross would’ve fancied seeing the gardens at Versailles or perhaps the Château de Fontainebleau. He’d never gone beyond London, which felt alien to him even now. He visited his mother, though he rarely participated in the social whirl of Mayfair. Truthfully, he was in danger of becoming a hermit.

      The bizarre disparity between him and this American tourist grew wider. “I’m sorry, I’m not a master gardener,” he said, pruning. “I’ve no fancy tricks to lure the eye.”

      He knew only hard work, determination, and inspiration. He’d been lucky to finish Eton after the fire and had not continued to university when his father had died. Ross would’ve enjoyed traveling, learning, and experiencing some of the beauty he sought to recreate here at Keswick.

      He stepped off the ladder to admire his handiwork. The girl joined him, running the lacy fingertips of one gloved hand over the tidy topiary. “I like the way you’ve cut a smooth, flat edge.” She admitted, “It must take a lot of practice to get it right.”

      This was a genuine compliment, and he was glad to accept it from her. “Practice—now that I have plenty of.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      She was scared of the castle. Terrified of the ugliness, the imperfection. The decrepitude. Birdie appreciated young things, new things. Beautiful things that were admired and cared for. She didn’t like that the tenth Duke of Rosthwaite had accepted defeat. In her mind, he should either redevelop the castle or remove it altogether.

      Clearly, this groundskeeper did not share her opinion.

      Nobody seemed to share her opinion, for the place was bustling with two or three dozen people who availed themselves of the vibrant gardens and picturesque grounds. Boys and girls of all ages romped on the lawn, which was mown and rolled into a lush tapis vert perfect for cutting cartwheels and playing catch-me-if-you-can. Adults rambled through the wilderness walk or strolled around the edge of a pond replete with waterlilies, irises, and ferns. Even Monty and his friend from Huddersfield promenaded down an avenue of copper beeches, camera in hand.

      Yet—forever in the background of so much loveliness—Keswick Castle blighted the tableau.

      Birdie turned to the groundskeeper, who was gathering his tools to move on to the next topiary. She imagined it was a constant job trimming, pruning, clipping, and weeding. Once one reached the end of the gardens, it was time to begin the task anew.

      She shouldn’t monopolize his time, but she dared not stand in the shadow of the castle and contemplate these things that made her uncomfortable. She felt desperate for youth, strength, and attraction, for he wasn’t displeasing despite the dirt on his breeches or the stubble on his jaw. His face was sun-tanned and sweat-streaked, yet there was something elegant about him. Maybe she’d gone weak-kneed over an English accent, for Birdie longed to talk with him and admire him for a little while longer.

      She stabbed at the gravel with the tip of her parasol and blurted, bluntly, “I don’t understand the point of this place!”

      He drew back in shock. She offended him, she realized, as she often did whenever she spoke without thinking. Birdie rarely governed her words and hardly ever made herself agreeable to other people.

      She flushed, for she hadn’t meant to be rude, yet the fact of the matter still stood—she didn’t see the appeal of crusty old castles built by men who’d been dead for centuries. Pretty gardens were nice, roses were romantic, and she conceded that fountains and follies were delightful. Even the clothes one wore to walk along the flowerbeds were beautiful, yet the allure of Keswick Castle eluded her.

      The groundskeeper crossed his arms over his chest. “Where are you from?”

      “America,” she answered, and then specified, “Chicago.”

      “Chicago—that’s like New York, isn’t it?”

      Birdie nodded and shrugged. “I suppose, but don’t let my parents hear you say that. They’re  proud of their Windy City heritage.”

      “I meant no offense. I know little about America, but I hear it’s a land of riches.”

      “Oh, yes
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